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also on the application of the lessons of philosophy, anthropolo!,'}', and 

psychology, 
My the:refl1re, is not dissimilar to Kosuth's; we have: kin ­

dred sense: of the constructive the limiting roles of conte:xt. It is 

instructive that, as if ill alarm at my delineation of responses which intel­

lectuals in general, and art historians in particular, either deny or seek to 

banish from their territOries, choruses of art-h istoric;!1 fear arose. T hese 

ehoruses were reinforced iy two anxieties. Firs t, predictably enough, there 
was the fear that I was somehow reducing the of by suggesting 

that we recall our respomcs to everyd,lY imagery when we investigate our 

responses to what we regard as and, secondly, there was the anxiety that 

I was attributing to images some power, and thereby fJ iling to 

acknowledge individual r.eeds and the projection of individual desires, I 
mention these re:lctions bec:ll1sc they offer insight into the 

of Kosuth's practice, specifically that of "The Play of the Unmentionable," 

As we have seen, Kosurh repeatedly insists on the role of the 

viewer, his or her collstirl,five role. There an.: no intrinsic meanings-oo 

intrinsic PO"iJJelj I would add- in objects and images . It is the \'iewer who 

must struggle fo r thc meaning of art, in the face of the dictates of market 

and institutions. Some critics of The POk-·el" of rfllllgrs were apparently so 
afraid of the responses to an that might th us arise that they compounded 

their fears by suggesti ng that I attributed the power of images lO images 

themselves, autonomously and therefore somehow magically-the vcry 

position I had .ought to undennine, Such is the power invcsted 

in images, it would seem, that e\·en my repe:.ted acknowledgement of the 
necessity of comext renewed the old fears that they might ha\'e an inherent 

power of their own. 

The of helief in the passive specutor are now happilr over; and 
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onl~' the most inrransigcnt bdil-vers in the absolute tr:J.nseendenee of great 

works of art or the staum'hest proponents of rh~ market's determin ing role 
1:\!n~lIl their passing, But that forlorn position h.1S recen tly come to be 

replaced by a positivism, that, though it has been nurtured by the worthiest 

of Illotives, has become the Jomain of the (earn11 and the timid: the posi­

til'lsm of small context, of anee(lme, o f the narrow fomlS of what has fash­

ionably come to be ca lled "m ierohistory." 

Grolnted that t he \'i~\I'er conslructs the meaning of the work; hut hi'"' is 
the viewer himself or hersel f constructed? Thi~ i~ the qllestion that h:1S Ie:d 

num)' astray. The: arterllive and up-to-date reader may already have rai sed 

at least one: e:yehrow at the ways in which both Kosuth and I s01lletirne~ 

refe:r to "p~ople, " or "the viewer, " or make usc of the generaliled tirst-

1lt'n;On plural. ' 10 do so is neither to hypostati7A: "the viewer" nor to sac­
rifice indil'iduality for the sa ke of some kind I,f CI, rl)()ratc response, It is not 
to minimize difference, nor [0 S ~~· thH everyone responds in the same way 

to;1 givcn work or set of drC\llTIstances, Rather, it is to point up th05e com­

mon base~ of responsc, emotion, :md cognition upon which context ;lets 

and whose \'ery eommuna:ity makes thcm amenable to analysis, \Ve h~\'e 

no good words for them. T hey relate £0 hunger, sexuality, grief, gladncss, 
terror, They are those awkwa rd facts of feel ing, instinct, and desirt: that 

ha\'c their mots in our 11I.manity Of eour~e, these categories :Ire them­

selvcs in flected hy context, and subject to socj~1 and gender constrllClioll­

always, Prior to such infl~ctiun we must rc('kon with whatever it is that 

enables aTOlIs;ll and emotion. '10 say this is to do no more than declare the 

work tha t has still to be done: theoretical on the one hand, technical on the 

other. \.Vhilc different images may arouse the se.~ual feelings of different 
people at different times lmder different circumstances, it would be fu ti le 

not to acknowledge the cugnitive process, prior to contcxt, that enables 
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arousal hy represenrarion; :Ind because this is a process that is prior to con­

text, it C"Jnnot be nalllcd (except, perhaps. in neurophysiologie-JI terms). It 

is a theoretical consrrm;t with physiological rea li£}'. 

One c;mnot underst:md the desire to censor without understanding 

desire !Oll! wurt-spccifie3lly the desire for whnt is represented. However 
rnll(;h (;onte.\ t shapes eoment, and however much one acknowledges that 

standards of morality, when applied to art , art: wholly detennined hy socio­
historical COlllext and the varieties of conditioni ng. the link between vision 

and desire nevertheless rema ins to be e.\c,H':ltcd and theorized. 

For the sake of argtum: nt, let lIS say one attributes the greater popular 

success of the Brooklyn installati on (in comparison with the 1989 
Wittgenstcin installation. "The Play of the u nsayable") to the f.te t that 

people arc more intercstal in the unmentionable dlan the unsarahle. But 
to maintain such a posit.ion these days C'Juses sC"JnJal, and it is not hard to 
im<lgine Kosuth hilllstl f, the artist as anthropolob,.j~t, ohjecting on the 

grounds that there is no such thing as "people" in general, only different 

people and different contexts. But it is clear enough that the install ation 

wOllld have FAi led had not e"ery spectator been able to recogni7.e the se:roal 

ch:lrgc of the Larry Clarks, or the savagery of Cindy Shennan (p. I H ) and 

the slicing off of the bre~sts of the Spanish Saint Agatha (p. 137); o r the 
pricking of the needles in Clark's Fim Tilll( Sbootillg Up ( p. 141 ), Nonnan 

Rockwell's I\)+t Tb r TnftooA'1in (p. 141 ), and the Nkisi power figure (p. 

I40); or the deprivation of vitality betokened by the willful rcmo\'31 of the 

eyes of a figure in a picture such as the fiftecnth-century Jlllrtyrdflfll of 
Snil/lS COSI1IIIS mltl Dnminll i.::ith thrir Tbru Broth~ (p. 119), where the e~'es 

were presumably scr.1tched at the time of the iconoclastic disturbances of 
the next eenmry in an attempt to deprive the executioners of thei r l11all:\·o­

lent life or vitll li£}'. 
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O f COIlr.;e, there arc plenty of other aspectS of the W Play of the Unmen­

tionable" that would hal·e been incomprehensible in othcr cOn!e,n s; bllt 

thc power of the installation resided preci~ely in the degrce to which it 

forced its spectators to reAect on rhe ways in which they judged the 

inAection of response by context. Of course , one might al~o claim that its 

effectivcncss dcpended wholly on the com mon cultural identity of its spec­

tators-hut in Hrookl ~"(l. of all places? The: argument would be a wcak onc. 
No more representlo\"c Inicrocosm of the lI"ml(1 eould we know" T he 

installation forced one to reAect on COmCXlj but it depended fo r irs effec­

tiveness on a cognitive gra~p of the roots of emotion, appeti te, ,lnd fear : 

fe ar of oneself as mile:, as fear of the other. 

in Tbt Powrr oflmllgts I was chiefly concerned with the power that arises in 

the case of all imagery, and not only in those images we call "an ." Kosuth, 
however, in the Brookl}'Tl lIlstaliation took one importalll slep fu rther: he 
decided to usc the power Dfimages as a means of undcrst~llding tht powcr 

of art. \Vhilc the role of the vitwer in m.lking meaning i ~ fun da mental to 

both his and m ~· OWI1 ai ms, Kosuth 's breakthrough was to take the sttp 

from representation in general to art itself. 
"The meaning of an is hOIl" we dts(l"ibr it. Thc dtscriptioll of flit-which 

an itsel f manifests-<onsists of a dynamic cluster of uses, shifting from 

work to work, of eltmlent5 takcn from the very fabric ()f eulmre-no di ffer­

ent from those which construct reality day to day." On th e basis of this 

position, KD~\ lth ca n make the most ~~tisfue tory claim we yet have for con­

sidering the role of the viewer as a means of insight into making. Viewers 

make meaning in the way artists make meani ng: in both case. .. meaning is 

predicated on the questioning of art. Once one acknowledges the defini­

tion of art as a quesLj'lfI ing, as a test r.lther than an illustration, one may 
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begin to see it in terms nf its libcl":l ting possibili ties. It is a (tht) fundamen­

tally unalienating ;Jl:tivity precisely because it allows us to participate in the 

making of meaning" rather t.han havi ng it foisted on us by some outside 

force such as superior laSlC, the market, some august institution, or any­

thing clse we might accepr unquestioningly. Finally, we arc able to interro­
gate our own complicity. 

Til rememher the lessons of the everyu:ly and the ethnogr:lphie is to 

begi n to understand the power of what we c~ll ;'art ." \Ve fail to grasp the 

force of images in our culture b~'Cluse they hal'e bcmme 3nod~Tlc fmm 

fa miliari ty, and because of our conStant indination to repress. \ Vho in a eil'­

ilizcd society find~ it easy to admit to th e savage within ollfSch-es, to 
responses that seem primitive, «III', and basic- the kind we think ehar:lcter­

istic of other, more "primitive" cultures: :\.~ long as we think of ;lrt as no 
more than expcnsil'e {1Ct.'(JrJuon, no more than d·u.; unthi nking "regurgita­
tion of tradi tional f(l nns ignorant of trJdition,~ we will continue to think uf 

fonn as pure and autonomous content; and tht: motivation to Cl.:nsor­
as well as art's capacity tu offend us (ur tht:rn}--will continue to elude 

ou r grasp. If we fa il ro recognize the fu ll exterH to which art Cin go beyond 

the pleasing :md the dccorati\·e, we fa il to see the essential disrurbancl'S of 

art, and ft:tishi ze instead everything that is on its periphery: style, formalism, 

at:sthetics, and those postmodernisms that :lre ignorant in their derivatiuns. 

And so the problem of aura remains. It remains a usefu l tenn, Ben­

jamin's critique norwithsranding, for referring to the powers of ill1:lges that 

we :l re inclined to repress, such as those that fullow from the eonA:ation of 

signifi er and signifi ed. Aura might also be applied usefull~' to those effects 
of images that were once clearer and casier to recognize in an age of ritU:11 

and religion. And it serves to underline the continuity between responses 

to rel igious images in the p:ast and responses to other kinds or images now, 
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including sexual om:s. Tht: corollary, of course, is th'lt we Elil to 'Icknowl­

edge the full t:ffecrs of im'lges because of the varieties of repression legi t­

imized by art. But how to move from the power of images to the meaning 

of art? 

There is. in hosuth, a high faith in art: not in tht: art we unthinkingly 

accept, nor in the art of market or fashion, but ratht:r in art that makes itself 

by questionin!l", (kscribing-, and defining itself, This, for hi m, is what 

repLlces the old notion of aurB . T he viewer, not the ritu'li, m~kes the 

meaning of the \wrk. Power comes from the acti\'e, dialectical eng<lge­

ment with the work and fro m the testing of its status as art. Aura was pro­

vided b;.' religion in the past, by various cu ltural institutions no\\'; but it h,IS 

Ilt:COIllt: an t:Illpry vessel. In an age of easy reproduction aura ca n only serve 

the interests ohhe m;lrket j and it does so, of course. b;.' furtht:ring the com­

ilJodification of rhe object. Kosllth offers llS rhe only compelling alterna­

tive. By replacing the fdishization of the object with reflecrion on th e 

nature of ,1ft, and by shDwing' the ,lctual ,;'ork iJl\-olved in the process of 

rdlection and questionint!", he has reinstated the power of art. This power, 

in the end, is :llso n libenti ng- o ne, because it encouragcs consciousness to 

bcc()llle aware of itself and to recogni7;e the forecs that act upon it. 

"The Play of the Unmentionahle," therefore, is not only about ct:nsorship 

bllt also-above alJ- about the conditions of art. It hrings to the fore cen­

sorship's direct dependence on how we and all other viewers think ;lbout 

rhe nanlre of art. Censorship is incapable of being progr'llllmed; it C,lnnot 

he IJl;Hle into a set of iTllTll utablc rules, precisely because it, like our notions 

o f an, is wholly context depen dent. Meaning is made hy individual \iewers 

in their conLext; it is not illlmanent in the ohjects of art. \Vhen we accept 

the mcanings with which the institutions of our culture-whether market, 
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m useum, or people "of st:lkrior taste"-endow [he I\'ork, we relinquish 

some o f OUf freedom. Kosuth shows how li heration can onlv come from 

the c(;as(;less questioning 3nd relplt~st i olling of (hc n~ture of art , \ Vc our­

selves Ill.lke meaning in th~ w:!y the hest arti stS do, by never giving up that 

questioning, Only in this 11';1 :" can we challenge the sterile dfllll in'lIlce o f 

insti tutional Iv imposed t;lSle. Art, in the end, is what an means to us, It 

o pens to us one of the few roads to authentici t~, in ;1 socie~' that insists Oil 

illll)l )sing i L~ tas te ~t every Ul rn and by every mc:ms-nowadays, abo,'C all. 

by the market. By mca ns of the ques tioning on which Kosuth insists. b~' 

mean~ of the interroga tion of the nature of art, we at least 111 :l kc some 

progress in frecing- Ollr inner life from the sway o f ideology. :--':0 wonder 

that Kosuth begins with Rousseau"s critique of ~ocial n1:.ln. who ~li\"Cs e0 11-

st;llltir outside himself and only knows how 10 H"c in th~ opinion ot" oth­

crs." Rou~se:1U offe~ tht' ~"I" l gf':l~ the melilel of ;lUlhemi{"i~' ; bur wh:u i!> 

rcally at st.lke here is ~IlThclllie autonomy of judgment. Koslith sl'~b \<) b~ 

it hare not si mply hy insisting- on the independent qllcstioning III' art, but 

by encO\I)" <1ging l!~ to rdl ect on the w~ys in which other societies ;He e,lp~ ­

bk o f pure: r and more inccpcndent judgments-though, admittedly, also 

of simibr sow; o f social control-with thc resul T that an reta ins !>Qmc of 

the force: it has lost in our own , 

This loss offo rce is to ":Ie attributed not sim ply to the dom inance of the 

in ~titudons, but also to the irreversihle historical fan that the society in 

which we livc is no longerlll1ified, T his, for ,1 .tart, is why \\"ork~ of ~rt C,ll1 

no longer be pictures of :he world. In ~ fragmemed. non unified society 

such ~s O\lrs meanings necessarily differ from I'iell"cr to I'iewer. As wt: h:ln: 

repeatedly seen, it is the \;ewer in context who makes Illcaning-3 mean­

ing aehie\"ed by ;In anenti,'eness to tht: pla~' within s~"Stcms of me,ming. 

"The Plnv of the L'1l111~ ntionable" makes us sec how me3llinf!" emerges 
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from the interstices within the relations between relations, in such a W:1 y 

that we begin to discern sti\! fu r ther relations not seen before. Nleaning 

may be elici ted by texts, but texts thcmselves arc limited. Art says whnt 

texts cannot say. It offers to us the constructive elements fo r what can only 

be snid indirectly, fo r th!; unsayahlc and even the unmentionable. Kosuth's 

achie\'cment is to help us understan d that art is more than its objects, that it 

rt:Sides in how we que~tion the narure of art, and that underst:lnding 

emerges from th e play of rela tions. \Vc C'an only hegin the process of under­

standing if we open o Ur5Clves to that play and succeed in ridding ourselves of 

our socially determined preconceptions about the meanings of works. 

Above ali, however, Kosuth has succeeded in taking that m ost conser­

vative (If institutions, the museum, and Ulnling it into a libcr:lting place. As 

in the past, so too now, the museum has become a C".u hedral where we sub­

missively pay hOlll<lge to the dogmas of art, and wh~re we either passively 

yield o r acti\'dy cmlir:lce an urthodoxy unposed from on high. But for a 

hrief period The BrouklYil Mus~um-with its complicity-bcca me a place 

where meaning could h~ lll ~dc as a result ol"tTitical thinking aoout the pro­

cess and nature of an it~c1f. For once, ironically enough, that meaning 

could be achieved free fmm the dictates of the instiru t ion itself, since the 

play of texts and objects allowed a play of the imagination unfettered by 

normal rules and constraints. 

Once we censor, ho\\ e\'er, once we accepl the full consequenct:S of 

institutional iza tion and impose the rules and cancei la tiDns censorship 

demands, \\'e excl ude the possi bility of art. That is both the threat o f cen­

sorsh ip an d the chal lenge it poses, not mcrely to art but to the liberation 

lin offers. This liberation is in [um the most essential, the most indispens­

:Ible part of the nature of art. By refusing its dangers, (."t:nsonhip takes away 

an's possihility. 
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