




























































































JOSEPH KOSUTIN « THE PLAY OF THE UNMENTIONABLE

only the most intransigent believers in the absolute transcendence of great
works of art or the staunchest proponents of the market’s determining role
lament their passing. But that forlorn position has recently come to be
replaced by a positivism, that, though it has been nurtured by the worthiest
of motives, has become the domain of the fearful and the timid: the posi-
tivism of small context, of anecdote, of the narrow forms of what has fash-
ionably come to be called “microhistory.”

Granted that the viewer constructs the meaning of the work; but how is
the viewer himself or hersell constructed? This is the question that has led
many astray. The attentive and up-to-date reader may already have raised
at least one eyebrow at the ways in which both Kosuth and T sometimes
refer to “people,” or “the viewer,” or make usc of the generalized first-
person plural. To do so is neither to hypostatize “the viewer” nor to sac-
rifice individuality for the sake of some kind of corporate response. It is not
to minimize difference, nor to sav that everyone responds in the same way
to a given work or set of circumstances. Rather, it /s to point up those com-
mon hases of response, emotion, and cognition upon which context acts
and whose very commona.ity makes them amenable to analysis. We have
no good words for them. They relate to hunger, sexuality, grief, gladness,
terror. They are those awkward facts of feeling, instinct, and desire that
have their roots in our humanity. Of course, these categories are them-
selves inflected by context, and subject to social and gender construction—
always. Prior to such inflection we must reckon with whatever it is that
enables arousal and emotion. Lo say this is to do no more than declare the
work that has sull to be done: theoretical on the one hand, technical on the
other. While different images may arouse the sexual feelings of different
people at different times under different circumstances, it would be futile
not to acknowledge the cognitive process, prior to context, that enables
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arousal by representation; and because this is a process that 1s prior to con-
text, it cannot be named (except, perhaps, in neurophysiological terms). It
1s a theoretical construct with physiological reality.

One cannot understand the desire to censor without understanding
desire tout court—specifically the desire for what is represented. However
much context shapes content, and however much one acknowledges that
standards of morality, when applied to art, are wholly determined by socio-
historical context and the varieties of conditioning, the link between vision
and desire nevertheless remains to be excavated and theorized.

For the sake of argument, let us say one attributes the greater popular
success of the Brooklyn installation (in comparison with the 1989
Wittgenstein installation, “The Play of the Unsayable™) to the fact that
people are more interested in the unmentionable than the unsayable. But
to maintain such a position these days causes scandal, and it is not hard to
imagine Kosuth himself, the artist as anthropologist, objecting 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 installation
would have failed had not every spectator been able to recognize the sexual
charge of the Larry Clarks, or the savagery of Cindy Sherman (p. 134) and
the slicing off of the brezsts of the Spanish Saint Agatha (p. 137); or the
pricking of the needles in Clark’s First Time Shooting Up (p. 141), Norman
Rockwell’s 1944 The Tattoo Artist (p. 141), and the Nkisi power figure (p.
140); or the deprivation of vitality betokened by the willful removal of the
eyes of a figure in a picture such as the fifteenth-century Martyrdom of
Saints Cosmmas and Damian with their Three Brothers (p. 129), where the eves
were presumably scratched at the dme of the iconoclastic disturbances of
the next century in an attempt to deprive the executioners of their malevo-
lent life or vitality.
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Of course, there are plenty of other aspects of the “Play of the Unmen-
tionable” that would have been incomprehensible in other contexts; but
the power of the installation resided precisely in the degree to which it
forced its spectators to reflect on the ways in which they judged the
inflection of response by context. Of course, one might also claim that its
effectiveness depended wholly on the common cultural identity of its spec-
tators—but in Brooklyn, of all places? The argument would be a weak one.
No more representative microcosm of the world could we know. The
installation forced one to reflect on context; but it depended for irs effec-
tiveness on a cognitive grasp of the roots of emotion, appetite, and fear:
fear of oneself as muca as fear of the other.

In The Power of Images | was chiefly concerned with the power that arises in
the case of all imagery, and not only in those images we call “art.” Kosuth,
however, in the Brooklyn installation took one important step further: he
decided to use the power of images as a means of understanding the power
of art. While the role of the viewer in making meaning is fundamental to
both his and myv own aims, Kosuth’s breakthrough was to take the step
from representation in general to art itself.

“T’he meaning of art is how we describe it. The description of art—which
art itself manifests—consists of a dynamic cluster of uses, shifting from
work to work, of elements taken from the very fabric of culture—no differ-
ent from those which construct reality day to day.” On the basis of this
position, Kosuth can make the most satisfactory 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 artsts make meaning: in both cases meaning is
predicated on the questioning of art. Once one acknowledges the defini-
tion of art as a questioning, as a test rather than an illustration, one may
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begin to see it in terms of its liberating possibilites, It is a (tbe) fundamen-
tally unalienating activity precisely because it allows us to participate in the
making of meaning rather than having it foisted on us by some outside
force such as superior taste, the market, some august institution, or any-
thing else we might accepr unquestioningly. Finally, we are able to interro-
gate our own complicity.

To remember the lessons of the everyday and the ethnographic is to
begin to understand the power of what we call “art.” We fail to grasp the
force of images in our culture because they have become anodyne from
familiarity, and because of our constant inclination to repress. Who in a civ-
ilized society finds it easy to admit to the savage within ourselves, to
responses that seem primiove, raw, and basic—the kind we think character-
istic of other, more “primitive” cultures? As long as we think of art as no
more than expensive deccraton, no more than the unthinking “regurgita-
tion of traditonal forms ignorant of tradition,” we will continue to think of
form as pure and autonomous content; and the motivation to censor—
as well as art’s capacity to offend us (or them)—will continue to elude
our grasp. If we fail to recognize the full extent to which art can go beyond
the pleasing and the decorative, we fail to see the essential disturbances of
art, and fetishize instead everything that is on its periphery: style, formalism,
aesthetics, and those postimodernisms that are ignorant in their derivations.

And so the problem of aura remains. It remains a useful term, Ben-
jamin’s critique notwithstanding, for referring to the powers of images that
we are inclined to repress, such as those that follow from the conflation of
signifier and signified. Aura might also be applied usefully to those effects
of images that were once clearer and easier to recognize in an age of ritual
and religion. And it serves to underline the continuity between responses

to religious images in the past and responses to other kinds of images now,
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including sexual ones. The corollary, of course, 15 that we fail to acknowl-
edge the full effects of images because of the varieties of repression legit-
imized by art. But how to move from the power of images to the meaning
of art?

There is, in Kosuth, a high faith in art: not in the art we unthinkingly
accept, nor in the art of market or fashion, but rather in art that makes itself
by questioning, deseribing, and defining itself. "This, for him, is what
replaces the old notion of aura. The viewer, not the ritual, makes the
meaning of the work. Power comes from the active, dialectical engage-
ment with the work and from the testing of its status as art. Aura was pro-
vided by religion in the past, by various cultural institutions now; but it has
become an empty vessel, In an age of easy reproduction aura can only serve
the interests of the marker; and it does so, of course, by furtherimg the com-
modification of the object. Kosuth offers us the only compelling alterna-
tive. By replacing the fetishization of the object with reflection on the
nature ol art, and by showing the actual work involved in the process of
reflection and questioning, he has reinstated the power of art. This power,
in the end, 15 also a liberating one, because it encourages consciousness to

hecome aware of itself and to recognize the forces that act upon it.

“The Play of the Unmentionable,” therefore, is not only about censorship

but also—above all—about the conditions of art. It brings to the fore cen-

sorship’s direct dependence on how we and all other viewers think about
the nature of art, Censorship is incapable of being programmed; it cannot
be made into a set of immurable rules, preasely because it like our notions
ol art, is wholly context dependent. Meaning 1s made by individual viewers
in their context; it is not immanent in the objects of art. When we accept

the meanings with which the institutions of our culture—whether markert,
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musecum, or people “of superior taste”™—endow the work, we relinquish
some of our freedom. Kosuth shows how liberation can only come from
the ceaseless questioning and requestioning of the nature of art. We our-
selves make meaning in the way the best artsts do, by never giving up that
questioning. Only in this way can we challenge the sterile dominance of
insturutionally imposed taste. Art, in the end, 1s what art means to us. It
opens to us one of the few roads to authenticity in a society that insists on
imposing its taste at every turn and by every means—nowadays, above all,
by the market. By means of the questioning on which Kosuth insists, by
means of the interrogation of the nature of art, we at least make some
progress in freeing our inner life from the sway of ideology. No wonder
that Kosuth begins with Rousseau’s critique of social man, who “lives con-
stantly outside himself and only knows how to live in the opinion of oth-
ers.” Rousseau offers the savage as the model of authenticity: but what is
really at stake here is authentic autonomy of judgment. Kosuth seeks to lay
it bare not simply by insisting on the independent questuoning ot art, but
by encouraging us to reflect on the ways in which other societies are capa-
ble of purer and more independent judgments—though, admittedly, also
of similar sorts of social control—with the result that art retains some of
the force it has lost in our own.

This loss of force 1s to He attributed not simply to the dominance of the
institutions, but also to the irreversible historical fact that the society in
which we live is no longer unified. This, for a start, is why works of art can
no longer be pictures of the world. In a fragmented, nonunified society
such as ours meanings necessarily differ from viewer to viewer. As we have
repeatedly seen, it is the viewer in context who makes meaning—a mean-
ing achieved by an attenuveness to the play within systems of meaning.
“T’he Play of the Unmentionable™ makes us see how meaning emerges
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from the interstices within the relations between relations, in such a way
that we begin to discern still further relations not seen before. Meaning
may be elicited by texts, but texts themselves are limited. Art says what
texts cannot say. Lt offers to us the constructive elements for what can only
be said indirectly, for the unsayable and even the unmentionable. Kosuth’s
achievement is to help usunderstand that art 1s more than its objects, thatit
resides in how we question the nature of art, and that understanding
cmerges from the play of relations. We can only begin the process of under-
standing if we open ourselves to that play and succeed in ridding ourselves of
our socially determined preconceptions about the meanings of works.

Above all, however, Kosuth has succeeded in taking that most conser-
vative of institutions, the museum, and turning it into a liberating place. As
in the past, so too now, the museum has become a cathedral where we sub-
missively pay homage to the dogmas of art, and where we cither passively
yvicld or actively embrace an orthodoxy imposed from on high. But for a
brief period The Brooklya Museum—with its complicity—became a place
where meaning could be made as a result of critical thinking about the pro-
cess and nature of art itself. For once, ironically enough, that meaning
could be achieved free from the dictates of the institution itself, since the
play of texts and objects allowed a play of the imagination unfettered by
normal rules and constraints.

Once we censor, however, once we accept the full consequences of
institunionalization and impose the rules and cancellations censorship
demands, we exclude the possibility of art. That is both the threat of cen-
sorship and the challenge it poses, not merely to art but to the liberation
art offers. This liberation is in turn the most essential, the most indispens-
able part of the nature of art, By refusing its dangers, censorship rakes away
art’s possibility.
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