[image: Cover: Seams Art as a Philosophical Context, written by Stephen Melville, edited by Jeremy Gilbert-Rolfe, published by Routledge]

Seams Art as a Philosophical Context



Seams Art as a Philosophical Context

Essays by

Stephen Melville

Edited and Introduced by

Jeremy Gilbert-Polls

[image: Logo: Published by Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group]



First Published 1996

by G & B Arts.

Reprinted 2004

by Routledge

 2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN

 52 Vanderbilt Avenue, New York, NY 10017



Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

Copyright © 1996 OPA (Overseas Publishers Association) Amsterdam B.V. Published in The Netherlands under license by G + B Arts International.

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced or utilized in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or by any information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

Chapters one and three appeared in Arts Magazine (1982) and MLN (1987), respectively. Chapter five was published originally in Critical Inquiry (1986); chapter six in Vision in Context: Historical and Contemporary Perspectives on Sight, eds. T. Brennan and M. Jay, Routledge (1996); and chapter seven in Deconstruction and the Visual Arts: Art, Media, Architecture, eds. P. Brunette and D. Wills, Cambridge University Press (1993). Chapters eight, nine, and ten were printed initially in October (1982), Art History (1991), and Art and Design (1992), respectively.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data

Melville, Stephen W.

Seams: art as a philosophical context: essays. - (Critical voices in art, theory and culture)

 1. Art - Philosophy I. Title II. Gilbert-Rolfe, Jeremy

700.1

ISBN   978-9-05701-031-6 (hardcover)

978-9-05701-021-7 (softcover)

DOI: 10.4324/9781315078588



Contents


	Introduction to the Series

	Preface

	Introduction 

	Stephen Melville and Art's Philosophical Attitude Toward History
Jeremy Gilbert-Rolfe


	Essays by Stephen Melville

	One Robert Smithson “Aliteralist of the Imagination”

	Two Description

	Three Aesthetic Detachment

	Four Positionality, Objectivity, Judgment

	Five Psychoanalysis and the Place of Jouissance

	Six Division of the Gaze, or, Remarks on the Color and Tenor of Contemporary “Theory”

	Seven Color has not Yet been Named Objectivity in Deconstruction

	Eight Notes on the Reemergence of Allegory, the Forgetting of Modernism, the Necessity of Rhetoric, and the Conditions of Publicity in Art and Criticism

	Nine Compelling Acts, Haunting Convictions

	Ten Painting Put Asunder Moments Lucid and Opaque Like Turner's Sun and Cindy Sherman's Face

	Eleven Postscript

	Notes




Introduction to the Series

Critical Voices in Art, Theory and Culture is a response to the changing perspectives that have resulted from the continuing application of structural and poststructural methodologies and interpretations to the cultural sphere. From the ongoing processes of deconstruction and reorganization of the traditional canon, new forms of speculative, intellectual inquiry and academic practices have emerged which are premised on the realization that insights into differing aspects of the disciplines that make up this realm are best provided by an interdisciplinary approach that follows a discursive rather than a dialectic model.

In recognition of these changes, and of the view that the histories and practices that form our present circumstances are in turn transformed by the social, economic, and political requirements of our lives, this series will publish not only those authors who already are prominent in their field, or those who are now emerging—but also those writers who had previously been acknowledged, then passed over, only now to become relevant once more. This multigenerational approach will give many writers an opportunity to analyze and reevaluate the position of those thinkers who have influenced their own practices, or to present responses to the themes and writings that are significant to their own research.
In emphasizing dialogue, self-reflective critiques, and exegesis, the Critical Voices series not only acknowledges the deterritorialized nature of our present intellectual environment, but also extends the challenge to the traditional supremacy of the authorial voice by literally relocating it within a discursive network. This approach to texts breaks with the current practice of speaking of multiplicity, while continuing to construct a singularly linear vision of discourse that retains the characteristics of dialectics. In an age when subjects are conceived of as acting upon one another, each within the context of its own history and without contradiction, the ideal of a totalizing system does not seem to suffice. I have come to realize that the near collapse of the endeavor to produce homogeneous terms, practices, and histories—once thought to be an essential aspect of defining the practices of art, theory, and culture—reopened each of these subjects to new interpretations and methods.
My intent as editor of Critical Voices in Art, Theory and Culture is to make available to our readers heterogeneous texts that provide a view that looks ahead to new and differing approaches, and back toward those views that make the dialogues and debates developing within the areas of cultural studies, art history, and critical theory possible and necessary. In this manner we hope to contribute to the expanding map not only of the borderlands of modernism, but also of those newly opened territories now identified with postmodernism.

Saul Ostrow




Preface

Stephen Melville and Jeremy Gilbert-Rolfe

“Self-Determining Systems”

The texts by Stephen Melville and Jeremy Gilbert-Rolfe in this volume represent not only the complexity of their individual projects, methodologies, and practices, but also what each believes is intellectually and culturally at stake. Given their projects and approaches, Melville and Gilbert-Rolfe guide us through the diversity of contemporary thought and philosophy, unravelling the Gordian knot that circumscribes their subject: art and the practice of the art historian. Gilbert-Rolfe brings to the task of critically reviewing Melville’s writings not only his own knowledge and analytic ability, but also an astute self-interest. The consequence of this is a text that articulates the subtle shading of Melville’s arguments, as well as his own, within a broader philosophic discourse. Neither Melville, a literary theorist turned critic and art historian, nor Gilbert-Rolfe, an artist, critic, and theorist, are detached academics. Therefore their writings reflect not only a real concern for what art and culture may represent, or how one might interpret these, but also the more practical question of how these issues will affect their practices.

Gilbert-Rolfe identifies Melville’s subject as being the intricate interface between the art object, its history, philosophical interpretation, and the practice of the art historian. Using Melville’s texts and drawing on both the writings of Heidegger and such contemporary thinkers as Derrida and Lacan, Gilbert-Rolfe demonstrates the function of each of their texts and their relationships to one another. His writings, like those of Melville, are not merely detached views, but the product of a proposed model of criticism, art history, and philosophy. This model is itself premised on a self-reflexive discussion of what can be attributed to a given object, while taking into account that the history of an object’s interpretation is distinct and different from the history of that object itself. In other words, the authors argue that such histories reside within the context of one another. From this vantage point, the writings of Melville and Gilbert-Rolfe are not only a product of the function of such multiple frames of reference, but are also part of an ongoing disquisition that attempts to bring sense to what we might make of such things as art, history, and philosophy within the discursive framework of postmodernism.

To begin with, Gilbert-Rolfe makes a case for the view that art history’s problem at the end of the twentieth century is the crisis of modernism’s historical project itself. Beyond this standard argument lies another far more sophisticated one. This is premised on Melville’s proposition that art history’s tripartite subject—art, art history, and the art historian—is to be found situated, albeit uncomfortably, between the question of the art object and that of the object of art. Obviously the passage between the question of what art is and what it says is not necessarily clear. To complicate things further, Melville represents the relationship between the discourses of art history, philosophy, and the art object as being somewhat dysfunctional, because art resists being circumscribed by either its history or by philosophy. The resulting dance of approach and avoidance functions in such a manner that the various discourses at work are not complementary, but instead are the means by which the limitations of each become antibodies, preserving the health of their respective subjects. The implication is that the modernist goal of stasis or balance is not art’s enterprise. Instead, what Melville and Gilbert-Rolfe propose is that its goal should be the self-preservation and maintenance of each discourse’s identity in relation to others. In this construct each element becomes the subject of its own self-critical discourse, rather than becoming enfolded one into the other or reduced to common ground.

In this, each practice is the product of a deconstruction of its own metaphysics. This results in “it” coming to exist within its own “self-determining” system, while remaining true to its material identity and practices, as well as its necessarily existing as such within a heterogeneous rather than homogeneous environment. The consequence of this proposition is that the need to develop a totalizing or unifying concept that would dialectically resolve all differences is discarded in favor of something like a field of deferral, parallelism, and intersection. Gilbert-Rolfe shows that Melville’s thinking is premised on the existence of a Kantian art object, a Hegelian model of history, and a Heideggerian practice of philosophy. The identity of each of these, Gilbert-Rolfe argues, arises from the discourse produced or induced by each system existing within and by its own criteria. Despite this diversity of criteria, the postmodern world herein described is not one in which “anything goes,” for the ensuing heterogeneity guarantees the terms and identity of each thing within an environment of noncontradictory differences. In this manner, both the subjectivism and arbitrariness that are implicit in other models of postmodernism, as well as the universalism of modernism, are not only set aside but rejected.

Saul Ostrow



Introduction by Jeremy Gilbert-Rolfe

Stephen Melville and Art’s Philosophical Attitude Toward History



Stephen Melville and Art's Philosophical Attitude Toward History

It is of the essence here that this posing of criticism as a problem is not tantamount to transforming criticism (and art history) into art—that is simply to refuse the newly posed question and to reaffirm the impossibility of contamination…1


The subject of art history may be found situated, not necessarily comfortably, between the question of the art object and that of the object of art. One is a question of what it is and the other of what it says, and the passage between the two is not necessarily clear. The two are, however, linked in one obvious sense: what it can say is to some extent conditioned by what it is. This leads directly, by implication rather than through explication, to the question of whence might emanate any “saying” that the work may do. Stephen Melville has examined the tripartite identity of art history’s subject—art, art history, and the art historian—largely with this last question in mind.

It is clearly the case that art history’s problem, at the end of the twentieth century, has to do with a crisis associated with the historical project itself. While most art historians seem quite content to let their discipline be a history of the decisions of art dealers, so that art history is a subject formulated by Ph.Ds in response to the behavior of people with undergraduate degrees, it is nonetheless unclear that a theory of progress or regression—i.e., of historical development— can provide an adequate motive for what seems to be better described as an economy of recirculation and reconvention. Deprived of a historical trajectory many historians of art, like economic and cultural historians, seem to have settled for theories of irreversibility as substitutes for the theories of development which once allowed them to perform that confusion of methodology with actuality of which the discipline was accused by Nietzsche but which nonetheless permitted it to indulge in the fantasy that meaning is a result of acts converging with historical interpretation, of objects entering historical space.

Melville offers an alternative. Where some would have meaning follow from an encounter with history—where interpretation allows the work to become historical and in that able to realize, as it were retrospectively, the historicalness of its becoming—Melville sees meaning as both a component of the art object as phenomenon and simultaneously undermined by it. Melville’s is an art object which can’t be contained by the historical because it is what produces history, an art history which is at once historicist but which relies on contextualizing historicism within a field of theoretical reference which gives point to historical method rather than deriving its own meaning from it. Where the discipline has sought, over the past fifteen years or so, to find a historicism shorn of the claims of the past but still firmly in control of its object(s)—so that one historian would now have us believe that painting is an essentially eschatological activity, obsessed with its historical end because it knows itself to have a history, and another that the surrealist revision of the object gave rise to an historicism of the unconscious, in which art after art becomes no more than a mimesis (confused with reification) of a structural model committed to referring through rejection to the one which it replaces—Melville has tended to look not to the problems of the discipline but, more generally, to the problem of description which precedes them. This is the problem of what is being described, and with what, and therefore for what. This leads away from history toward the philosophical. Where elsewhere one finds the question of what to do with the art object as an historical object once history has died, in Melville one finds the question of what to do with art as a philosophical subject after deconstruction and the alleged departure of the metaphysical. Where, therefore, the art object after art becomes, enchantingly, no more than a little counter in a miniseries about the end of a form (conceived from the beginning as a process concerned with its own end), or a screen on which to project fairy tales (or other mythological allegories) about the shape of consciousness—a model of advanced consciousness which, like its predecessors, turns out to have a remarkable, but surely coincidental, resemblance to the neurotic formations characteristic of its author— in Melville’s writing it offers complexity rather than awaiting it. Prior to the object, in Melville, is the question of permitting it to be. Unlike too many of his colleagues, he is prepared to raise the question of what it does, rather than assume that all the interesting answers are to be found in the corollary one of what can be done to it. I shall say that Melville’s thinking suggests not so much an anxiety as a lively interest in regard to the irreducibly phenomenological status of art objects in a period when the discipline in which he works seems indifferent to that irreducibility. In Melville, the work of art (the non-production of that which comes after art, is now if it is at all) leads from Derrida (et les autres) to structuralism and thence to all that both sought to replace or whose dilemma both sought to resolve, reconsidering but not necessarily resolving the dilemma. As such, art can become something which is, something which exists as other than a function in or product of a discourse. As such, it can have an attitude toward the history which it’s said to make by those who actually insist that it’s made by history. This is a philosophical attitude, but not in that one of resignation or tolerance, that allows Melville to be involved with objects which are not necessarily continuous with their history. Which is to say, to be sensitive to art as producer rather than product, and then as a producer not reducible to (an interpretation of) what is produced.

Melville interests me primarily because he is a thinker who is prepared to begin with the visuality of the visual arts. More than most contemporary writers, he is concerned with the role of phenomena as much as appearance, to cite Heidegger’s distinction between that which does not know concealment (and is therefore present in itself) and that which does (and therefore is not present, or not entirely). I suspect that it is Melville’s background in literature which facilitates this willingness to accept that to see is not necessarily to find lack in all things, because literature itself has largely managed to evade or ignore the government by historical categories and goals which have characterized the visual arts since before the modern period. To be Heideggerian again, I suspect it may be from literature that Melville derived the possibility that to say is not necessarily only to reenact a series of historico-ideological (which would include the psychological) chains of signification. It’s not so much that Melville replaces a theory of art history in which art goes somewhere with one in which it’s going nowhere, it’s that he makes the question of where it’s going into an element of what it is, and necessarily one which always has the same relationship to that. Melville has described the situation as follows:

[l]t can be tempting to imagine that “poststructuralism” can be defined in whole or in part by a certain return of or to phenomenology. There is, I think, something to this: but it also mistakes both the extent to which questions of perception and interpretation have been radically recast by the appeal to Saussure’s model of language and the extent to which the interests underlying that appeal, outside of its most purely scientistic forms, are shaped precisely by a history of engagement with phenomenology and its hermeneutical offspring. This, I would argue, is visible even in the work of Lévi-Strauss—an aspect of his work that is lucidly registered by Ricouer in his remark that what Lévi-Strauss argues is a Kantism without the transcendental ego, a description that opens an easy passage between that work and Heidegger’s. This of course would be to suggest that the difference between structuralism and poststructuralism is less usefully thought of as a difference about phenomenology than as the unfolding or repetition of a difference properly within it, marking limits at once internal and external to it. That is, structuralism and poststructuralism alike can be said to belong, in part at least, to phenomenology just insofar as it is not a settled body of practices or propositions but something more like a style or movement—and is a movement just because it is bound to the unfolding ambiguities of its claim to grasp things as they are— ambiguities that importantly pass between “description” and “interpretation”. If the emergence of theory marks a crisis for phenomenology, bringing out its internal impasses and demanding its continuation in a radically transformed register (one in which it can no longer or only with great difficulty recognize itself), this is perhaps because the newer work forces the recognition that what presents itself as perceptual cannot be registered except under some condition of legibility—which is to say that the ambiguities within the claim to “grasp things as they are” are not simply infelicitous features of a language we are obliged to use but are a part of the structure of that grasp.2


The question of legibility is, as I’ve observed elsewhere, one which links Derrida to the phenomenological method of which he has been such a profound critic—a profundity produced, incidentally, by being playful rather than severe.3 Where Barthes’ structuralism can imagine a division between “readerly” and “writerly” works, the latter have no place in deconstruction or phenomenology because it can only be to the extent that they are legible that they can be said to be, or to be about not-being. That which takes writing to a certain limit without regard for the reader can only, in these terms, provide reading with a certain challenge. And in meeting that challenge, reading finds something out about itself, namely that there’s yet another form that it can take. There is of course no reason to suppose that a reader could not be swept up in reading, lost in it, left behind only to reappear at the end transformed. But that is only to say that reading is something in which individuals take part rather than something they control. The idea that there could be works which, in their complexity or reduction, become illegible is in this sense founded in a confusion of language with semiotics, legibility with interpretation. What could be more lucid and transparent than the intentionally illegible? The problem, if any, would not be unreadability but too clear a read, since one would see only negation and therefore an untransformed trace of the negated. That, by définition, would be nothing that one hadn’t seen before.

If legibility is presumptive in both philosophy founded in perception and in philosophical critique of the very idea of perception and all that it implies, then it is also the case that “the extent to which questions of perception and interpretation have been radically recast by the appeal to Saussure’s model of language” is the extent to which that appeal reflects and exacerbates a bifurcation of legibility within the art object. References to Ricouer aside, what Melville’s writing helps to clarify is the need for a method which will account for the work as both a signifying thing and a cluster of signs. Philosophy has never been very good at distinguishing things from concepts—things coming to life only as concepts and concepts living only in things— but in an important sense that is what interpretation is ultimately bound to interpret. If perception responds to phenomena, interpretation seeks to make sense of an incompatibility, on which the legibility of the work is founded, between the mark and meaning, what it is or seems to be and what it says or seems to say. What does not lead back to the object must lead somewhere else, to structure and com-parativism and in that to dematerialization, signification as the final resting place of the signified. What does lead back to it must first pass through all that which makes its legibility interpretable as a series of signifieds—the discourses of the historical, psychological, first and last the ontological—and thus clarify what it does by way of exceeding its appearance as signification, which is to say, what it is as art. Melville’s work resonates with the realization that that which “grasps things as they are” does so, currently, in the knowledge that in art any one thing is two things: the one that turns into a text and plays with legibility by leading it into the world (without an earth) of the sign, and the other that signifies by being irreducible to signification while constantly presenting itself as that on which signification and the legibility it promises depend.

To say that the appeal of methods and approaches ultimately indebted to Saussure (or, more likely, to Saussurianism leavened by Peirce and Barthes) reflects interests “shaped precisely by a history of engagement with phenomenology and its hermeneutical offspring” might, in this sense, seem like a bit of an understatement. One gene-ology for the postphenomenological hermeneutic is, for example, Merleau-Ponty’s. Despairing of ever finding an adequate account of the Chiasmos—of the mutuality of perception and cognition in response to an intended object—Merleau-Ponty finally threw up his hands and went in for structuralism instead. Which is to say that at least some of phenomenology’s hermeneutical offspring first sprang off out of exasperation with, as much as any desire to elaborate or shore up, the perceiving subject.

The hermeneutical subject which that elaboration produced decodes rather than perceives, while being itself an encoding—of “the structure of its grasp.” It sees not objects, but legible messages. It’s an historical subject to the extent that it is concerned with the message as a product. Knowing language as a code, it recognizes the role of historical change in the code’s formation. Ricouer, intent on finding a theoretical explanation for the connection between the layers of literary texts, ended up stranded in psychologism because the alternative would have been a return to the aesthetic. The search for the hermeneutical subject has, over the past twenty years, similarly led many others to Lacan. Where the phenomenological object is, the hermeneutical text refers. This capacity permits it to be engaged in all that the object as phenomenon is not. At the same time, in answering the questions left dangling by theories of perception, it finds itself detached from things by its function as a sign. To be present as a sign is to be not present as phenomena; the sign occludes the object in the act of providing it with an hermeneutic volition. Phenomena give way to appearance, to a world of the hidden or partially revealed, in a word to textuality. Thus it is that one talks about the text as a deorigination; hermeneutic legibility connects the work to discourse, but in so doing loses sight of its origin in and as phenomena—to the extent that it might be as well to think of reorigination as the actual task of the hermeneutic (the message came from Zeus, but you’re going to get it as one of Hermes’ little notes).

For Melville, as for Michael Fried—and for Merleau-Ponty as far as that goes—the hermeneutic becomes the epistemological and also the place of the episteme. Because for Melville and Fried at least it is there that the struggle becomes something other than a question about art. Certainly this returns both of them to the phenomenological hermeneutics of being and essence—structurally speaking, presentness signifying its own presence—but it does so by way of an argument about the place of art in discourse. From the art object to the object of art as an objecter art (for example, a historical goal or a job as a bulletin board for contemporary theories of consciousness) and back again with a view to seeing what happens to art’s objects when they’re brought back into some confrontation with the object itself. Melville’s treatment of Fried’s notion of absorption goes straight to the point. The question is twofold: What does it take to absorb those who are already involved with legibility? In the first place, an image of absorption itself. What is such an image an image of? The perceiving subject perceiving or in some suspended state of not-perceiving (sleep, reverie, reading), i.e., the question of what has taken perception’s place expressed in terms which are themselves a question about perception.

An important aspect of this absorption is that it is not based in any sense of the physical. In a sense Fried’s notion of absorption threatens to be a kind of professor’s dream, the senses engaged but beyond the body as well as discourse: relief from the latter without the threat of the physical. And all in the language that professors understand better than any other, the language of concentration. And Fried is right (I’d say “obviously right” had he himself not once told me that the thing he found least convincing about English writing was its tendency to use the word “obviously”). Clearly the only work that could absorb those engaged in legibility as a virtue—which would be not only professors, but anyone interested in art and its problematics—would be that which could employ the hermeneutic—the world of decoding—to reach beyond it towards an encounter with the conditions which permit the decoding to occur, the question of engagement or absorption. Melville understands this aspect of Fried’s writing very well, and has used it to develop an approach to the methods provided by “phenomenology’s hermeneutical offspring” which follows Fried’s in certain respects but which also finds within it a number of possibilities for the work of art, and with that for art history, which lead elsewhere.

These begin to emerge in the essay reprinted here as chapter 8, which deals with Fried’s methodology at length. “Notes on the Reemergence of Allegory, the Forgetting of Modernism, the Necessity of Rhetoric, and the Conditions of Publicity in Art and Criticism” announces itself as a “scattered collection of notes” but is in fact a thorough discussion of art criticism’s perennially central theme, which is: What are the works that one may take seriously, once one has accepted that the viewer proposed by the work of art is by definition one who is hermeneutically preoccupied (as, to underscore the contemporary’s continuity with the Enlightenment, was Diderot)?

That’s not what the essay purports to be about, since it is written in the context of a discussion about art history where no one is ever allowed to raise questions of preference as such because that might reveal too much about the institutional profile of the art historian. To say that one prefers something is, at least to some, bound to reveal something about the one doing the preferring. But that is in large part what the essay is about, and specifically it is about the viewer that would be adequate (i.e., the art historical approach that would be adequate) to an ambitious work. I put it as a circularity because it may be bluntly expressed as such: what does a work have to be to be taken seriously by a sophisticated viewer is a crude restatement of the idea that the work proposes a sophisticated viewer for itself. The sophistication is hermeneutical, the viewer is aware of the work as a sign which seeks to get beyond its signifying function.

Melville understands Fried’s contribution as few others seem to do. While there may be a number of reasons why this should be so, the one I prefer is that Melville has no particular loyalties with regard to this or that sort of art. In any case he sees the general significance of Fried for art history in general, and sees it as being grounded in his rejection of an art which employs a rhetoric of withholding. This rejection of the work of art as the deployment of a kind of coyness is for Fried tied to a necessary preoccupation with renewal on the part of the work of art of its hermeneutic identity.

In my opinion the key to Melville’s use of Fried is to be found in the contrast he observes between Fried and Greenberg on the matter of painting’s essential (if it is) flatness. It is a contrast contained in two quotes. First, Greenberg:

The task of self-criticism became to eliminate from the effects of each art any and every effect that might conceivably be borrowed from or by the medium of any other art. Thereby each art would be rendered “pure,” and in its “purity” find the guarantee of its standards of quality as well as of its independence.4


Elimination of the extraneous returns one then to the surface as a condition of identity which is also a guarantee. Not so for Fried:

… flatness and the delimitation of flatness ought not to be thought of as the “irreducible essence of pictorial art” but rather as something like the minimal conditions for something’s being seen as a painting; the … crucial question is not what these minimal and … timeless conditions are, but rather what, at a given moment, is capable of compelling conviction … This is not to say that painting has no essence; it is to claim that that essence—i.e. that which compels conviction—is largely determined by, and therefore changes continually in response to, the vital work of the recent past The essence of painting is not something irreducible. Rather, the task of the modernist painter is to discover those conventions that, at a given moment, alone are capable of establishing his work’s identity as painting.5


While it is not clear to me how the essence of anything could be non-irreducible and still be essential, particularly not if that which is non-irreducible can still be associated with the adjective “alone,” I understand that Melville establishes that the difference between Greenberg and Fried is one which gives a more active role to the play of the historical as rhetoric—the deployment of conventions for effect and as effect—in the latter’s theorizing than in the former. Greenberg proposes, in terms which are not irreconcilable with Heidegger’s notion that the world the work makes should lead back to and be in tension with the earth on which it stands, nor with Nietzsche’s notion of advance as return, purity as a goal and as a guarantee. Fried substitutes the word “essence” where Greenberg uses “purity,” and finds the essential as a problematic at the hermeneutic level of the work. Greenberg’s (possibly rather innocent in this regard) perceiving subject becomes in Fried a subject which is obliged to do quite a lot of decoding on the way to perceiving. Fried’s is a phenomenological subject encumbered, or liberated, by hermeneutics. Encumbered in as much as the work, in order to be at all, must first negotiate a series of demands derived from, or manifested as, questions of historical appropriateness and acknowledgement. The hermeneutical dimension turns out to be the place where the work announces and articulates itself as a response to—and participant in—a discourse. It is liberated for the same reason, insofar as this acknowledgement of the work as a participant in an argument frees it from a concern for the purity of its means because their historicizing—a convergence with a historical argument that converts the search for purity into a rhetorical position—suspends, or if one prefers, precludes that concern in its substitution of a historical materialism for what is either an idealism or a version of Heidegger’s earth/world tension which similarly rejects the immediately historical as an authentic component of the work’s reconsideration of history as such. As Melville puts it, Greenberg’s is a position which wants to argue that “the crucial thing about a work… is simply that it is and not that it means,” while Fried, though closely associated with and implicitly drawn to it, nonetheless “appears to see in contemporary theory a way neither to recover meaning nor to produce new meanings but a way to grasp objects insofar as they are capable of exerting effects, art historical effects above all.”6

Anecdotally speaking, it’s worth remembering that the opposition to Greenberg was the result of his insistence that the eschewal of meaning in favor of being was the only art historical effect worth achieving. That said, one may then say that Melville sees that Fried has found a way out of Greenberg’s preoccupation with a possibly false ontological reduction by diverting attention to the discursive function of what may no longer be seen as a reduction. Fried figures prominently in Melville’s writing. In the last few pages I’ve moved from one essay to another in the quotes I’ve used to illustrate the points I’ve sought to make. Melville sees Fried as the contemporary thinker who has sought a hermeneutic elaboration of the phenomenological object and the perceiving subject it proposes which would not lose sight of the existential actuality of the art work as a thing which is never a thing.

He is of course aware of the evolution of Fried’s thought, and makes considerable play with the implications of that development, as the reader of this volume will see. Fried is, however, an ancillary to a larger project, as is Greenberg, in that the figure who recurs most— and most tellingly—in these essays is Heidegger himself, and the reason is that, for Melville, the challenge that the work of art offers art history is to be found in the fact that art objects are indeed objects. For Melville, art history’s difficulty is that its objects are not in themselves historical objects. This seems to be what theory, as something which can be opposed to art history as a practice, means for Melville. Phenomenology frustrates historicism even while its own insolubility causes a hermeneutic flowering which threatens to overgrow and obscure the ground on which it grew.

The effect of Derrida’s engagement with Heidegger is, in Melville (in his reading of Fried and also elsewhere) to reoriginate through deorigination. Deconstruction restores the Heideggerian work of art while making its relationship to the contemporary more explicit (more legible) and thus complicating and indeed deferring its possible realization of the ground out of which it putatively sprang. It is in this sense that Melville places Heidegger at, as it were, the origin of the tripartite enquiry with which I’ve identified him here: the artwork plays a game with its own origin; art history is the history of works which have a conscious and therefore not continuous relationship to the historical; the art historian is the historian of, and as the perceiving subject, reconsidered by the hermeneutics of—which is to say, generated by—the artwork’s own identity. If the difference between Greenberg and Fried is, for Melville, the difference between purity and mutability, his version of Fried takes the latter’s thinking, perhaps, toward a more elaborate version of what is present to what. For Melville, the phenomenological object described by Fried, complicated by the (inauthentic because it is not eschatological) historical space it both enters and transforms, is the postmodern object, present as the evasion of an idea of presence which depends on purity (authenticity), deoriginated and thus reoriginated in its polyvocality, but entirely dependent on what it seeks to evade because it continues to be dependent on the lived body whose embodiment its own invokes. How Melville makes it become this is to be found in the following sentence: “If postmodernism names modernism insofar as it is inevitably its own allegory, deconstruction names self-criticism insofar as it cannot exempt itself from itself.”7 Whatever modernism was, it is now only what it can be while being past, deoriginated by and reoriginated within what succeeds it—or, to gesture toward the gloomier side of both Fried and Heidegger, what fails to follow its characteristic failure. Whatever deconstruction deconstructs survives it by being that upon which it depends. Melville—Fried also, but less insistently—returns one as reader (ideal or just real) to the implication that legibility bears: writing writes the reader, signing signs, while art history is the history of readers (hypocritical or not, but hypercritical of necessity) proposed by the objects whose objects, as proposals, they are.

Phenomenological theories of human embodiment have also been concerned to distinguish between the various physiological and biological causalities that structure human experience and the meanings that embodied existence assumes in the context of lived experience. In Merleau-Ponty’s reflections in The Phenomenology of Perception on “the body in its sexual being” he takes issue with such accounts of bodily experience and claims that the body is “an historical idea” rather than “a natural species.”8


Thus Judith Butler, while the following is from Melville:

At the level of what one might imagine as a shared intuition into the rhetoricity of vision—what I have been describing as its division from itself, the insistence of a certain heterogeneity at the heart of its transparency—I would point to Lacan and Goethe’s insistence that the field of vision is above all a play of light and opacity arising from bodies and images in displacement.9


If the field of vision is made out of light and opacity then it comes to us as color, and one thing we know about color is that it doesn’t work the way Goethe wanted it to, which was quite similar to the way in which philosophers had always wanted it to work, and in which they continue to want it to work—and I’d differ with Melville as to whether “Goethe offers a better guide to how material color behaves than Newton.”10 John Gage, who recently published the book of books on the subject, demonstrates quite conclusively that Kant and Hegel clung to Goethe in flagrant disregard for the fact that he was demonstrably wrong.11 Philosophy wants vision to be made out of recognition rather than phenomena, as, of course, must psychologism of any sort, especially one whose model is semiotic. This is the problem around which Melville makes the work of art be a reconsideration of the idea of historical formation in both its connotations: the work and its perceiving subject formed by history; history remade in its making.

In “Color Has Not Yet Been Named: Objectivity in Deconstruction,” chapter 7 in this book, Melville establishes the limits of the “hermeneutic radicalization” which begins with Heidegger, and they turn out to be Heideggerian limits, the limits that phenomena place on language only capable of dealing with appearance:

We know how to describe color in strictly physical terms. We know also something about how to analyze it semiotically, and indeed color can easily appear a prime candidate for semiological investiture, displaying the full force of “cultural construction.” The physical phenomenon in its relation to our nomination of it seems to map directly onto Saussure’s diagrammatic representation of the double continua of world and sound into which language cuts But color can also seem bottomlessly resistant to nomination, attaching itself absolutely to its specificity and the surfaces on which it has or finds its visibility …. The movement of color in painting is a movement in or of deconstruction. And if deconstruction can in some sense feel at home in reading the texts of color as they pass through the Renaissance through de Piles and Goethe and Chevreul, it is in a much harder place when it comes to actually speaking the work and play of color—not because that work and play are ineffable but because its “speaking” just is the work of art and its history.12


Heidegger says little about color, which in fact means that he avoids it as phenomena in favor of appearance and the concealment that comes with it. Color is both entirely present and complete, in Heidegger’s terms. It is exactly not what Plato and Goethe wanted it to be, an accidental consequence of a peculiar relationship to an intended object. But there’s nothing for it to do hermeneutically. It refuses the hermeneutic, which surrounds it and replaces it but cannot find itself within it. Melville correctly observes that art history contains both the view that color is ornamental and therefore expendable–the position of Leonardo, the French Academy, and American minimalism, with its absurd social realist decadence in the work of Haacke and Holzer—and that it is where the truth of painting (i.e., of visibility) is to be found. Both positions encourage its infinite deferral and its subordination to a more immediately recognizable semiotic regime, that of drawing, which is to say of discourse—the code, the idea, the ideology—which is to say, pace Melville on Panofsky (and passim), of a discourse of power and power relationships, and hence the transformation of the work of art into a historical product rather than producer.

Like Greenberg and Fried, Melville is fond of saying that art works are. It is this which most obviously links all three with Heidegger, and Melville is not alone in linking this beingness with the adjective “just”, when it’s clearly nothing of the sort. Whether we get back to it if we succeed (Greenberg), find it in the contingences of what it supports, i.e., in realizing the historical potential of the conventions as they currently are (Fried), or see it in what the hermeneutic defers (Melville and also Derrida), it only “just is” by default, in the sense that it can’t be described as a complexity or imagined as synthetic or otherwise combinatorial. If “color [‘s] … speaking just is the work of art and its history”—suggesting that the voice shapes rhetoric as much as rhetoric determines the voice, or moreso, and therefore that the body is not a semiosis but what lies beneath one—then what it speaks is silence. It is there that it can make silence concrete without deferring it into a sign. Or, actually, it can’t, because it cannot not be hermeneutically active, it hasn’t been named but it also can’t say its own name. Heidegger says little about color—certainly doesn’t seem to realize that that Greek temple would probably been painted in some bright hue of which he would doubtless have disapproved—but we recall what he had to say about silence:

I

Who could simply be silent of silence?


J

That would be authentic saying …


I

… and would remain the constant prologue to the authentic dialogue of language.


J

Are we not attempting the impossible?13


Speaking as speaking of—drawing a picture, telling a story, describing and thus interpreting, and therefore vice versa—is always what follows a silence which gives rise to it, what gives form to a silence but rises out of it, perhaps, may originate in it although that’s by no means clear, fills it certainly but can’t express or be it, and obviously needs it. Heidegger’s essay “A Dialogue on Language,” from which the above is drawn, and which takes the implausible form of a chat between Martin himself and an old friend from Japan (two old Axis buddies deliquescing on both the ultimate irrelevance, and the immediately deplorable condition, of the historical), contains another passage which is relevant here, and which deals with Kant and the question of appearance:

J

In appearance as Kant thinks of it, our experience must already include the object as something in opposition to us.


I

That is necessary not only in order to understand Kant properly, but also and above all else so that we may experience the appearing of the appearance, if I may put it that way, originarily.


J

How does this happen?


I

The Greeks were the first to think of phdinomena as phenomena. But in that experience it is thoroughly alien to the Greeks to press present beings into an opposing objectness … Thus appearance is still the basic trait of the presence of all present beings, as they rise into unconcealment.


J

Accordingly, in your title “Expression and Appearance” you use the second noun in the Greek sense.


I

Yes and no. Yes, in that for me the name “appearance” does not name objects as objects, and least of al! as objects of consciousness— consciousness always meaning self-consciousness.


J

In short: appearance not in the Kantian sense.


I

Merely to contrast it with Kant is not enough, For even where the term “object” is used for present beings as subsisting within themselves, and Kant’s interpretation of objectness is rejected, we are still far from thinking in the Greek sense—but fundamentally though rather in a very hidden sense, in the manner of Descartes: in terms of the “I” as the subject.


J

Yet your “no” suggests that you, too, do not think of appearance in the Greek sense.


I

You are right. What is decisive here is difficult to render visible, because it calls for simple and free vision.14


“Just is” calls, as it were, for “simple and free” vision. Heidegger’s invocation of Descartes confirms Butler’s accusation of the separation of the phenomenological subject from the sciences of the body, and this is a separation which lies at the heart of Melville’s notion of legibility. Legibility, for Melville, requires more than a semiotic, and the reason why this should be so returns one to the problem of phenomenology’s object and its relationship to art, art history, and the art historian. Regarding the sciences of the body as a semiotic, Melville has made extensive use of Lacan, where what presents itself to vision remains outside or beyond its own present: “[F]rom the moment the real gives itself as remarkable—becomes, then, the Real—we have access to it only through the play of Imaginary and Symbolic it sets in motion.”15

In Melville’s reading, Lacanian jouissance—and orgasm is presumably the body as experience in both the English and French senses of the word (as both intransitive and transitive, involuntarily open and engaged in an experiment)—produces a model of logic without truth, logic which doesn’t defer to truth—color which doesn’t color a thing but is wholly color, is color rather than a coloring: “We thus enter a universe in which logic does not act as a guarantee of truth; instead truth acts to guarantee the comprehensibility of logic (a Heideggerian kind of universe, then), harnessing the letter into a dialectic whose very openness is its best guarantee of closure. “La lettre, ca se lit,” Lacan writes—but this writing is already read, needs no reading from us, and is enclosed in pure self-affection”.16

But such a reading is in no sense simple and free, but rather what Melville calls an act of appropriation.17 Any application of a semiotic requires prior naming, a reversal of “the priority of hermeneutic activity over and against our theoretical reconstructions of it.”18 In this respect, among others, phenomenology’s rejection of physiological and biological causation is directly comparable to its indifference to art history. Melville sees that for phenomenology the problem with science, whether that of the lab or Panofsky’s, seems to be that it cannot help but be prior to its object. The problem becomes that with which color confronts philosophy: it lies outside and before its explanation, which in fact is one that philosophy can’t provide. Color is not a function of ratio, it’s not an accidental effect caused by squinting or exhaustion or the peripheral, as Plato and Goethe convinced themselves it was, nor in any other way a product of what philosophy can in fact manage, which is the passage from black to white. What cuts phenomenology off from the body is not its indifference to science, then, quite the contrary, since the latter is similarly divorced. It’s phenomenology’s recognition of the prior status of saying as a ground for legibility, where it is understood that legibility implies a transformation, by the reading, of what is read, where the attribution of legibility can only remember the ground which it covers with the imaginary and symbolic.

Melville, seeing phenomenology as the heart of that “theory” which stands in some relationship of opposition or supplementarity to the discipline of art history, finds something like an answer to the difficulty with which art presents history in the work of Gadamer, whom he contrasts with Panofsky in the following terms: “For Panofsky, the work of art belongs to the history of human meaning; for Gadamer it does not: if anything, the history of human meaning belongs to it.”19 His description of Gadamer is, in fact, suspiciously similar to what he sees in Fried: “Gadamer’s work can be taken as an argument against any claim to objective knowledge, but it is more accurately taken as arguing a radically different model of objectivity—that is, of how objects are in history and in interpretation.”20 Elsewhere he talks about “a sustained investigation of the stability of the visual as such and not simply of its presumed discursive construction” as a goal for the discipline of art history, and here I’d draw attention to the word “sustained.”21

In this one sees what it is that Melville is doing to the art object, art history, and the art historian. In Gadamer’s thinking, says Melville,

hermeneutics offers to defeat our methodological self-understanding as exterior to the “tradition” we presume to form our object, and so to return us to an essentially Aristotelian position…. The explicit opposition here is to a modem self-understanding Gadamer explicitly attributes to Kant that separates theoretical and objective, or subsumptive, judgment from subjective and aesthetic, or reflective, judgment. It is perhaps implicit in (Melville’s) argument… that Gadamer misses how far the Heideggerian formulations he is systematizing and extending … depend upon a radicalization of the kind of judgment Kant called reflective.22


His engagement with Heidegger, then, involves a modification of the idea of recognition. So too, perhaps, for Melville, but with the difference being that he speaks from a position where legibility is a process wherein both Heidegger and Kant have been rewritten by Derrida, the one in conjunction with the other.

As his use of Lacan suggests, Melville understands that he lives at a time when “the orientation to psychology and sociology that is prepared by the turn away from Heidegger”23 can, at least where the former is concerned, be shown to have led back to him. Likewise he knows that the sociological is frozen, known only by its formulae: “the male gaze is that through which the feminine is made object and stripped of its freedom”; “my submission is secured through the imposition of visibility on me”; until “my naming calls me into visibility and so, in (Althusser’s) double sense, subjects me, rendering me a subject”—a perceiving subject knowing itself as such only to the extent that it knows itself to be oppressed by (its own) visibility.24

Melville is aware, that is to say, that the same hermeneutic elaboration that threatened to sweep away the phenomenological practice it in effect restored did indeed wholly undermine the certainties of science. His preference for Goethe over Newton is not, as it turns out, a preference for a bad color theory over one that works, but for a space that is made out of color rather than filled with and traversed by lines. Panofskian art history, Melville seems to imply, threatens to turn the saying of the art object into reported speech instead of entering into a dialogue with it which wouldn’t require pretending that it had ceased to speak. These are the terms in which Melville argues for an art object which continues to be a saying, to be in its saying, after it has entered history and thus demonstrated that history is present in it as well as to it. A work of art is a speech act which never becomes wholly a text but which was entirely written from the start. One could say that for Melville the meaning of art objects lies in their deferral of the naming of their saying. First (he might say “simply” or “just”) comes the deferring of the name, and it is this which in its turn leads one back to the deferring which is the work in a manner that characterizes it as a phenomenologically hermeneutic event. This is what he’s derived from Fried’s revision of Greenberg and Gadamer’s of Heidegger, and from Derrida. In Melville’s account Fried’s location of meaning in the deployment of convention as a double-sided historical signification—something very like action masquerading as reaction—seems quite consistent with Gadamer’s idea that “the work actively prolongs itself through interpretation, through its engagements of us” or its alternative expression that ‘“meaning’ is not at the origin of this activity but is its constant and constantly altering effect.”25 To this view of the art work and how to think about it he brings Derrida, and the Heidegerrian rereading of Kant which offers the frame as the only avenue through which to approach the unframedness it claims to name. It is time to talk about Melville and Smithson, and also Melville and Turner.

There can be no doubt, however, that the real consequence of the enlightenment is… the subjection of all authority to reason. Accordingly, prejudice from overhastiness is to be understood as Descartes understood it, i.e., as the source of all error in the use of reason.26


Melville is not Bartleby, it’s not that he would prefer not to name color or anything else. He is—as it were simply—not prepared to name the unnameable one more time, and is in any case more interested in what happens in the name’s being deferred—the name itself being a deferral in the first place.

As I’ve suggested, Melville does not see the theoretical problem that art offers art history as a Kantian one but rather as one which is the result of the latter’s turning away from, or having great difficulty in turning toward, Heidegger.
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