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Introduction

Experts and Masters of the Game freely wove the initial theme into
unlimited combinations. For a long time one school of players favored
the technique of stating side by side, developing in counterpoint, and
finally harmoniously combining two hostile themes or ideas, such as law
and freedom, individual and community. In such a Game the goal was
to develop both themes or theses with complete equality and impartial-
ity, to evolve out of thesis and antithesis the purest possible synthe-
SLS. . We would scarcely be exaggerating if we ventured to say that
for a Small circle of genuine Glass Bead Game players the Game was
virtually equivalent to worship, although it deliberately eschewed devel-
oping any theology of its own.

—HERMANN HESSE
The Glass Bead Game (pp. 40—-41)

Over thirty years ago Hermann Hesse realized the profound sense of
weariness and irrelevancy which had overtaken the art impulse. He
sensed that in the frantic attempts to glamorize and immortalize the prod-
ucts of art, society was unconsciously aware that a way of life was passing
from existence. During the Second World War Hesse finished a long alle-
gorical novel on just such a society clinging to its art traditions.

The intelligentsia of Hesse’s fictional land of Castalia fashioned a
highly venerated Glass Bead Game in which all previous culture is the-
matically integrated. Yearly tournaments of the Game became the intel-
lectual and spiritual focus of the nation’s best minds; one could say that
participation in the Game became almost a religious obsession. The
Game itself was a matrix for dead art as a kind of esthetic surrogate. Here
the best minds of Castalia distilled all aspects of previous high culture into
an infinite variety of strategies and structures, which could permit the use
of ancient Chinese temple plans alongside the harmonies of late Bee-
thoven quartets. In its ritualistic desire to relive the past, Castalia is
simply an allusion to a tradition somewhat like our own.

Hesse’s hero and Master of the Game (or Magister Ludi), Joseph
Knecht, at first accepts these traditions as a lingua sacra or divine lan-
guage. In time, though, Knecht begins to suspect the inevitability of the
Game’s disintegration, its utter synthetic quality. He wonders if it were
not each intellectual’s duty to apply himself to living issues, perhaps even

/



2 Introduction

to the danger and vulgarity of politics. The Glass Bead Game documents
such a painful transition for one man. Knecht ultimately comes to realize
that for those who practice art, it remains a “strange and pleasant illu-
sion.” The Master of the Game ponders the impossibility of ever experi-
encing art forms as they were once experienced by those who created
them. Speaking of choral church music in the seventeenth century, Knecht
remarks: “In those days men’s ears heard sounds whose angelic purity
cannot be conjured up again by any amount of science or magic. In the
same way the Glass Bead Game will not be forgotten, but it will be irre-
coverable, and those who study its history, its rise, flourishing, and
doom, will sigh and envy us for having been allowed to live in so peaceful,
cultivated, and harmonious a world of the mind” (Hesse, pp. 361-62).

In much the same spirit this book, The Structure of Art, asks perennial
questions: What are the visual arts? How is it that the avant-garde period-
ically produces strange new images, yet we nevertheless learn to accept
them as art? Why did a theory of high art arise in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries? Why is it that, increasingly, contemporary art seems
hermetic and obscure? And finally, what is behind the gradual demise
of avant-garde art as a living tradition?

It appears likely that we never perceive the conceptual mechanisms of
art because art scholarship, upon which most of our knowledge of art re-
lies, is directed only toward secondary structures. The fact that historical
and critical analyses of art are essentially descriptive rather than analytical
1s of singular importance. Historical research, criticism, and connoisseur-
ship, moreover, can never define art; their real function is to perform ele-
gantly and gratuitously as pendants to the work of art. In other words,
they prevent explanation. In elaborate detail historians tell us how to look
at and think about art. The most impeccable scholarship, utilizing newly
verified documents, voluminous footnotes, and convincing empirical gen-
eralizations about the development of the art impulse, only succeeds in
further indoctrinating us into the art mystique. There is a perverse condi-
tion here. It seems that those who believe in art produce scholarship
which supports their beliefs, while those who are nominally nonbelievers
simply ignore art. In effect, art is predicated on a belief structure which
operates under the guise of a continual investigation of art. Thus the more
we learn circumstantially about the art historical phenomenon, the more
we are convinced that art is essentially unknowable and “spiritual” in sub-
stance.

Then there is the paradox, as we mentioned previously, of an eternal
avant-garde which in spite of its enormous diversity and originality con-
stantly produces something generally accepted as art. As a rule historians

My o —




Introduction k|

try to develop analytical tools covering the broadest array of art styles, but
as innovation further fragments the art impulse, and new and contradictory
styles of art arise, historians are forced to adopt a variety of approaches.
Not too many critics or scholars seem to be worried by this situation, al-
though they should be. It indicates that all their efforts are directed to-
ward explaining the physical evidences of the art impulse, rather than the
conceptual conditions which make art objects possible under vastly differ-
ent circumstances.

This book 1s an attempt to bridge the gap between art analysis and the
staggering variety of means by which art is expressed. Its premise is sim-
ply this: firstly, any successful form of art analysis must use the same
techniques to explain all forms of art; secondly, effective art analysis must
presuppose that the historical consistency of art (call it esthetics) 1s due
to a highly sophisticated but hidden, logical structure observed without
exception by all successful artists; and finally, such a method must apply
this logical structure to reveal how and in what particular sense artistic
expression changes, while remaining the same.

In the following chapters, a method is employed that meets these re-
quirements by combining the Structural Anthropology of Claude Leévi-
Strauss and semiological analysis. Both types of analyses are outgrowths
of the school of Structural Linguistics that developed and flourished be-
tween 1910 and 1950. Such an approach assumes that the historical no-
tion of art is based on a mythic structure (consequently logical within the
confines of the structure), and that art functions as an evolving sign sys-
tem with the same flexibility in the usage of signs enjoyed by any lan-
guage.

Structuralism 1s predicated on the fact that all mythic modes of com-
munication mirror the values and goals of the society using them. Conse-
quently content and technique may be altered in the retelling of a myth,
but the myth’s underlying logic remains unchanged. In the anthropologi-
cal investigations of Lévi-Strauss, structure (how a ritual, myth, or to-
temic system is ordered) mediates between what is physically true and
what is hoped for. All mythic forms function conceptually as methods of
mediation and transformation. Hence the ideal in art is an essential ingre-
dient for the conceptual formulation of art. The structure of art never at-
tains the Art Ideal—whether this is an ideal of beauty, truth to nature, or
some ideological principle; rather, it conceptually incorporates the unob-
tainable into the making and ordering of the art itself. How this 1s accom-
plished 1s one of the major subjects of this book.

One might reasonably suspect that the structure of art is consistent
throughout the history of the art concept, and that its origins lie in prehis-
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toric activities of ritual and sacrifice. This is indicated by various refer-
ences to the field work of Lévi-Strauss, where the structure of rites and
art seem to overlap. However, it is not our intention to survey the entire
history of artistic endeavor with the purpose of producing a general the-
ory of art. Beginning with some works by nineteenth-century artists, our
aim is to show a logical consistency among representative examples of
modernist art. Historians clearly recognize the metaphysical implications
of art prior to the modern era, but they are remarkably ingenious in
avoiding a confrontation with the metaphysical suppositions of contempo-
rary art. Needless to say, these suppositions increasingly assume a ration-
alistic form as they approach the present. The reasoning of this book,
then, 1s that if we can uncover the metaphysics underlying recent art, the
rest will be mainly a matter of applied scholarship.

It must be emphasized that this study makes no pretense of defining the
neural structures that account for artistic creativity. The distinctions be-
tween unconscious conceptual categories as they apply to mythic thinking
and the mechanisms of thought themselves are very great. These will be
touched upon in the next chapter through a discussion of Noam Chom-
sky’s theory of “deep structure” versus “surface structure.” Our study is
confined to a single example of “surface structure,” namely that embodied
in the logical relationships shared by every object generally acknowledged
as a work of art.

Here it may be helpful to explain the general development of The
Structure of Art. Chapter One 1s almost a recapitulation of the author’s
personal introduction to structural thinking. This is not meant to be a pro-
fessional critique of the scholars discussed, but rather an elaboration of
their ideas insofar as these have relevancy to the ontological problems of
art. The section devoted to Claude Lévi-Strauss is particularly important
as a conceptual basis for the rest of the study. Possibly, after scanning
sections on Ferdinand de Saussure and Roland Barthes, the reader will
begin to suspect that the subject of the book is linguistics rather than art.
Admittedly these summations are thin treatments of rather difficult sub-
jects. If they seem unnecessarily technical or involved, it is because the
ideas are not only complex but probably unfamiliar to the average person
interested in art theory.

Nevertheless, the second part of the second chapter is a fairly com-
plete explanation of our approach to structural analysis. The hope is that
it is thorough enough to stand by itself. If the reader grasps the tech-
niques presented in these few pages, the rest should follow more readily.

The crux of the book is the structural analyses themselves. Examined
closely, they provide a factual demonstration of most of the conclusions of
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this study. Their purpose is to show how art history and the creation of
art are mutually supportive activities, each representing the structural in-
version of the other, so that in effect art history 1s the intellectual justifica-
tion of the art myth. The analyses also demonstrate how art history, as
much as technology, is committed to a series of myth-events or “signifi-
cant breakthroughs” toward vague and shifting goals. In our time such
breakthroughs might include completion of the world’s first digital com-
puter at Harvard University (1944) or the first landing on the Moon
(July, 1969). Parallels in art might include Picasso’s initial cubist compo-
sition, Les Demoiselles d’ Avignon (1907), or Jackson Pollock’s first drip
painting (1947). It is the intensity of conviction that these events are
uniquely influential that determines their historical stature. Intellectually,
art history has had more than its share of difficulties. For example, classi-
cal art was until this century regarded as the standard measure for all art.
- But then most conveniently the Viennese art historian Alois Riegl pro-
duced the doctrine of Kunstwollen (or artistic volition) in order to explain
the art impulse in societies which had never experienced classicism or had
left 1t for other stages of artistic development. The implication 1s that as
long as classicism was accepted as an eternal ideal, innovational art was
merely divergence from the mean. But what if the mean itself was the 1m-
pulse toward historical evolution? Implicitly, and never overtly, this has
become the rationale of art history.

Needless to say, all the landmarks of such reasoning can be found in a
previous book by the author, Beyond Modern Sculpture: The Effects of
Science and Technology on the Sculpture of This Century (1968), whose
assumptions address themselves to a dominant mythology of our time,
namely beliefs constructed upon past, present, and future technological
achievement. It must be emphasized here that myths are not falsehoods;
rather, they are modes of communication and exchange that reflect a set
of social values and institutions. The book stresses that science presently
has considerably more authority than art—although subsequently the un-
derlying premises of Beyond Modern Sculpture have themselves been
challenged as mythologies, and thus are open to question. On the whole
these premises are not exotic, since they are generally accepted forms of
behavior in advanced industrial societies. They include: (a) Anthropo-
centricism, or the belief that the Earth is at the complete disposal of its
dominant inhabitant, man; (b) Functional rationality, the belief that mod-
ern societies operate according to logical principles determined by man;
(¢c) Messianic technology, the faith that all problems of mankind can be
eradicated through further scientific discoveries; and (d) The illusion of
historical progress, which presupposes that man is moving toward some
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predestined or structurally determined plateau of perfection. Today,
though, such notions are losing ground. It remains to be seen if science
will come up with a tenable set of beliefs (since none of the aforemen-
tioned are particularly the result of scientific thinking but are, rather, a
popular response to the successes of science), or whether new realizations
will be so contradictory as to topple confidence in science itself. Quite
possibly one of the eventual uses of Structuralism will be to uncover some
of the epistomological assumptions of science. This implies that even the
most objective techniques for describing physical reality are more or less
reflections of our cognitive habits. If this is so, as it seems to be, where
does society turn for its ultimate source of authority and verification of its
values? Obviously mythic and metaphysical institutions are becoming less
and less adequate. Perhaps Structuralism teaches us the futility of de-
pending upon such absolutes as devices for gaining social cohesion.
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Search for a Structure

But, whether one deplores or rejoices in the fact, there are still zones
in which savage thought, like savage species, is relatively protected.
T his is the case of art, to which our civilization accords the status of a
national park, with all the advantages and inconveniences attending so
artificial a formula; and it is particularly the case of so many as yet
‘uncleared’ sectors of social life, where, through indifference or inabil-
ity, and most often without our knowing why, primitive thought contin-
ues to flourish.

—CLAUDE LEVI-STRAUSS
The Savage Mind (p. 219)

27 &6

Esthetic doctrines once proclaimed that art was “beauty,” “the search
after truth,” or “significant form”; what passes for esthetics today—that
lingering element which makes art art—is no more helpful. Like the pa-
tient who repeatedly relocates the cause of his neurosis while being care-
ful never to divulge its underlying origins, redefinition diverts us from the
structure of art. And when, as Lévi-Strauss maintains, we do structurally
derive an activity—for our culture or for others—we have moved consid-
erably toward eliminating it. Myth as the basis of Western art functions
not unlike neurosis: neither depends upon a physical form, but so long as
either is believed, it continues to exist.

Our purpose in this chapter is to recapitulate the steps leading toward a
structural definition of art. Rather than develop an objective outline, an
attempt is made to comment on the ideas of scientists and philosophers as
they have contributed to the problems at hand. The thinkers reviewed,
Claude Lévi-Strauss, Ferdinand de Saussure, Roland Barthes, Noam
Chomsky, and Jean Piaget, are presented not chronologically but logi-
cally, or in the order which best enlarges our understanding of art as a
mythic and logical form. Eventually, it should be apparent that language
1s the broadest and most useful form of myth, the mode most likely to sur-
vive, and consequently the form most analyzed for its conventions. Pre-
cisely because of this, the rules of art are mirrored in the surface structure
and deep structure of language.

7



8 Search for a Structure

CLAUDE LEVI-STRAUSS

Central to Claude Leévi-Strauss’s concept of Structural Anthropology is
his premise that unconscious mental processes remain fixed for all cul-
tures, “primitive” and literate alike. These impose compatible structures
upon the entire range of social activities, though many of these structures
remain invisible to untrained observers. Thus all customs in a society fill
specific functions and act as supplementary “languages.” Brilliant elabo-
ration of this theory has made the Professor of Social Anthropology at the
College de France one of the most discussed thinkers of the last decade.

Generally, Lévi-Strauss has drawn his methods from a number of
sources, including Communication Theory, Hegelian dialectics, and Struc-
tural Linguistics. He sees the mind as receiving and transmitting experi-
ences in a coded form which unconsciously adheres to established social
conventions. The vehicle for such structures is myth itself. Myths repre-
sent collective thought, or what a society thinks about itself and its condi-
tions. And while these stories and conventions appear to be random, hap-
hazard collections, 1t has been the lifework of Lévi-Strauss to show how
they articulate specific ideas about man in relation to his environment.
Myths are made logical, according to Lévi-Strauss, because they are re-
solvable into terms which can be divided into conceptual taxonomies
revealing relationships consistent with other myths.

In the introduction to 7he Raw and the Cooked 1.évi-Strauss delivers
some of his most incisive remarks on contemporary art. Myth, he ex-
plains, has no practical function; it shares much of the transcendent objec-
tivity which those closest to art associate with art. But while myth remains
an “object,” something impermeable and self-contained, it retains the
structure of a secondary language. This, he says, is the case with music but
not with painting. He observes that colors in painting are not equal to
tones in music; colors appear in nature but tones do not, except by acci-
dent; thus color and noise are natural signifying terms, but have no com-
municative effectiveness by themselves. “In other words, colors exist in
painting only because of the prior existence of colored objects and beings;
and only through a process of abstraction can they be separated from
their natural substrata and treated as elements in an independent system”
(1964, p. 19).

The difficulty remains in trying to construct a system of signification on
a single level of articulation. Lévi-Strauss insists that this is impossible
because the plastic arts rely upon organized conventions in order to be
understood as art. Hence art is simultaneously connected to two systems:
the first is based on a viewer’s capacity to organize sense experiences, and




Claude Lévi-Strauss 9

the second is a learned system of plastic values. In a viewer’s mind, both
modify and supplement one another as complementary aspects of a single
system of perception. Actually, as Leévi-Strauss explains in a somewhat
roundabout way, the difficulty of making abstract art intelligible 1s funda-
mentally semantic, not esthetic. He compares Oriental calligraphic paint-
ing to its counterpart in nonfigurative painting. Authentic calligraphic
painting defines itself through two mutually dependent terms: language
(or ideograms) and painterly expressiveness. Western experiments in Ab-
stract Expressionism, Tachism, and mock calligraphic draftsmanship
abandon the first half of signification (language) and thus rely upon the
contextual meanings of art history, criticism, and biography as substitutes.

[t appears that communication in abstract art depends upon accultur-
ized secondary levels of meaning. Even so, Lévi-Strauss concludes that
abstract painting increasingly takes over the function of decoration, as it 1s
incapable of semiotic significance. In a brief passage he defines the unre-
solved dilemma of modernist art: “Does not this dependence on a differ-
ent idiom betray a feeling of anxiety that, in the absence of a fairly appor-
tioned code, complex messages may be inadequately received by those
people to whom they have, after all, to be addressed? Once a language
has been unhinged, it inevitably tends to fall apart, and the fragments that
hitherto were a means of reciprocal articulation between nature and cul-
ture drift to one side or the other” (1964, p. 25).

As critics have observed, The Savage Mind is a poor translation of
Lévi-Strauss’s French title, La pensée sauvage. ‘“The Thinking of Savages”
IS perhaps better, but even this fails to capture the irony of a thesis which
- repeatedly indicates that the thought processes of so-called primitive
peoples and of members of modern literate cultures are essentially alike
in logic and methods of classification. Moreover it is perhaps the particu-
lar relationship between event and structure (or act and concept) which
accounts for differences between science and magic, the latter being more
allied to our conception of art. Here Lévi-Strauss observes that all cul-
tures tend to overestimate the objective quality of their particular modes
of thought.

In an introductory chapter, “The Science of the Concrete,” Lévi-
Strauss makes some very useful observations on the logic of artistic
thought. He begins by defining the difference between scientific causality
and causality employed by practitioners of sympathetic medicine or
magic. Both science and magic demand conceptual order; the order that
science 1mposes upon entities is generally conceived to be systematic and
concerned with physical similarities, while that of magic adheres to a form
of order which meets “intellectual requirements.” More explicitly, magi-
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cal relationships are reasonable and logical because they are believed, and
they are believed because they seem reasonable. In other words, there is a
circularity to magical or mythical thinking which is matched in science by
demonstrations of physical cause and effect relationships. Repetition is to
magic what verification is to science; repetitions are timeless while verifi-
cations only exist in time. Lévi-Strauss stresses that science and magic are
both complete systems of thought. Science is not the mature outgrowth of
magic; rather, the two are scientific as far as they go, magic being more
dependent upon perception and imagination, science extending into
purely abstract levels of order. |

In regard to art, a most important distinction is made between the bri-
coleur and the engineer. An old French term, the bricoleur is a kind of
handyman who uses whatever means are available. His significance lies in
the fact that his forms or materials have no preordained function; they
find their place according to spur of the moment notions and activities.
The scientist or engineer gives form to function or meaning, while the bri-
coleur gives meaning to form. Bricolage has its counterpart in mythic
thought. Unlike the engineer, the mythmaker need not subordinate ele-
ments to a strict procedure, source of supplies, or a precise set of objec-
tives. The products of the bricoleur all develop from things at hand which
can be imaginatively recombined.

Here Lévi-Strauss introduces the fundamental concept of signs. Signs in
Structural Linguistics possess the flexibility of being both neutral images
and active concepts; the bricoleur, or mythmaker, uses signs either way.
His use is limited to the fact that most signs already possess certain impli-
cations within a mythic structure—signs being materials, colors, shapes,
or other qualities which may be freely manipulated, but which all the
same represent implicit and recognized associations.

L évi-Strauss attempts one fundamental distinction between mythical
thinking and science. The artist or mythmaker manipulates signs into vari-
ous new permutations; the fact that they are subjected to novel arrange-
ments alters their powers and potential for future signification. Thus for
the artist the color yellow may signify countless emotions, harmonies, or
relationships with prior works. When mythic forms such as works of art
are subjected to comparison, signs are continually reconstituted so that
old means become content for new usages; in Levi-Strauss’s words: “Fur-
ther, the ‘bricoleur’ also, and indeed principally, derives his poetry from
the fact that he does not confine himself to accomplishment and execu-
tion: he ‘speaks’ not only with things, as we have already seen, but also
through the medium of things: giving an account of his personality and
life by the choices he makes between the limited possibilities” (1962a,
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p- 21). Since scientific structures remain outside normal social experience
while mythic structures are part of it, scientific knowledge attempts to re-
main detached from events. Hence Lévi-Strauss sees science and myth as
divergent logical methods. Here we must disagree with Lévi-Strauss’s pro-
posal that the bricoleur “builds up structures by fitting together events, or
rather the remains of events, while science, ‘in operation’ simply by virtue
of coming into being, creates its means and results in the form of events,
thanks to the structures which it is constantly elaborating and which are
its hypotheses and theories™ (p. 22). It will be shown in Barthes’s Semiol-
ogy that events and structures correspond to the two components of a sign
group; meaning is thus a consequence of the presence of both. So that the
1dea of an artist building up structures through events, and the scientist
doing the reverse, is methodologically questionable—Ilike which came
first, the chicken or the egg? This is an example of Lévi-Strauss’s pro-
pensity for conceptually separating science and myth, whereas science is
probably a more sophisticated mythic form. In situations where any form
of social communication becomes sufficiently routinized and sophisticated,
mythic explanations of its acts are inevitable. A myth dies when 1t tries to
explain or encompass more than itself.

To gain a broad understanding of how art functions, Lévi-Strauss’s dis-
cussions of totemism are essential. No other thinker has provided us with
a more accurate description of the artistic mind. For in classifying every-
thing in his environment, man unavoidably produces a framework of
values which unconsciously extends into the making of art. For primitive
man totemism expresses the totality of relationships between culture and
nature. As 1s constantly the case in art, the logic of totemism is a kaleido-
scope of images and patterns where “reflections are equivalent to real ob-
jects, that is, in which signs assume the status of things signified” (p. 36).

In fact what we refer to as “esthetic choice” has its roots in totemism.
Nevertheless, this institution was consistently misunderstood by social sci-
entists from its discovery in the nineteenth century. This misunderstand-
ing stemmed from scientists’ fears that seemingly primitive institutions
would simply mirror their own conventions of art, religion, and national-
ism. The result was a most invidious comparison of totemism to organized
religion, parodying both ideas in the process. According to Lévi-Strauss,
totemic systems are consistent systems of metaphor that unify the natural
environment with society. Totems define rules of behavior reflected in the
properties of totemic relationships. Totemism, like art, has no set rules,
intrinsic characteristics, or prescribed materials; its function “is to guaran-
tee the convertibility of ideas between different levels of social reality”
(p. 76). Thus as a logical system, it allows the user to focus on many
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objects and conditions, just as the artist does in selecting materials and
subject matter.

The fundamental dichotomy expressed in mythic forms is that of Na-
ture and Culture. Culture represents all categories created through or by
man: family or tribal members, domestic animals, and artifacts. Entities
falling outside the control and domain of man belong to nature. In prac-
tice, totemism 1s simply a means for conceptualizing social relationships.
It answers the existential question, “Who am 1?” and secondly, “Who are
the people around me?” In nature, according to Lévi-Strauss, all species
of a given animal look alike and, for man’s purposes, are alike. Conse-
quently, if man is a species of nature, he and the members of his tribe
lack personal identities. Culture is the conceptual means for distinguishing
man from nature. In order to differentiate within his own species, primi-
tive man assigns the names of animal species to members of his family or
clan. Thus by systematically associating members of his group with ani-
mal species, he distinguishes himself from others in his group and also
from other species, though he maintains a special relationship to his own
totem. In other words, totemism is a system of homologies; rather than be-
ing a form of animism or supernatural kinship with nature, these species-
group relationships act as signs, and so define separateness between dif-
ferent sets. Contrasts on one plane (various species in nature) are used to
define conceptual differences (men in culture) on another. In art, on the
other hand, any entity, natural or cultural, can be naturalized for use
as subject.

On the level of ritual, Lévi-Strauss observes that we must “recognize
the system of natural species and that of manufactured objects as two me-
diating sets which man employs to overcome the opposition between na-
ture and culture and think of them as a whole” (p. 127). This relation-
ship appears to contain all the elementary preconditions for making art.

Art forms are the result of a conceptual reciprocity, the nature of which
becomes apparent through Lévi-Strauss’s description of marriage ex-
changes for several North American hunting tribes (pp. 127-28). Ac-
cording to one representative myth, a buffalo falls in love with a girl and
desires her in marriage. Symbolically she is without a mother and thus the
unnatural product of an all-male tribe. But after consideration the tribal
members expediently consent to a marriage. The marriage exchange 1s
mediated by creating a ‘“husband,” formed of various tribal artifacts, in
the shape of a buffalo. As Lévi-Strauss indicates, the myth, which by itself
has no substantial form, is given an added dimension by the assemblage of
cultural goods. For the tribe this establishes a visible link between nature
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and culture, composing a metamorphosis of both. Through the terms of
the union, a buffalo (natural), a woman (mediating idea), and a set of
objects (manufactured or cultural), the husband represents an imprecise
mixture of effects which remain both external to and yet within man’s
control, and it i1s this imprecision which remains artistically important.
Hence the idea of mediation is central to the act of making art. Moreover,
if the principles of totemic classification are universal, then as Lévi-
Strauss indicates, they display “a modus operandi which can be discerned
even behind social structures traditionally defined in a way diametrically
opposed to totemism” (p. 129).

Until recently one of the major illusions of Western art, and one of its
most valuable supporting myths, was the notion that laws, such as New-
ton’s laws of motion for mechanical bodies, existed in some form for the
creation of art. One of the characteristics of myths is that they seem to
promise rules of order but never deliver them. Undoubtedly conscious
knowledge of the rules of art would dispel the illusion of art at once, since
these deal with unconscious mechanisms concerning the use of objects,
materials, and concepts in mediating reality, namely, in defining the artist’s
relationships to nature and culture. These relationships, as we shall learn,
are only tangentially concerned with physical properties of the art object,
that is, its formal content. As proved in the last few decades, art may as-
sume almost any form or be made in any way; the facturing process is not
central to the creation of art. Yet the structural significance of the fabri-
cating process vis-a-vis time and the consistency of what is selected is im-
mensely important.

Intrinsically, works of art are devoid of meaning; as signs their meaning
lies in becoming a segment of a larger context, that referential system
which we elliptically refer to as the history of art. Art’s unifying order ex-
ists in how the artist reassembles signs within a structure which produces
the sense of mediation (art) for him. Linguistically art’s effectiveness de-
pends upon its surface “vagueness,” which is not meant in the sense of a
lack of focus, but rather in the artist’s success in shifting our minds from
an empirical level of comprehension to the mythic. Writing of totemism
Lévi-Strauss notes that “What is significant is not so much the presence
—or absence—of this or that level of classification as the existence of a
classification with, as it were, an adjustable thread which gives the group
adopting it the means of ‘focusing’ on all planes, from the most abstract to
the most concrete, the most cultural to the most natural, without changing
its intellectual instrument” (p. 136). Such systems, due to the richness of
compounded terms, make unconscious association completely automatic.
Thus 1t should be emphasized that the conceptual structure of science ex-
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1sts 1n our awareness of it, while the structure of art, by necessity, remains
unconscious.

L évi-Strauss, like many anthropologists, considers totemism to be an
institution of synchronic cultures, or cultures lacking a sense of history.
In fact, he suggests that all mythic structures collapse outside of syn-
chrony. Nevertheless, there are exceptions: he gives examples of primitive
societies which construct their myths on the basis of historical and evolu-
tionary changes (pp. 224-26). Where diachrony prevails Lévi-Strauss
claims that historical awareness defeats the possibility of maintaining to-
temism. History, he insists, threatens cultures which reflect mythic regu-
larity through their sense of timelessness. Such a thesis, however, cannot
account for the history of art, which by definition is diachronic but shows
evidence of being mythic too. Moreover, Lévi-Strauss is very aware of
this inconsistency and deals with it not too satisfactorily (pp. 231-36):
“Mythical history thus presents the paradox of being both disjoined from
and conjoined with the present. . . . It remains to be shown how the sav-
age mind succeeds not only in overcoming this twofold contradiction, but
also in deriving from it the materials of a coherent system in which di-
achrony, in some sort mastered, collaborates with synchrony without the
risk of further conflicts arising between them” (p. 236).

In the chapter “Time Regained,” Lévi-Strauss describes the not alto-
gether clear role of churinga. These are small, oval-shaped objects made
of wood or stone, sometimes engraved. Within the Aranda tribes of cen-
tral Australia each one of these objects represents the incarnation of a
specific ancestor. Placed in remote caves, the churinga are periodically
taken out, inspected, polished, greased, and prayed over. For Lévi-Strauss
these are comparable to our own archival records, secreted in special in-
stitutions, and brought out for state occasions. The churinga, unlike icons,
play a part similar to that performed by totemic relationships: they estab-
lish differences and connections, in this case between an ancestor and his
living descendant possessing the churinga. Thus the churinga, like ar-
chives, gain meaning by acting as physical proof of the past; they put us in
contact with the myth of history by conjoining two points in time. “For 1n
them alone is the contradiction of a completed past and a present In
which it survives, surmounted. Archives are the embodied essence of the
event” (p. 242).

One hypothetical issue in esthetics is the seemingly trivial question of
whether undetected art forgeries have historical validity. Usually the
answer is that they do not, and the reasons most often invoked have to do
with stylistic consistency or the utter uniqueness of the artist imitated. But
regarded in the context of important records which have been destroyed
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and replaced with copies, the real reason becomes evident. We accept
copies but feel no compulsion to venerate them. A known false work of
art cannot mediate between past and present, the diachrony of history
and the synchrony of mythic event. Belief in the physical authenticity of
the work of art is absolutely essential to myth, since the object is the tran-
substantiated energy and psyche of the artist it survives. Hence totemism
in art not only moves laterally in terms of linking contemporary art forms,
but also vertically with relation to past and future events.

In The Raw and the Cooked 1.évi-Strauss deals with the dualities of
myths which are concerned with immortality and its loss. If men are not
immune to death, how do they face death and its aftermath? “Is it possi-
ble to avert death,” he asks, “—that is, prevent men from dying sooner
than they want to? And, conversely, is it possible to restore men’s youth
once they have grown old, or to bring them back to life if they have al-
ready died? The solution to the first problem is always formulated in neg-
ative terms: do not hear, do not feel, do not touch, do not see, do not
taste. . . . The solution to the second problem is always expressed posi-
tively: hear, feel, touch, see, taste” (1964, p. 162). As a rule, myths are
pragmatic about individual men, but hopeful about the durability of cul-
tural institutions. It seems apparent that dichotomies appearing in myth
are essential to the popularization of modern art. For example, the poor
and unknown artist who dies at a relatively early age becomes immortal
through his work. In life his art is worthless; after death it becomes price-
less. While living he is considered insane or at least eccentric; after death
his behavior is transformed into prophetic sensitivity or alienation from an
Iinsensitive society. Such interpretations are relatively modern and seem to
have reached their height in the first part of this century. A minor myth
celebrates the prolificacy of aged artists, for example, Rodin, Picasso, and
Matisse. Thus myths accommodate all contingencies. Yet the relatively
recent popularity of abstract art produces almost absurd contradictions
within mythic forms; we experience the phenomena of artists who are rich
and immortal at thirty, artists who are disregarded when old, and artists
who find their slot in history books at the convenience of dealers. Consist-
ent violations of mythic structure always point to the dissolution of myth
itself.

Then there is the scientific credibility of Lévi-Strauss’s methods. In the
wake of his innovations, it appears inevitable that Lévi-Strauss should
have his critics. While possessing respectable Marxist credentials, his po-
sition has been attacked as “antihumanist” by the Left in France. In the
United States and England the reliability of his enormous ethnological
material has been challenged, as have his interpretations. A damaging ar-
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gument against Structuralism is perhaps this: Those who desire to find
structural relationships among very dissimilar materials—by imposing
structures—will undoubtedly find them, or anything else sought. Less crit-
ically, the very symmetry and elegant simplicity through which Lévi-
Strauss reveals underlying meanings is suspect by some anthropologists
who have battled with equally intractable data, leaving it in less polished
form rather than falsify. But of course even in hard science conceptual
structures remain the backbone of achievement. The physical sciences as-
sume that all structures impose points of view upon events, and that only
their consistency with other events makes them useful. Thus one can only
reply that if structures do reappear in a variety of materials with consist-
ency, they must exist. For setting chapter outlines of The Raw and the
Cooked to musical forms, Lévi-Strauss was accused of mixing poetry with
science (although he could just as easily be commended for practicing
what he believes, namely that myth is the reconciliation of poetry and sci-
ence). Among Lévi-Strauss’s peers, Edmund Leach, head of the Engiish
school of Structural Anthropology, was very early one of Leévi-Strauss’s
most damaging, but fairest, critics. Yet by 1967 Leach felt compelled to
write: “it seems to me that anthropologists had good grounds for being
thoroughly skeptical about Lévi-Strauss’s ‘structural analysis of myth’
when this technique was first expounded in 19535, but that since the publi-
cation of Le Cru et le cuit [The Raw and the Cooked] in the autumn of
1964 it 1s possible to quibble only about details. Lévi-Strauss has shown
that there is such a thing as ‘a language of myth,” and he has shown what
sort of language it is and how it conveys significance” (Leach, p. xviii).
Our intention is to develop structuralist thinking in a coherent ap-
proach to art. The parallel aim of Lévi-Strauss is to provide a logical
scheme for mythic institutions. As the anthropologist Mary Douglas ob-
serves, not only does he show that the nature of myth and reality are dia-
lectical, but he insists that myth is dialectical in relation to reality. She
writes (Leach, p. 57) that “he develops the idea that myth expresses a
social dialectic. It states the salient social contradictions, restates them in
more and more modified fashion, until in the final statement the contra-
dictions are resolved, or so modified and masked as to be minimized.” In
a similar manner myth feeds the distinction in our society between objects
imbued with transcendent meaning (through the art or religious context)
and countless objects produced for everyday use. Nearly a decade ago ne-
cessity led sculptors to devise objects, as in Minimal Art, which appeared
trivial, but which nevertheless functioned as art. Inevitably, this led to
the creation of art without objects. Thus the demise of the transcendent
object was accomplished by uncovering the cognitive structure surround-
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ing objects that had been committed to the art context. In such a way
myths eventually demythicize themselves.

FERDINAND DE SAUSSURE

The Saussurian principles of Lévi-Strauss’s Structural Anthropology are
brought out in the publication of his inaugural lecture for the Chair of
Social Anthropology at the College de France in 1960. In this book
(1962b), Lévi-Strauss includes social anthropology as one of the semio-
logical sciences, stating that “Signs and symbols can only function in so far
as they belong to systems, regulated by internal laws of implication and
exclusion, and the property of a system of signs is to be transformable, in
other words, translatable, into the language of another system with the aid
of permutations” (1967, p. 31). This definition circumscribes the science
for which the linguist Ferdinand de Saussure had only tentatively sug-
gested the name Semiology, the study of sign systems within a society.

Saussure’s discoveries were pieced together after his death and pub-
lished under the title, Course in General Linguistics (1915). He estab-
lished the first concrete method to depart from systems of grammar and
lexicon for analyzing the materials of speech. Saussure pictures language
as being divided into a series of psychological entities called signs, each
composed of two parts: a concept and a sound-image. These are trans-
posed into the respective terms signified and signifier which denote an in-
terconnected whole. The sign has characteristics determined by its context
in the line of speech and also by the internal relationship of the signified
to the signifier. Signs used in language have to be arbitrary or unfixed in
meaning; also, the sound element of the signifier must exist in time.

Saussure notes particularly that language changes only through ordi-
nary unconscious usage and not through the interventions of grammarians
or logicians, an observation which seems to bear out the axiom: use de-
fines meaning. He further separates speech from language: language is
speech without sound, all the habits of speech as they can be recorded
and studied. Thus the signifier is to the signified as speech is to language.
Also, within the oppositional categories set up by Lévi-Strauss, signifier
and speech are natural elements while signified and language are cultural
elements. |

The most dynamic aspect of signs is the ambiguity of their fixed/unfixed
and static/temporal nature. Not only do signs suggest opposition, but it is
an essential part of their existence. This “inner duality” implies that while
language evolves in time, or through time, speech for every user is a fixed
convention, a set of communication rules existing outside time. Thus
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Saussure denotes static linguistics, or the study of speech through any
given time slice, as synchronic linguistics, and evolutionary linguistics as
diachronic, the terms adopted by Lévi-Strauss to specify cultures with
mythic structures and those with a sense of their own history.

Saussure makes a working distinction between synchrony and dia-
chrony by comparing speech to chess play. The chessmen and their po-
sitions on the board correspond to the juxtaposition of linguistic terms. In
speech, like chess, the relative meaning of signs shifts from moment to
moment, while the rules of language or chess are fixed. Each move on
the board, or segment of speech, only affects the single component in-
volved; but simultaneously the entire context of conversation shifts, just
as the chessboard reveals a more or less altered set of opportunities with
each move. The distinction that Saussure makes between diachrony and
synchrony i1s that of calculus to simple algebra; diachrony is an infinite
succession of synchronic events. The illustration of speech as a chess
game should be held in mind, for it will reappear as a metaphor used ex-
tensively by Marcel Duchamp.

Again in relation to chess, Saussure brings up the notion of values.
Outside the game of chess individual pieces have no value; all value ema-
nates from their rank and position in a given game. He continues: “We
see then that in semiological systems like language, where elements hold
each other in equilibrium in accordance with fixed rules, the notion of
1dentity blends with that of value and vice versa” (Saussure, p. 110). In
other words, in a static analysis of linguistical terms all the problems of
separating or identifying the ‘““unit, reality, concrete entity, or value” in
the terms will always occur. In much the same way the value of a work
of art cannot be separated from its concrete reality in the history of art.

On another level of linguistical opposition, Saussure contrasts the idea
of syntagmatic units, or word groups, with associative (or systematic)
units. According to Saussure, words in a linear series produce their
values vis-a-vis one another through contrast and association. Syntagm 1is
usually “a term [which] acquires its value only because it stands in oppo-
sition to everything that precedes or follows it, or to both” (p. 123). As-
sociative relations on the other hand are word units which have grammati-
cal or lexical affinities while possessing no definite order as to the way
they appear relative to one another. In the Natural-Cultural dichotomy
established by Lévi-Strauss, the syntagm (or unrelated series of opposi-
tional elements) is always natural, while the associative (system or sets of
related elements) is always cultural. Thus in language, the logic of mythic
structures is always present; syntagmatic and systematic terms are con-
stantly linked to produce signs, which in turn are recombined to produce
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new meanings. Language, like myth, offers large numbers of interdepen-
dent terms which simultaneously modify each other so as to produce shifts
in value. The rules of organization for speech are implicit in learning to
speak, just as the “rules” for retelling a myth are contingent upon first
hearing and believing in the myth.

Because it plays a role in Barthes’s Semiology, one last principle of
Saussurian analysis should be stated; this is the role of motivated and un-
motivated terms. Motivation implies that a syntagmatic unit may be ana-
lyzed culturally, or that a systematic unit may be grouped with associated
units as part of a cultural series. Motivated terms account for the illusion
that art is timely and logically directed, while, in fact, motivated terms are
only half of any work of art. It follows that art that tends toward moti-
vated terms relies on meanings already learned; while art that tends
toward unmotivated terms is more “lexicological,” that is, expressive by
means of signifiers that gain meaning afterward through esthetic ideologies.

ROLAND BARTHES

Surprisingly, the entire trajectory of what is known as Modern Art was
defined as early as 1953 in Roland Barthes’s Writing Degree Zero. This
long essay is not so much a critique of the avant-garde as a commentary
on the “disintegration of bourgeois consciousness.” Barthes cites the rela-
tionship between historical awareness and literature feeding upon that
consciousness. It is just this tendency toward internal synchronization with
the past, a formal completeness, or what Barthes calls “concretion,”
which ultimately separates literature from its powers of signification. Al-
lowing means to represent themselves becomes the method by which
literature achieves Formalism and ultimately rejects it, as literature over-
extends itself into meaninglessness and ordinary speech. In the same way,
hyperconscious Formalism forces art toward blatant assertions of its own
“objecthood.” As in the craftsmanship of Flaubert, “action” or working
methods eventually function as a pendant to style, ultimately becoming
its inversion.

Even prior to his introduction to Saussurian analysis, Barthes sensed
the distance between contemporary writing and the mythic origins of
Classical literature. Classical thinking functions as discourse, a fluid give
and take with nature. By contrast modern literature intentionally congeals
into stylistic blocks. With Flaubert the labor of writing becomes hyper-
style “in the manner of an art drawing attention to its very artificiality”
(1953, p. 65). Forced, by concessions to the history of style, to forego so-
cial exchange in the broadest sense (politics), the artist remains bound
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“to his own formal myths.” History overtakes the artist each time the
search for a “nonstyle” is successful.

This is early Barthes, a theorist acutely aware of sociohistorical under-
tones of art ideologies. Barthes is probably the first critic to understand
that organized social relationships are in themselves complete language
forms. The first steps of such a study, after his introductory Elements of
Semiology (1964), were made in Systeme de la mode (1967).

Where Saussure postulated that a science of Semiology includes lan-
guage among the conventional modes of social communication, Barthes
insists that language must remain as the focus of analysis of any social
code; thus all iconic messages have their social equivalents in verbal form
(obvious examples for us are art criticism, scholarly analysis, and art his-
tory). Barthes proposes that interpretive language, stemming from the sig-
nifying system itself, provides a wealth of clues to the hidden social
meanings and values behind all such forms of communication. Thus Sem-
iology is a segment of linguistics, a form of secondary linguistics, since it
accepts terms, phrases, and concepts on resolution levels too coarse for
Structural Linguistics. Moreover the same dichotomic form typifying the
efforts of Lévi-Strauss and Saussure is employed. Some of the fundamen-
tal terms are related in the following manner (Notice that a sign of equiva-
lency rather than a sign of equality connects the terms of all the structural
equations in this book. A sign of equivalency suggests that connected
terms are not mathematically equal, rather that they conceptually corre-
spond to each other):

SIGNIFIER speech image form

wt Na B —r N
o T Tha

SIGNIFIED language concept content

Again signifier falls into the Natural column and signified into the Cul-
tural. The perceived in the above sets of terms is the signifier, while its
ideational, linguistic counterpart is the signified. Thus the “sign,” or set
of image and concept, assumes a dual form:

image a mental picture of the object

concept a mental list of the object’s
formal qualities

The Natural-Cultural dichotomy can be reduced to terms denoting so-
cial equivalents:

NATURAL individual selection usage
== = ==

CULTURAL society values system

Barthes stresses the contractual nature of language and speech. Since
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speech is the active, day-to-day use of language, shifts in language occur
because of the evolution of speech patterns. Speech on the other hand de-
rives its powers of communication from the unconscious rules of language
as they evolve historically. In Barthes’s words, “a language is at the same
time the product and the instrument of speech: their relationship is there-
fore a genuinely dialectical one” (1964, p. 16).

In a culture conscious of history, language becomes the anchor or stabi-
lizer of speech. And even though a number of factors contribute to the
sense of “great art” and “minor art” in literate cultures, in the art world

there is a definite set of relationships ordering the semiological hierarchy:

the production criticism, analysis,
speech of art and esthetics
language art criticism, esthetics, art history

and past art

In a discussion of Lévi-Strauss’s distinction between art and science,
the point was made that event and structure are in opposition, and there-
fore neither term precedes the other; event is always integral to structure
as in:

Process event

system structure

As a result, the temporal condition of a sign is always synchronic, re-
ducing all processes and events to ideal points in time. Hence it follows
that all signs resist history, functioning outside the passage of time. Signs
representing historical events exist as incremental marks on a temporal
line. In art history, historians choose events which are then placed hier-
archically: the event of a painting < the event of a series of paintings
< a period in an artist’s development < the artist’s entire work < a
stylistic era < the era as part of the history of art. History remains the
most encompassing sign. This selection process is influenced largely by
the ease with which events are nested into the larger schemes of signifi-
cation.

Barthes stresses that it is virtually impossible for any group to control
common language usage. Speech sets it own rules, so that ultimately lan-
guage 1s established through existing practice. On the other hand, mass-
produced goods constitute sign systems which are thoroughly regulated.
The objective though is to make control as anonymous as possible, instill-
ing in the public the illusion that mass-produced goods remain a system
largely defined by common usage. Somewhat to the right of ordinary
goods 1s clothing, where individual innovation is recognized, particularly at

£ = 1 W 3 E = b
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the level of high fashion. Art, on the other hand, demands full recognition
of each innovator. When it is impossible to assign an individual’s name
and biography to a given art work, even art of accepted quality, the object
to some extent suffers from a lack of historical identity.

In practice, the groups that control art are artists’s peers, critics, gal-
leries, museum curators, art historians, and major collectors. It is Barthes’s
feeling that control groups do not destroy the linguistic freedom of a
given field, providing there is a certain amount of dialectical play between
usage and system. In contemporary art this situation has been strained as
progressively fewer options are left open to the artist. Another dilemma
1S a growing mutual suspicion between the control groups and the artist.
This is the case as artists begin to suspect that rewards from the control
groups are in direct proportion to artists’ ability to demonstrate continuity
within the dialectical scheme of art history.

Barthes makes certain semiological distinctions between the signified
and the signifier. The signified is a concept or mental representation of the
“thing.” Signifiers are inseparable counterparts of signifieds in forming
signs; sounds, objects, images, colors, gestures, and other purely sensory
phenomena are lexical elements which signify. Signifiers are separated
within a semiological system according to the part they perform at a given
level.

Signifier and signified form a single sign, hence deriving meaning
through juxtaposition with other signs. Barthes raises the important issue
of motivated and unmotivated signs. Within language he cites the occur-
rences of onomatopoeia as a natural, but still unclear, form of motivation.
He is less specific about the role of motivation in semiological systems
outside language. Motivated signs consist of analogies between signifier
and signified where parts of a sign seem to have an unlearned or intrinsi-
cally logical relation to each other. Barthes is somewhat unsure what con-
stitutes motivation in language when it may appear on some semantic lev-
els but not on others. Obviously there are many signs which are only “rel-
atively” motivated, and Barthes is quite right when he suggests that such
impure systems will probably be found in art and other iconographical
systems.

The importance to art of a sign with multiple signifieds is considerable.
For example the color yellow in a painting by Van Gogh may be purely
contextual (compositional and thus unmotivated) on one level, related to
the concept of a sunflower on another, and also relatively motivated
through biographical knowledge of Van Gogh’s passionate disposition.
This, in fact, is a modern example of totemism. Here through means of a
metaphorical “adjustable thread,” a group of people may focus on a num-
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ber of planes of association “from the most abstract to the most concrete,
the most cultural to the most natural, without changing its intellectual in-
strument” (1962a, p. 136). Thus Van Gogh compels motivated and un-
motivated aspects of a single signifier to function as several different signs.
Cognitive tension results when Van Gogh stresses the unmotivated levels
of such signifiers by emphasizing the purely formal character of yellow
juxtaposed to violet or brown.

Barthes makes the observation that the tendency within all semio-

logical systems is ‘“‘to naturalize the unmotivated and to intellectualize
the motivated [that is to say, to culturalize it]” (1964, p. 54). Saussure
considered all linguistic signs to be unmotivated because of their essen-
tial arbitrary nature; and within the realm of language there is no reason
to take exception to this rule. The problem of motivated signs is, how-
ever, highly relevant to art. AIl mimetic conventions are motivated since
there are isomorphic characteristics between representational lines, colors,
and shapes and their models in the real world. Barthes’s statement alludes
to the pressures causing deterioration within historical semiotic systems.

“To naturalize the unmotivated” means to depend more and more
upon the Gestalt relations found within pictorial elements—detaching
them from their content, if any. The significance of the other term, “fo
intellectualize the motivated,” may be less obvious at first glance. Until
the last eighty years the content of art rarely needed a supplementary
explanation since, in fact, the art explained the content. But as art has
evolved, content has become the vehicle by which the artist elaborates
upon his techniques and formal devices. Thus, as a rule, motivated signs
are culturally preestablished, while unmotivated signs are imposed for
esthetic reasons, the second system always trying to achieve the legitimacy
of the first. This intellectualization of motivated signs ultimately con-
cludes 1n metalanguage statements which bring the illusion of content to
art confined to unmotivated signs, i.e., nonobjective art.

Equally significant is the relationship of motivated and unmotivated
signs to the history of art. A primary idea, and one which will be devel-
oped in subsequent chapters, is that “systematizing” the lexicon of signi-
fiers while “expressing” the grammar of signifieds provides both the illusion
of constancy and of evolution in art. In other words, motivated signs
give us associational references to contemporary ideas and images which
are always transformed into art. This provides a portion of the plane of
content for some but not all nonobjective styles of art. Art is equally the
result of the Saussurian plane of expression, or the artists’ ability to or-
ganize subject matter into a personal handwriting. Where this is destroyed
or reduced to ambiguous dialectical oppositions, the ability to “think art”
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is soon lost. (With this in mind, it becomes apparent that the author’s
book Beyond Modern Sculpture is primarily a study of motivated signs
found in sculpture. The book defines chronological parallels between sci-
ence and art as responsible for shifts in visual expression. Chronologically
there are some strong correspondences between artistic and scientific in-
novation, but these are coincidental not causal relationships.)

Syntagmatic and systematic relationships in linguistics serve as the two
essential axes for semiological analyses. Syntagmatic relationships have an
affinity with the juxtaposed ordering of very different combinations of
words, as in speech; while systematic relations are concerned with orderly
relationships among words and their syntax, as in language. Barthes em-
phasizes that the syntagm cannot proceed, that is, be uncovered, without
concurrent disclosure of terms from the systematic plane. He i1s aware
that “iconic syntagms,” such as contained in photographs, are difficult to
identify. Barthes speculates that captions on photographs provide the dis-
continuity necessary for separation. But it seems, apart from Barthes’s re-
marks, that art, through titles, criticism, and stylistics, provides at least
some of the necessary linguistic relationships for separating terms in
analyses.

Syntagmatic units are defined by the commutation test, which entails
substituting new expressions on the plane of signifiers and observing if
they bring about corresponding changes in their counterparts on the plane
of signifieds. The goal, as Barthes observes, is to create a different homol-
ogy or a substituted set of structural relationships. If substitutions produce
a new set of terms among the signifieds, then a part of a system’s syntag-
matic structure has been defined. As units of the syntagm are pieced to-
gether, they reveal the systematic terms of a system.

An important aspect of the syntagmatic plane is its relation to “certain
aleatory factors.” In other words, there are statistical probabilities—gen-
erated by random events—which ensure that given means of expression
are “saturated” by given forms of content. Linguists call this phenomenon
catalysis, and it refers to the exhaustion of certain signifiers through their
connection with all related signifieds. In language such boundaries are
both useful and normal. Speech is never exhausted, while the experimental
use of language in literature may approach exhaustion. However, there
are more serious problems within avant-garde art. Exhaustion through
catalysis is the impetus by which art constantly regenerates itseif. As
forms of expression (the syntagm) are used up, worn out from overuse,
art becomes dependent upon fewer systematic relationships. Thus as less
and less is permissible in avant-garde art, the artist is compelled to em-
ploy expressive terms without having them mean anything in the structural
articulation of his art. In precisely this way the idea of randomness 1is 1n-
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corporated into an artist’s work as an expressive feature. Thus, the artist 1s
signifying that he is no longer concerned with a particular choice system.

Most early formal innovation came as a consequence of disrupting the
“speech” character of art (the object perceived before analysis), so that
system and syntagm failed to follow an expected sequence. According to
Barthes, this is a major source of creativity, “as if perhaps there were
here a junction between the field of aesthetics and the defections from the
semantic system. The chief transgression is obviously the extension of a
paradigm on to the syntagmatic plane . . . this 1s what would happen,
broadly speaking, if one attempted to elaborate a discourse by putting one
after the other all the terms of the same declension” (1964, p. 86). Such
“transgressions” are extremely revealing. They imply two things: first,
that signifiers are progressively more detached from systematization, and
second, that signifieds lose their meaning and become detached from the
traditional art context. On the planes of syntagm-system, syntagms gradu-
ally lose their legibility and systems are reduced to increasingly inflexible
sets of rules. So every significant innovation in contemporary art de-
mands not only a cultural readjustment of the syntagm-system to a de-
gree where “speech” or normalized art is possible again, but also a reeval-
uation of the mutual interaction between syntagm and system. Hence the
ease of “speech” 1n a semiological system is, inherently, the lack of strain
and artificiality existing between the two opposing planes.

One of the most useful concepts in Semiology 1s that of staggered sys-
tems. Analysis of modernist art would be impossible without it. Staggered
systems operate on two or more levels. All first level signs are what
Barthes refers to as the “Real System,” or that set of activities and art
propositions which are combined to form the immediate substance of the
work of art. A second level is composed of the first level reduced to the
object and its semiological meaning.

3rd signifier : rhetoric signified : 1deology I
2nd signifier | signified
st signifier-signified J
CONNOTATIVE
|
3rd signifier : rhetoric signified : ideology
2nd signifier signified
I st : signifier-signified

METALANGUAGE
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In the first example of a staggered system (connotative) the primary
level 1s where a sign (signifier and signified) is used as the plane of ex-
pression (signifier) for a second system. This is called a connotative sys-
tem because the first level is usually signified by language, which then
connotes the second level. On the first level, the signifier is the visual
image of a printed text, while the signified is the meaning of the text. The
second level signified in such a structure is usually the “content” or idea
which provides a frame of reference for the second-level signifier, the art
object itself. The second level of a connotative system connotes the third
level whose signifier thus functions as a language-object for examining
the lower levels of the system. The opposite of a connotative system is a
metalanguage, a two-level system whose plane of content or signified is in
itself a semiotic system. All forms of nonobjective art are metalanguages,
while the ready-made and some Conceptual Art are connotative sys-
tems. For nonobjective art, “painterly expressiveness” and formal inno-
vation can serve as content for a second-level system of signification;
consequently metalanguages in art are the expression of an art activity
(cognitive and/or physical) as a proposition about art; the personal cir-
cumstances, gestures, and emotive intentions behind a painting become
its raison d’étre. As denoted meaning, this level of signification may be
raised to a third level of connotated signification through language, that
1s, criticism or an art text. Here the motivating esthetic behind a style or
movement is encapsulated in writings which in turn are open to examina-
tion as a signifier.

In either connotative systems or metalanguages, structure may serve as
expression or content of a still higher system. This is a repeatable process
embodying the historical-empirical principle of transcendency which is the
basis of every system of signification. Potentially every semiological system
can be incorporated into a new system. All revolutionary scientific para-
digms do precisely this. But in art, this capping process assumes a differ-
ent form. For example, old media may be incorporated into new media;
form becomes content, as is the case with Pop Art and particularly Roy
Lichtenstein. Similarly, all new myths build on the fragments of discarded
mythologies. Marshall McLuhan and Lévi-Strauss have both commented
on this process. The second method of capping works of art results when
new methods are employed to analyze art theory itself—the present study
is just such an example.

Barthes writes of the necessary limitations (both breadth of material
and point of view) which must be imposed upon the body of work (or
corpus) in any semiological investigation. Such a warning, while 1impor-
tant, is not particularly relevant or useful to this study. Barthes refers to
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the diachronic condition of materials created over periods of time. Obvi-
ously, approaching an historical progression of art objects synchronically is
not sound. But it is our assumption that any structural analysis of art pre-
supposes that semiological systems are essentially mythic structures which
reveal their synchronic bases through historical juxtapositions of mate-
rials. The important thing is to uncover differences and similarities in art
works spanning substantial periods of time, or, in other words, to show, as
in the case of myth, that art “evolves” without really changing. This 1s in
contradiction to the semiological investigations made by Barthes to date,
since a major emphasis in his studies 1s that semiological systems must
cover the range of signs used in a system for a given point in time. He
thinks that the problems of diachrony present sufficient barriers to any
meaningful study of historical change. On the other hand, avant-garde art
of the past one hundred years presumes semiotic instability as a norm.
Most languages and sign systems, however, function in daily life as if they
were completely stable and impervious to change. As Saussure indicated,
this 1s the “invisible” quality of speech. On the other hand, we propose a
study of the signification of change, that is, the historical rejection of signs
within a structurally consistent system, nominally referred to as modernist
art.

This represents something substantially different from the text analyses
of fashion magazines developed by Barthes in his Systeme de la mode
(1967). In his investigation Barthes separates the language and dynamics
of the fashion world from that of the daily wearing of clothing. He dem-
onstrates that the terminology used by fashion magazines is to an over-
whelming degree codified by relatively stable conventions and influences,
so that, in fact, a “language of fashion” is not only evident but predictable
(the same is obviously true of art magazines). Barthes separates sociolog-
ical investigation of fashion, that is, the cycle of style through mass distri-
bution, from that of the diffusion of a stylistic “image” or haute couture.
The last he sees as a central concern of Semiology, embodying descrip-
tions of intelligence, sensibility, direction, and opinion within society’s
tastemaking strata.

NOAM CHOMSKY

It would be well for us to consider the capabilities and limitations of
Semiology. During the last fifteen years several new linguistic techniques
have rendered structural analysis a somewhat dated method in linguistics.
These include the theory of “generative grammar” and of a universal sub-
structure pioneered by Noam Chomsky. In clinical psychology Chomsky
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1s recognized for his attacks on contemporary Behaviorism, the linguist’s
contention being that learning and mental behavior are too rich and var-
ied to be explained by stimulus-response patterns. He insists that a work-
able psychology must include “a notion of competence,” or some theory
which accounts for new learning and potential capabilities. In other
words, given our vast inventory of behavioral traits, habits, and built-in
responses to particular situations, how do we use speech creatively or
adapt to new experiences? Both presuppose the modification of already
acquired habits. And it 1s here, Chomsky claims, that present behavioral
theory lacks the necessary subtlety to account for open-ended behavior.

Chomsky’s book Language and Mind (1968) credits Saussure with
developing the analytical techniques of segmentation and classification, or
the signifier-signified and syntagm-system divisions previously reviewed.
For Saussure these gave a complete picture of structure as it defines lan-
guage. Nevertheless Chomsky demonstrates (as Wittgenstein did so ele-
gantly in philosophy) how devoid of philosophical penetration Structural-
ism really is. It lacks in his estimation the ability to disclose or derive
multiple propositions in a sentence. Saussure himself recognized such a
limitation, but preferred to see linguistical ambiguity as a relatively insig-
nificant aspect of speech, thus a phenomenon which occurs outside of lan-
guage proper. Chomsky regards Saussurian analysis and all subsequent
structural analyses as “surface structure” investigation, while the actual
operations of the mind produce mechanisms of “deep structure” based on
logically generative principles ensuring creative use of language. He
praises Saussure, however, for recognizing a need for future methods.

Chomsky minimizes Lévi-Strauss’s The Savage Mind for essentially the
same reasons. In terms of understanding human thought processes, he
claims that it reveals little, merely that primitive peoples also possess the
ability to classify (fortunately that is hardly the point of the book). How-
ever he gives Lévi-Strauss, N. Troubetzkoy, R. Jakobson, and other an-
thropologists credit for recognizing the social implications of structural
analysis: “The achievement of structuralist phonology was to show that
the phonological rules of a great variety of languages apply to classes of
elements that can be simply characterized in terms of these features; that
historical change affects such classes in a uniform way; and that the or-
ganization of features plays a basic role in the use and acquisition of lan-
guage” (Chomsky, p. 65).

Chomsky further observes that the ‘“real richness of phonological sys-
tems lies not in the structural patterns of phonemes but rather in the intri-
cate systems of rules by which these patterns are formed, modified, and
elaborated. The structural patterns that arise at various stages of deriva-
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tion are a kind of epiphenomenon” (p. 65, italics added). True, early
structuralism never probed the underlying “kernel structures” of sentence
formation as Chomsky and his colleagues have done. Sentence construc-
tion with its knotty issues of ambiguity, ellipsis, complexity, and interro-
gation were areas that the structuralists preferred to leave to grammar-
1ans. But the semiotic structure for both linguistic and iconic systems
does provide a set of relationships encompassing the syntactical problems
described by Chomsky. If there is a strict correspondence between lin-
guistic and iconic signs, then one must ask the following question: What
mode of logic adequately represents the needs of both language and art?

JEAN PIAGET

The relationship between physical activity and growth of perceptual
awareness 1s an essential aspect of the Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget’s in-
vestigations of cognitive development. It would be safe to say that chil-
dren’s progressive understanding of causality stems from the fact that
bodily actions and surrounding objects are inseparably a part of each
other. Generally Piaget believes, as the phenomenologist Merleau-Ponty
did, that descriptions of the world can never be separated from man’s
activities 1in the world; in fact, they are reciprocally related.

It has already been suggested that modern art is the successive discard-
ing of one signifying element after another in the search for significantly
“new” art. Or 1nversely, modern art depends upon the ability of an artist
to create new work by resystematizing syntagmatic elements or by drop-
ping unessential systematizing forms altogether. What will become evident
in the analyses to come i1s that the rejection of systematizing forms in
modern art is approximately inverse to the way children learn to systema-
tize perception of the world.

According to Piaget, the Bourbaki group in France has reduced all
mathematics to three independent types: algebraic structure, order struc-
ture, and topology (1970, p. 24). As for development of spatial aware-
ness in children, Piaget finds that early modes of perception are essen-
tially topological, having to do with proximity, separation, surface order,
and enclosure. These appear before a child can grasp the geometric form
of an object and long before a child is capable of intellectually organizing
the parts of an object. Thus there is a real separation between perception
and representation. Visual realism or representation results from learning
projective and metric axioms for ordering the constancy of objects rela-
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tive to a point of view, a process not operative until children reach the age
of eight or nine. Perception, on the other hand, begins at birth with a
child’s awareness of the nearness of objects. As a child’s topological
awareness to his surroundings develops, it begins to conflict with less ele-
mentary forms of geometric perception, that is, Euclidian metric geometry
and later projective geometry. Of course these geometries were developed
prior to topology, but topology remains their theoretical basis. So in fact,
while topology remains the most sophisticated form of geometry and one
not discovered until the nineteenth century, perceptually and intellectually
it represents the mechanisms of spatial organization first employed by
children.

According to a theory put forth in Beyond Modern Sculpture, the appli-
cation of different types of mathematics in formalist sculpture follows the
approximate order of their historical discovery (pp. 132—48). While the
influences of Euclidian geometry, projective geometry, analytical geome-
try, topology, and number theory seem to apply to nonobjective sculpture,
in that order, Piaget’s findings would seem to imply that their usage in
sculpture has nothing to do with the fact that they recapitulate their se-
quence of discovery. The most encompassing and sophisticated mathe-
matical systems most recently discovered are precisely the ones first
used by children to provide global experiences of their surroundings.
So the sign systems devised in Renaissance art through the use of
Euclidian metric geometry and projective geometry are in fact the most
synthetic and intellectual and those learned last by children. Hence art
has proceeded in the last century from metric proportionment and per-
spective toward intuitions of proximity and fusion. Semiologically this
means that modern art has gravitated from complex arrays of terms to
very elementary means of signification.

It is stated that “The more analytic perception becomes, the more
marked is the relationship of separation” (Piaget and Inhelder, p. 7).
Pictorial illusionism creates the most levels of separation through signs,
that is, aerial and mechanical perspective, size constancy, shading, and
local color. Separation is thus the series of learned systems that increases
with growth in reasoning, while the early sense of proximity to objects de-
creases with age. Gradually “the subject begins to distinguish his own
movements from those of the object. Here are found the beginnings of
reversibility in movements, and of searching for objects when they disap-
pear. It is in terms of this grouping of movements, and the permanence
attributed to the object, that the latter acquires fixed dimensions and its
size is estimated more or less correctly, regardless of whether it 1s near or
distant” (p. 11). Through such descriptions we recognize the behavioral
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characteristics identified with Minimal Art; not surprisingly they are the
habits of perception used by infants. At a later stage in development, chil-
dren begin to draw not what they see, but rather of what they think an
object or scene consists; psychologists refer to this process as “intellectual
realism.” Paul Klee and Jean Dubuffet have employed it with great insight
as a mode of expression preferable to “visual realism.”

Moreover, concepts of coordinates and horizontal-vertical relationships
are only learned by the age of eight or nine. Such systems, Piaget insists,
are extremely complicated and unnecessary in the child’s early methods of
orientation. So when Mondrian reduced the structure of the external
world to a system of horizontal and vertical black lines, he was not reduc-
ing perception to its essential limits but rather to its most compatible form
vis-a-vis the format of the picture plane.

In a sense avant-garde art is the process of unlearning all conscious
forms of adult perceptual knowledge—certainly not a new conclusion.
But now it becomes particularly cogent in the light of Piaget’s attempts to
construct a “genetic epistomology,” or a theory which accounts for devel-
opment in the human being of successively more complex levels of intel-
lectual and visual reasoning. As is true of Chomsky’s ‘“‘generative gram-
mar,” Piaget rejects any psychology which would account for learning as
some kind of programmed or predetermined pattern: “By contrast, for
the genetic epistomologist, knowledge results from continuous construc-
tion, since in each act of understanding, some degree of invention is in-
volved; in development, the passage from one stage to the next is always
characterized by the formation of new structures which did not exist be-
fore, either in the external world or in the subject’s mind” (1970, p. 77).
By the same token, if one were to relate semiotic systems to Piaget’s ge-
netic epistomology, it could be said that sign systems seem to evolve in
complexity and abstractness directly in proportion to their social useful-
ness. Art has accomplished the reverse; in losing semiotic complexity it
has lost its cohesiveness. Yet ironically avant-garde art has achieved this
by regressing from a secondary, abstract form of spatial organization (pic-
torial illusionism) toward a much broader and more fundamental basis
(the three structures found in all mathematical and operational thinking).
Thus it appears that not only are conscious mythologies sign systems which
have lost their powers of signification, but in the case of art this loss is
biologically systematic, recapitulating the stages toward a child’s earliest
means of perception.
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Time Continua and the Esthetic Illusion

Alice sighed wearily. “I think you might do something better with the
time,” she said, ‘“than wasting it in asking riddles that have no an-
swers.” |

“If you knew Time as well as I do,” said the Hatter, “you wouldn’t
talk about wasting it. It’s him.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” said Alice.

“Of course you don’t!” the Hatter said, tossing his head contemp-
tuously. “I dare say you never spoke to Time!”

“Perhaps not,” Alice cautiously replied; “but 1 know I have to beat
time when I learn music.”

“Ah! That accounts for it,” said the Hatter. “He won’t stand beating.
Now, if you only kept on good terms with him, he’d do almost anything
you like with the clock.”

—J EwWIS CARROLL
Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland

ART HISTORY AS A MYTHIC FORM

Historically art has been in the position of either being considered infe-
rior to nature or of improving upon nature’s deficiencies. In the words of
the art historian Erwin Panofsky, “Understood as copies of the sensory
world, works of art are divested of a more elevated spiritual or, if you
will, symbolic meaning; understood as revelations of Ideas, they are di-
vested of the timeless validity and self-sufficiency which properly belongs
to them” (Panofsky, p. 32). We sense in the historian’s insight the per-
petual irresolution of the art sensibility, that indecision which has led to
constant reevaluation of the ideal in art. In a culture which has sought sci-
entific causal justification for every conceivable phenomenon, it i1s not sur-
prising that the Art Ideal should remain so insecure. For as Lévi-Strauss
repeatedly insists, it is the differences between relationships which pro-
duce the totemic bond. Art can no more copy nature than 1t can generate
ideas; its efficacy is in conjoining permissible cultural and natural phe-
nomena through the agency of the artist.

That pinnacle of artistic achievement, the Early Renaissance, provides

32
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us with some of the first nonmetaphysical descriptions of beauty. These
assume the guise of proscribed harmonic relationships between the ele-
ments of painting, sculpture, or architecture. For Panofsky this was one of
the first steps 1n shaping the “autonomy of esthetic experience.” Gradu-
ally through this autonomy, ideas of imitation, beauty, nobility, and even
harmony have been sacrificed, or shown to be unnecessary to perpetuate
the Art Ideal. Yet if a perfectly balanced Nature-Culture mediation is the
objective of myth, it is not so difficult to understand why Renaissance his-
torians find satisfaction in the liaison of “scientific rules” and convincingly
depicted natural forms. Myth strives for an internal and external consist-
ency. If subsequently that consistency is disturbed it can assume an op-
timum point in history where that equilibrium is apparently achieved.

Mannerist art destroyed the ordered spaces and serene subject matter
of the Renaissance, and in so doing it revealed all the internal contradic-
tions that surface periodically in art. Mannerism’s concurrent relaxation
and pedantry generated a conscious tension in which normal working pro-
cedures were first challenged. Previously, art theory had merely com-
mented upon procedures for the production of art; toward the end of the
sixteenth century theory became speculation as to whether rules were
even possible.

By the middle of the seventeenth century, Classicism appeared as the
most effective means of combating artistic “‘degeneracy.” To be sure, clas-
sicist art theory was a philosophical sanctuary that avoided the problems
of the day, that is, Mannerism and naturalism. It proposed to model itself
on a classical past that may or may not have existed, more likely the latter.
The origins of Classicism are neither metaphysical nor naturalistic, but a
reinterpretation of the Renaissance notion of the Art Ideal, which called
for the “purification” of subject matter through the mind of the artist and
of the beholder. Programmatically, Classicism rescued floundering art the-
ory by tying it to antiquity and insisting upon the superiority of art to na-
ture. Panofsky labels this reintroduction of idealism ‘“‘a normative, ‘law-
giving’ aesthetics.” He also realizes that these adjustments have their
counterparts in modern times: “For quite consistently, alongside modern
Impressionism there was an art theory that tried to establish on the one
hand the physiology of artistic ‘vision,” on the other the psychology of ar-
tistic ‘thinking.” And Expressionism—in more than one respect relating to
Mannerism—was accompanied by a peculiar kind of speculation that

. actually led back to the tracks followed by the art theorists of the
late sixteenth century: the tracks of a metaphysics of art that seeks to de-
rive the phenomenon of artistic creativity from the suprasensory and
absolute. . .” (pp. 110-11).

Thus the art myth always seeks for itself the most authoritative form of
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verification; 1n the seventeenth century normative esthetics was in part
founded upon previous philological and archaeological discoveries—Dby the
twentieth century i1ts roots included psychology and optical physiology.
Consequently “laws of art” only become manifest when the semiotics of
art are no longer supported scientifically. Myth’s goal is to provide a ‘“nor-
mative” basis for belief, thus Formalism serves the twentieth century as
Classicism did the seventeenth century.

FEighty years ago art historians began to concede the collapse of classi-
cal esthetics; for artists the failure of Classicism had long been a working
assumption. The pathos of the Romantic upheaval rested on the tension
between the possibility of creativity and the obvious materiality of art ob-
jects. Hence the Romantic dilemma could be summed up by a single
question: are esthetic beliefs workable in an age whose goal is to explain
all phenomena deterministically, consequently at a time when belief in the
transcendency of the art impulse is at its lowest ebb? Esthetics of the
1890’s began with a new idealism that substituted subjective for objective
valuation. As cited earlier, the art historian Alois Riegl expressed this in
the principle of Kunstwollen, that power embodied in a culture to propa-
gate new artistic sensibilities. Certainly this seemed to be an irreducible
demand upon art if it were to survive as an idea. So, gradually the tech-
niques of art analysis were seen to fuse with artistic intentionality: Riegl’s
“will-to-form.”

[ts counterpart, or intellectual justification, lay in Conrad Fiedler’s doc-
trine of “pure visibility,” a forerunner of Formalism at the end of the nine-
teenth century. Fiedler justified his reduction of art to formal knowl-
edge on the basis that subjective responses to art should be identified with
the expressiveness of the artist, not the viewer; this he proposed as a
hard-headed alternative to esthetic idealism.

Theoretical acceptance of artistic volition and “pure visibility” was
made possible by the psychologist Theodor Lipps and the art historian
Wilhelm Worringer. At a time when modernist art was beginning to gain
public recognition, Worringer published his doctoral dissertation, Ab-
straction and Empathy (1910). Using Lipps’s psychology of art he wrote:
“To enjoy esthetically means to enjoy myself in a sensuous object diverse
of myself, to empathise myself into it” (Worringer, p. 5). Through em-
pathy the intentions of the artist are recognized and received, if only with
the aid of a verbal ideology, as in the case of abstract or nonobjective art.
Evidently this emotional identification with an object is the same intellec-
tual capacity found in people who experience the powers of totemic ob-
jects. Such artifacts are designed to signify relations both materially within
and outside the object. Moreover the traditional means for ensuring em-
pathetic responses had up to then been through realism, or what Worrin-
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ger referred to as “organic art.” As a prophet of modern art, Worringer’s
contribution was to cite the geometric, structural, and decorative arts of
the past as legitimate objects for empathetic response. Thus Worringer
cleared the way historically for justification of contemporary art or, as
[ évi-Strauss would say, an art with signifiers but few or only ideological
signifieds.

Such theoretical underpinnings provided a needed response to nine-
teenth-century rationalist doubt. The “de-organicisation and denial of
life” by science no longer threatened the transcendent art impulse—or so
Worringer believed. Instead art’s “entirely new psychic function™ focused
on the ability of the viewer to identify with abstract intentionality. Wor-
ringer concludes that “The old art [academic remnants of Classicism] had
been a joyless impulse to self-preservation; now, after its transcendental
volition had been taken over and calmed by the scientific striving after
knowledge, the realm of art seceded from the realm of science” (Worrin-
ger, p. 135). Subsequent tendencies in art, of course, have cast doubt on
the historian’s hopes. Real escape from scientific criticism means adapting
art to a plausible mythic form, one that would be consistent with scientific
thinking.

Heinrich Wolfflin is best remembered for consolidation of formal anal-
ysis. He viewed composition as one of the prime sources of esthetic delec-
tation, in which form, line, color, contrast, texture, and arrangement were
considered the proper elements for investigating the work of art as an ab-
stract entity. Although WOolfflin thought exclusively of representational
(what he terms “organic”) art, formal analysis had already begun to be
applied to abstract art. (As early as 1890 there are the observations of
various Symbolist critics, the most famous being Maurice Denis’s asser-
tion that a painting was “essentially a flat surface to be covered with col-
ors arranged in a certain order.”) Through the anthropomorphic
metaphor and Wolfflin’s notion that the human body remains the arche-
typal subject of art, Formalist criticism and analysis evolved. The primacy
of the human form for these writers seems to have been coupled with an
adaptation of Gestalt psychology. The organistic basis of the Gestalt
school, with its reliance on part-to-whole relationships, nicely satisfied the
desires of many art lovers to interpret works of art as didactical organ-
isms, systematically organized along the same terms as the human eye’s
perceptual capability. Such an outlook was gradually strengthened as di-
verse talents (such as Wassily Kandinsky, Kasimir Malevich, Piet Mon-
drian, and Paul Klee) implied a quasi-organic sovereignty for their own
art. Didactic organicism, first tied to subject matter and later to the
organization of composition through perception, remains the substratum
of formalist theory.
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Formalism via the organic metaphor accounts for most of the
“painterly” and biotic abstraction of the last sixty years. More recently,
Pop Art, Optical Art, Minimal Art, Process Art, and Outdoor Environ-
mentalism have defied the esthetic canons set up by Formalism. As a
rule, all normalizing esthetics attempt to confine art to boundaries which
it deems reasonable, thus accounting for Clement Greenberg’s pejorative
term “novelty art.” Yet it was Bernard Berenson who first applied the
term to the pitfalls of esthetic taste: “Novelty, otherness, then consists in
the easy, but not too easy, satisfaction given to the cognitive faculties
when these throw themselves upon an object after exhausting a prior one.
It is so full of craving, so lustful, that it is no better judge of the artistic
qualities of the object procuring this satisfaction than the physiological or
chemical affection known as being-in-love is a judge of the moral charac-
ter of its object” (Berenson, p. 153). The epithet “novelty,” then, is a
double-edged weapon; its use as a form of condemnation obscures inno-
vation by seeking to isolate artistic superficiality.

Consequently Formalism itself is an intellectual justification containing
many artistic substyles. As a mythic form its deterioration began when suf-
ficient numbers of artists sensed that its premises had been exhausted. In
a memorable article, the art historian Michael Fried attacked Minimalist
artists for practicing what they claimed to have rejected: “I am suggest-
ing, then, that a kind of latent or hidden naturalism, indeed anthropomor-
phism, lies at the core of literalist theory [Minimalist theory] and prac-
tice. The concept of presence all but says as much. . .” (Fried, p. 19).
This 1s tantamount to an archbishop accusing heretics of having never
foresaken the rules of the Church.

What is interesting, particularly in the light of previous attacks by crit-
ics on Kinetic Art, is the art establishment’s inability to incorporate or
even tolerate a sustained time dimension. Origins of this reflect the struc-
ture of myth itself. History-oriented myths only exist as points in time,
never as sustained events. The success of art history depends upon the re-
ducibility of every work of art, every style, to a finite point or segment 1n
time. As George Kubler observes, works of art do not exist in time, they
have an “entry point.”

Every paradigm of descriptive analysis eventually eliminates itself as a
useful myth because of its failure to mediate past and future, and to pro-
vide some intellectually consistent notion of all art. In fact, the lack of
coherence within art theories allows the artist some sense of control
over the situation, perhaps supplying art with its enigmatic consistency.
Synchronic myths are normally cyclical and predictable. But the historical
myth of art depends upon its unpredictability. Consequently one of the
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most useful features of formal descriptive analysis is its inability to con-
nect and analyze seemingly isolated art objects. This is a situation which
mutually benefits both historians and artists.

So for the past fifty years—or at least superficially—a certain rapport
has existed between artists and art historians, just as long as both enjoyed
a mutually beneficial strategy. Not surprisingly, the growing skill with
which historians verify and analyze documents, including works of art,
prejudices their comprehension of the activities involved. As scholarly
books and catalogues seem more thorough and authoritative, their literary
and positivistic techniques become pyrotechnical epiphanies to the works
under examination. This began naturally enough when nineteenth-century
philological techniques were first applied to art records and supporting
documents. By the middle of the century, such results were used as mate-
rials for general histories of art, and most importantly they served as a
methodological basis for the catalogue raisonné. Iconographic and formal
analyses were thought to be correctives to the documentary emphasis, and
subsequently provided invaluable “readings” for individual works of art.
However it is increasingly apparent that Formalism consists of early-
twentieth-century Behaviorism and Gestalt theory, fused to postclassical
but neo-1dealist esthetics, and applied to art as a scholarly tool. In the
broadest sense there is a direct reciprocity between ideation supporting
art and the methods used to analyze it.

Within the last five to ten years some art historians have begun to sup-
port an “against interpretation” doctrine through which works of art and
perhaps the lives of their originators are studied as sacrosanct texts. Their
reasoning 1s that any attempt to force works of art into a system simply
falsifies the artists’ intentions and the integrity of their work. On the sur-
face this appears to have merit, except that it amounts to a holding action.
In recognizing that the organismic concept of art history is no longer
valid, it simply attempts to block any analysis of why it fails. Inherently a
conservative theory of art, in the Hegelian sense, it expects a constant
evolution of new and significant art images logically connected to the past.
Certainly this is a very linear view of Hegel’s dialectic which, in fact, an-
ticipated not the mildly and pleasingly unexpected but the radically unex-
pected. The art historian Arnold Hauser has had much to say about expo-
nents of “art for art’s sake” who view art as a closed system, one which
would be subject to destruction if it were expanded into the sociological
or economic domains. But Hauser misses the essential issue, not that so-
ciopolitical analysis deprives art of its spirituality, but rather that the more
the history of art is connected to other areas of human development the
more unsatisfactory it becomes as a mythic creation. To remain effica-
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cious myths have to preserve their linearity and crystallinity, adhering to a
structural form which can be introduced repeatedly through varying
themes.

It appears that Brian O’Doherty was one of the first critics to seriously
question the present rupture between art and art history. He speaks of
the peculiar situation in which, after having invented art history, we are,
as Cloran says, eaten up by it: “The attack on the delusions of historical
systems . . . seems to spatialize history, turning it into a landscape or sur-
face containing all events past and present. On this chaotic surface we can
inscribe according to our dispositions. History has disappeared in favor of
particular forms of chaos” (from a panel discussion presented at the Uni-
versity of Iowa, May 10, 1969). O’Doherty then proceeds to outline the
teleological possibilities confronting the art world.

I. Dialectical history and the post-modernism of (particularly) color-
field painting.

II. Object and Conceptual art, and the anti-historical landscape, [also
Process Art] on which order is circumscribed with various modali-
ties of chaos, and vice versa.

III. Art generally identified with the future, roughly grouping Kinetic
and technological art, in which the technological imperative and
social ideas are frequently cited.

What is noteworthy about O’Doherty’s catalogue of possibilities 1s not
its number of styles, since such a plurality has been with us since the end
of the last century, but rather that each of these groupings implies an in-
compatible future with the others.

Style remains the béte noire of art history. Rarely do historians concur
on the peak decade of the Renaissance, or on the precise transitional
dates from Neoclassicism to Romanticism. A theory is still offered to the
effect that upheavals of the twentieth century are more or less extensions
of the Romantic era. Also a few historians are inclined to view the Bau-
haus and C.I.A.M.—influenced architecture of the 1920’s as a modernist
version of Classicism. As reasonable or misguided as these proposals are,
they indicate the historian’s urge to categorize events recognizably, and
even more, to make those categories consistent and contiguous.

Recently the philosopher and esthetician Morris Weitz investigated the
inconsistencies of style as related to Mannerism (Weitz, May, 1970). He
shows that out of four authorities cited, no two agree on the antecedents,
dates, artists, traits, or significance of Mannerism. Weitz explains that the
connotations of maniera picked up negative qualities which the term
Mannerism still retains. It is almost as though artistic periods are more
favorably thought of if they provide distinct chronological visibility and
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contrasts with surrounding periods. The abstract of Weitz’s paper reads:
“An examination of the range of disagreement among the historians of
Mannerism, especially of the reasons they give for individual works or
artists being or not being manneristic, reveals the irreducible vagueness of
style concepts that has been overlooked by all art historians who state
what style is without comprehending how style-giving reasons actually
function in art history” (Weitz, May, 1970). And so the inadequacies of
style are sorely felt, as attested by Meyer Schapiro’s famous essay on the
subject nearly two decades ago (Schapiro, 1953). “How style-giving rea-
sons actually function in art history” remains an unanswered and in-
triguing question.

In some areas the question has already been met by the refutation of
history itself as a social philosophy; this is particularly the case where
there 1s a full awareness of the implications of the Saussurian terms dia-
chronic and synchronic. According to Lévi-Strauss primitive societies des-
perately resist changes in their way of life. Alterations occurring stem
from either unforeseen environmental conditions or invading “civilizing”
forces possessing more sophisticated technology. Most nonliterate soci-
eties prefer to live modestly 1n ecological balance with their environments.
These are, in Lévi-Strauss’s words, “cold societies,” societies which pre-
cipitate no perceivable change over time and have no need of a written
history; hence they are ahistorical or synchronic in structure. In contrast,
a number of ‘“hot societies” have arisen since the Neolithic revolution.
Their dynamicism must be attributed to exploration, constant internecine
wars, class struggle, and a self-image as evolving flourishing organisms; in
a word these are diachronic structures, societies with a sense of history.

Lévi-Strauss proposes that all societies incorporate myths into their
customs and information systems, since myths are stabilizing elements in
the form of narratives that remain true no matter how many ways they are
told. For Levi-Strauss at least, it is questionable that a diachronic culture
can sustain myth, since the longevity of myths depends upon social struc-
tures where events are repetitive and unchanging, thus psychically and in-
tellectually the same. History-oriented societies appear to lack the foun-
dation for a stable mythic structure. However Lévi-Strauss is quite aware
that myths do exist in literate societies, and suggests that we have just
begun to detect the mechanisms by which they operate.

One mechanism by which myths operate in art history is the ‘“‘genre
concept,” or the means of classification which isolate artistic events into
groups and sub-groups for ease of handling. Style as such acts as a kind of
fulcrum between the art object and art history. It mediates the monolithic
concept of art history through an infinite number of events and objects
which comprise the historical ideal. As shown in Chart I, every dia-
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chronic time sequence is “bracketed” by concepts of synchronic time.
Diachronic time presupposes that an infinite number of events overlap
and fuse with one another in such a way that no physical or self-apparent
distinctions are possible. As a result, history-oriented cultures support
mythic structures by providing fluid time slots between the monolithic se-
quences of synchronic time. Newly discovered art objects are, if possible,
incorporated into the concepts of object, style and history. When a radical

I. HISTORICAL-MYTHIC STRUCTURES IN ART THROUGH DIACHRONIC-
SYNCHRONIC SYNTHESIS

SYNCHRONIC  DIACHRONIC SYNCHRONIC  DIACHRONIC SYNCHRONIC
TIME TIME TIME TIME TIME
art history series of style series of art object
styles art objects
history series of historical series of event
eras era events in
archives

adjustment is necessary, it is made by defining a new stylistic concept,
leaving other styles essentially undisturbed. In a similar way older works
are adjusted and reevaluated.

Fundamental to the mythic form of art history is the practice whereby
all objects are regarded as completely unique. Works of art may neither
be divided nor multiplied, although they may relate to other works se-
rially or cyclically. This is true of styles which become linear segments in
the span of historical time. In theory it is impossible for objects to occupy
the same space in time or place. In a like sense, styles ideally function in
sequential fashion. Modern art represents something of a contradiction.
Since Impressionism, the plurality of styles has increased to where per-
haps a half dozen styles are practiced and accepted concurrently in the art
world.

Chronological homogeneity is equally necessary for sustaining the art
historical myth. There cannot be more than one art history, since a second
would produce conflicting mythic structures. Thus all objects which pos-
sess at least some of the traits of art become art objects. Since the turn of
the century numerous archeological and anthropological discoveries have
inspired an unwieldy situation of a history of global art instead of simply
Western art. Hence questions are provoked as to what constitutes art:
original esthetic intention or subsequent recognition of esthetic merit? As
a result, aboriginal artifacts from Africa, the Western Hemisphere, Asia,
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and Oceania have at times been closely compared to examples of modern-
ist art. Neither usage nor morphology binds these disparate artifacts to-
gether; what does, of course, i1s that they originate as elements of one
mythic form or another and are unconsciously recognized as such. (In this
respect it is interesting to speculate on the reasons why children’s art is
never afforded a place in the ‘“history of art”—particularly since chil-
dren’s art shows affinities with modern art equal to those displayed by so-
called primitive and aboriginal art. From a mythic standpoint the reason
is that children are incapable of producing art because they do not gener-
ate offspring; also their art produces no sense of historical “evolution”
but 1s the result of stages of physical growth.)

All myths include time inversions as necessary features. For example,
Plato in his Phaedo had a clear conception of immortality. He also devel-
oped a dialectic between the single and the continuous (not unlike syn-
chronic and diachronic), both in respect to time and self. Plato believed
that essences exist continuously, while elements of human culture strive to
become universal ideal forms. Unities exist in continuous time, particulars
In sets at given moments.

Plato argued that the human body is composed of parts and activities
existing 1n discrete states temporally. However the soul exists within the
body, driving the body as one would drive a car. Since the body is con-
stantly in a state of becoming, it must be a discrete form evolving through
time, while the soul is a continuous unique form. With death the body dis-
integrates. But because the soul exists essentially, it cannot be decom-
posed and so it lives on. Christian eschatology is consequently the perfect
narrative to legitimize Plato’s theory of immortality.

In The Will to Power, Friedrich Nietzsche develops an argument con-
tradictory to the basis of Christian logic (Nietzsche, p. 549). He dis-
proves the existence of God by attacking the concept that every moment
1s discrete and singular. Nietzsche argues that matter is finite in the uni-
verse, but that time is infinite. Because a given number of parts can be
combined only in a finite number of ways—while producing a large num-
ber—every possible combination of those parts would occur (assuming a
state of equilibrium is never reached, which obviously has not happened
because the world is still changing and has already evolved from no
known point in time). As a result, every combination would be tried for
an infinite duration of time. Permutations of a particular sequence are
generated according to the power of the number of events and configura-
tions involved. Still this results in a finite number. Therefore every possi-
ble sequence would by necessity be repeated over an infinite period of
time. (It follows from Nietzsche’s argument that the same person is des-
tined to live the same life an infinite number of times!)
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We may quarrel with Nietzsche’s physics and cosmology, and with
good reason, but he remains one of the first philosophers attempting to
undermine the logic behind mythic structures. Using Plato’s assumptions,
Nietzsche destroys the concept of a continuous and essential soul by main-
taining a contrary concept, the idea that each event in a person’s life is a
unique and discrete combination of circumstances. Plato’s soul could
never repeat its activities through other bodies. Nietzsche removes the pos-
sibility of spiritual control over unlimited time and replaces it with his
Superman, that single individual whose will-to-power places him, for the
moment, in control of the destinies of others. As a mythic form, and one
identical with the technological demiurge, Nietzsche shifts meaning from
eternal life to absolute power over the present.

This same reciprocity is inherent in the relationships between artist and
art historian. The reward of an art activity is instant control over the mo-
ment by the individual, via the mediating agency of art history. Successful
artistic creation in the historical sense invalidates every preceding creation
by making it obsolete. Parallel to this Christianity uses the destruction of
one life 1n order to sustain many existences eternally. Art performs a sim-
ilar 1nversion. It becomes the product of a single man instead of whole
societies, so that art objects give pleasure to all men at all times. The legit-
imacy of the artist depends upon his discovering the right approach to
using signs in order to make objects (Kubler’s ‘“‘positional value™) at a
given time in history. Out of this emerges a mythic trade-off between ar-
tist and art historian. Each important artist is given control over segments
of time in the continuum of art history, and in exchange the historian
gains control over ideal time, past and future. The meaning is obvious. As
Lévi-Strauss suggests, mythologies establish constraints over an eternal
present. Yet he resists saying that history-oriented mythologies presume
to regulate the past, and thereby to some extent the future. As time goes
by artists intuitively begin to formulate rules according to the historical
myth, filling in necessary terms of the logic-structure. Art history, like the
soul in Plato’s Phaedo, demands treatment as a continuous and evolving
ideal. The notion of a perpetual ideal corresponds with the avant-garde
artist’s expression of the essential cohesiveness of elements in his art.
Equally mythic is the Nietzschean position that ideal expression takes the
form of finite, repeated assertions of power in a particular time and place.

So apparently all attempts to categorize events produce tendencies
toward a mythic structure. Nevertheless this remains an unresolved issue
since the very nature of such categories presumes that a “language” or a
point of view is inevitable. George Kubler in The Shape of Time displays
more awareness of this predicament than many of his colleagues. With
considerable objectivity he discusses the weaknesses of most historical
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techniques. His own particular bias possibly stems from a fondness for
art historian Henri Focillon. He would, if possible, translate Focillon’s or-
ganic metaphor into a set of scientific techniques for examining the formal
properties of all kinds of artifacts, not just works of art. As an archaeolo-
gist Kubler senses the synthetic character of the distinctions which make
some objects works of art and others not. (It is in fact this very arbitrari-
ness which subtracts credibility from the art historical concept.) Kubler’s
morphological scheme is based upon the inventive uniqueness of objects
in a series. And it is in this mathematical comprehension of the series that
Kubler uncovers one of the major fallacies of creativity. He notes that
from the “inside” (that is, within the context of art history) most classes
appear to be open sequences, therefore infinite; while from the “outside”
they seem to be closed series. The implication is that modern art is a
semiblind endeavor moving as a series toward zero or infinity. In any case
its terms limit all succeeding terms in the same historical series. Kubler in
another context cites the rules of series: “(1) in the course of an irreversi-
ble finite series the use of any position reduces the number of remaining
positions; (2) each position in a series affords only a limited number of
possibilities of action; (3) the choice of an action commits the corre-
sponding position; (4) taking a position both defines and reduces the
range of possibilities in the succeeding position” (Kubler, p. 54). Periodol-
ogy, according to one authority, Kubler (p. 105), is a totally arbitrary
convenience determined mainly by esthetic considerations.

Kubler ends his book by reflecting that “style is like a rainbow. It 1s a
phenomenon of perception governed by the coincidence of certain physi-
cal conditions. We can see it only briefly while we pause between sun and
the rain, and it vanishes when we go to the place where we thought we
saw it. Whenever we think we grasp it, as in the work of an individual
painter, it dissolves into the further perspectives of the work of that
painter’s predecessors or his followers. . .” (p. 129). Like all myths, the
concepts of style and art history possess vitality and heroism as long as
they remain lived ideas; once opened to close examination in the face of
contradictions, they dissolve before our eyes.

A STRUCTURAL APPROACH TO ART

If the essence of science, ethics, language, and ceremony is conceptual
relationships, then the same might be true of art. Approached on this
level, we must accept the possibility that art operates according to an un-
perceived and unconventional scheme of logic. If finding it seems formid-
able, this is because the fusion of visual forms makes it difficult to separate
themes, plastic elements, and levels of reasoning into tractable categories.
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Yet if the syntagm-system relationships of iconic works are definable, then
the task of locating structure is not insurmountable. In fact, the support-
ing logic reveals itself with increasing clarity as we examine contemporary
art, which has discarded most of the traditional signifying terms.

Until recently art remained a source of social cohesion, as is totemism,
gift-giving, and the exchange of women between clans. So in spite of all
that appears disruptive about modernism, art represents stable communi-
cation within a society. Therefore the avant-garde and its demise is more
than a failing institution; it signifies perhaps the inability of a particular
mythic form to endure any longer, and perhaps all mythic forms con-
nected to it.

For verification consider the place of art in postclassical times. In the
centuries just after the first millennium A.D., the function of two- and
three-dimensional imagery was patently totemic. Art served the Church;
its didactic goal was to inspire and instruct the faithful in doctrines of the
day, merging both spiritual and secular law through biblical narrative. Ex-
amples of Byzantine and medieval art permit us to understand the mean-
ing of the term icon: in its most literal sense, the portrayal of sacred
imagery which invests objects with the magical potency of the ideas rep-
resented. In icons, illustrated books, stained glass, mosaics, and other re-
ligious artifacts, the conceptual power of a theme determined a viewer’s
capacity to identify sacred properties with objects themselves.

If anything, the vaunted perfection of classical ideals during the Ren-
aissance represents a diminution of religious rapport through the medium
of objects. Consequently pictorial innovations of relative size, vanishing
points, spatial depth, natural coloration, shadows, and aerial perspective
were most apt for an age with less conviction in the myths and dogmas
portrayed. Representation of religious ideals and their earthly counter-
parts gave way to thinly disguised depictions of the real world. There is
significance in the fact that through the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nine-
teenth centuries—that is, during the decline of religious expression—the
academies promoted historical and mythological themes as the noblest
and most important subject matter available to the artist. The depictions
of genre themes, still-lifes, living individuals, and landscapes were sec-
ond-rate enterprises. Thus in a matter of four centuries (the thirteenth to
the seventeenth century), Western art evolved from the unemotional
stereotypes and psychological neutrality of complete religious conviction
to portrayal of vivid, intimate scenes of everyday life, with the academic
tradition of overt mythology as a bridge between the two. The significance
of the academic tradition is this: mythical fables and historical incidents
refer to events which are obviously mythic and hence proper materials for
art. Not until the nineteenth century, though, was there general recognition
that the activities of great artists could in themselves comprise the sub-
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stance of myth. Yet this in effect was what various artists had implied
through their work from Rembrandt onward.

A case has been made for the deterioration of realistic painting follow-
ing the invention of the daguerreotype in 1839. But it would seem that
the decline of Renaissance conventions had already begun at least two
centuries before in Dutch painting. What the photograph did, as Dela-
croix attested, was to offer painters an infallable imitation of reality
which they could never hope to duplicate. Thus the result was frustration
and, in some quarters, fierce opposition to photography. So that the opti-
cal-chemical duplication of actual events simply encouraged a tendency
away from realism which had been at work in artist’s minds for centuries.
Some academicians attempted to match the photograph’s infinite gradua-
tions of values and detail. Yet ironically painters like Manet, Degas, and
Cézanne perceived the full meaning of the camera in its ability to flatten
spaces, eliminate shadows, and catch moving forms slightly off balance.

From at least the sixteenth century the camera obscura (a box through
which a pinpoint opening projected an actual image onto a screen) was
used by artists. Thus draftsmen had the means of verifying pictorial com-
positions with faithful images of their models. In fact it seems reasonable
that only a culture impelled to imitate the results of a camera would have
bothered to develop this particular piece of technology. So acculturated
are we to photographic realism that anthropologists and psychologists
have realized only recently that pictorial illusionism depends upon visual
cues just as innately abstract as examples of primitive or modernist art
(Segall, Campbell, and Herskovits, 1966, pp. 3-22, 209-14). Never-
theless psychologists of esthetics such as Rudolf Arnheim have consist-
ently attempted formalist or atomistic approaches to visual reconstruction.
In Art and Visual Perception (1954) Arnheim decomposes pictorial vision
into balance, shape, form, growth, space, light, color, movement, tension
and expression. Here he explains the mechanics of abstraction by examin-
ing the properties of visual elements one by one. Abstraction in such
cases (Arnheim, 1969, pp. 51-53) is nearly always described in terms of
optical deviation from the norm, that is, including types of distortion. Of
course this presumes, from a formalist point of view, that all depictions
of reality are abstract except reality itself. Moreover, this theory only ac-
counts for some of the more local distortions found in avant-garde paint-
ing and sculpture during the first decades of the present century. How
does it explain the fact that many modern artists feel that their work
recomposes reality in its quintessential form, rather than deviates from
reality?

Consequently perceptualist explanations, even the most scientific, never
reveal the origins of artistic transformation which we call “abstraction.”
Again, relying upon Lévi-Strauss’s terms, artists paint pictures not be-
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cause they are “good to see” but rather because they are “good to think.”
Works of art are totems which systematically define themselves by their
associations with other works. These relationships are perceptual habits
which enable us to embody some aspect of outer reality in the objects
seen. Thus mechanical and aerial perspective, local color, shape relation-
ships, figure-ground construction, body-object associations, and the mak-
ing and conceptualization of art are all incorporated into the totemic
structure. What we think of as “Modern Art” is simply the tradition of
discarding these conventions one by one. Art is a system which allows for
the assimilation or rejection of any kind of content, providing the encod-
ing is accomplished through the rules of historical innovation.

As stated earlier, the method by which relationships between signifiers
and signifieds are shifted or dropped is Barthes’s “transgression.” Repeat-
ing his definition, transgressions are ‘“‘the extension of a paradigm on to
the syntagmatic plane. . . .” Quite broadly this means that artists uniquely
systematize certain relationships within a work of art, while dropping or
neutralizing other systems. The substrata for all formal relationships are
the mimetic conventions listed above; all avant-garde art attempts to de-
part from the mean of realistic duplication, that is, photographic illusion-
ism. It becomes obvious that the goal of personal expression pervading
postclassical art is an ever-greater degree of departure from exact imita-
tion. Hence historical pressure eventually forces most artists to attempt to
disrupt the heterogeneity of the syntagmatic plane, thus altering the nor-
mal “speech patterns” of art.

In later stages of modernist -art “transgression” has another meaning.
This is a reversal of Barthes’s definition. Some circumstances occur in
which the syntagmatic plane completely dominates systemic or cultural
decisions. The concept of the ready-made is a prime example. In this 1n-
stance the artist systematizes nothing, instead the consistency of the
chosen object determines the paradigmatic plane in its entirety.

In art there are two types of transgression: we will classify these as
formal transgression and historical transgression. So far mention has been
made only of the first. In the modernist idiom this serves as the backbone
of Formalism. Thus subject matter, but more importantly composition, fig-
ure-ground relationships, color, scale, and tactile values are all accepted
means of transgressing whatever happens to be considered normal art.
Most of the great innovators of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries—
Manet, Courbet, Monet, Van Gogh, Cézanne, Rodin, Picasso, Matisse,
Mondrian, and Pollock—have committed important formal transgres-
sions. By comparison, historical transgressions are mainly misunderstood,
or more accurately, not comprehended at all. There is an interesting rea-
son for this. Formal transgressions are based on literary and plastic inno-
vations which perpetuate the illusion of historical change; historical trans-
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gressions are essentially structural disruptions subverting the temporal
myth of art; that is, they destroy the illusion that art progresses from one
stage to the next through time. Historical transgressions, to use Marcel
Duchamp’s term, ‘“‘short-circuit” the evolution of formal transgressions.
And quite obviously, Duchamp was the first artist to employ historical
transgressions as a matter of strategy. Here there are several approaches;
the most common is the production of works which are far ahead of their
time historically and remain unexplained, that is, the ready-mades again.
Art may also transgress various barriers of the art myth, for instance art
which is art through its deliberate non-uniqueness, or dialectical use of se-
riality. Another example would be works which focus on the time element
but in such a way that time is negated or reduced to a finite duration (it
must be remembered that mythically, works of art function only as points
on the time continuum, never as events). Artists who use historical trans-
gressions consistently usually have an exceptional intuitive grasp of the
structural rules of art. Presently Daniel Buren and Les Levine should be
included in this category. However Conceptual Art also has produced
several artists engaged in historically transgressive art.

Before 1870 avant-gardism was a matter of individual temperament
and 1diosyncrasy. Painters such as Delacroix, Turner, Courbet, and
Manet were psychologically motivated to create as they did. But with Im-
pressionism the programmatic and collective aspects of extreme formal
transgressive behavior began to exert themselves. From the accompanying
diagram (II) it is predicated that the exponential take-off point for art
historical consciousness is about 1910. The very gradual linear rise and
subsequent take-off is, of course, a nonmathematical approximation of
how artists have synchronized their thinking with the historical imperative
of avant-gardism. It would seem from the analyses appearing in the next
chapter that, aside from Duchamp, conscious realization of the historical
myth began to appear through Linguistic Conceptualism in 1967 or 1968.

II. RISE OF HISTORICAL CONSCIOUSNESS IN THE MAKING OF ART 1007
(4]

50%

1790 1810 1830 1850 1870 1890 1910 1930 1950
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Thus shortly after, art historical consciousness reached 100 percent, or
saturation.

In the course of this study it was proposed that Lévi-Strauss’s conven-
tion of Natural/Cultural opposition represents the fundamental dichotomy
mediated by myth. All activities, concepts, and linguistic divisions dis-
cussed may be divided into either one or the other. The accompanying
chart (III) divides terms as they have been used by Lévi-Strauss and
Barthes.

In general these consist of sets of categories standardly applied for the
purposes of making linguistical, semiological and anthropological analy-
ses. We have found that slightly different divisions are more applicable to
art. Specifically these are concerned with planning, making, perceiving,
and situating works of art. To some extent the categories in our chart (IV)
tend to overlap. Moreover it seems likely that there are oppositions not
included in this chart.

Before making a structural analysis, it must be emphasized that suc-
cessful art serves the same mediating function as myth. Consequently the
simple group transformations used by Lévi-Strauss to decode mythic
forms are also applicable to art. By defining a work’s signifiers and signi-
fieds in their proper order we perform the first step toward reconciling the
opposition between physical reality and the esthetic ideals employed by a
work of art.

As Leévi-Strauss insists, religion and magic are inseparable; one cannot
survive without the other: “For, although it can, in a sense, be said that
religion consists in a Aumanization of natural laws and magic in a natural-
ization of human actions—the treatment of certain human actions as if
they were an integral part of physical determinism—these are not alterna-
tives or stages in an evolution. The anthropomorphism of nature (of which
religion consists) and the physiomorphism of man (by which we have de-
fined magic) constitutes two components which are always given, and
vary only in proportion” (Lévi-Strauss, 1962a, p. 221). Art is simply an-
other case of the conjunction of religion and magic, a language expressing
the effects of both through its own internal logic. In Lévi-Strauss’s defini-
tion of magic, the naturalization of human actions could be expressed as
“naturalization of the cultural”; humanization of natural laws i1s the “cul-
turalization of the natural.” It becomes evident in the course of the fol-
lowing analyses that all successful art integrates both effects as equally
and fully as possible. The reason for such analyses, therefore, is to deter-
mine where and how this is done in each case. Whereas all signs are di-
vided into cultural or natural terms, cultural terms culturalize their natural
counterparts and natural terms naturalize the cultural. Where either does
not clearly occur, the art may be culturalized or naturalized on the
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III. Di1visioN OF NATURAL AND CULTURAL TERMS AS USED BY
CLAUDE LEVI-STRAUSS AND ROLAND BARTHES

NATURAL

CULTURAL

Synchronic time

Continuous elements

All elements as they
are found 1n na-
ture (a continuum
without difieren-
tiation)

Female

That which is a
signifier (noise,
color, line, spoken
words, etc.)

LEVI-
STRAUSS:

Signifier

Syntagm (contrasts)

Speech

Connotation

Phoneme: lexicological
units

Unmotivated signs

Plane of expression
Work

BARTHES:

Diachronic time

Discrete elements

Classifications of elements into
conceptually useful systems
(as a series of sets)

Male

That which is signified (language,
specific form, tonality, singing,
etc.)

Signified

Paradigm or System (relationships)
Language

Denotation

Morpheme: grammatical units

Motivated signs
Plane of content
Reward

IV. Di1visioON OF NATURAL AND CULTURAL TERMS APPLIED TO ART ANALYSIS

NATURAL

CULTURAL

All “real” physical entities

Assertion of the artist’s activities

Continuous time

Movement within the work (either
suggested by the artist’s activities

or the subject matter)
Ground

Emotion

Mixed series, contrasts, and
random units

Environmental

(unperceived whole)

The decision as concept

Assertion of the viewer’s perception
The instant (no time)

Fixed positions within the work

Figure

Meaning

Theunit, object, and sets of oppositions
within a system

Antienvironmental

(perceived parts of the whole)
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ideological plane, or its structure may remain ambiguous, or it may not
function as art at all.

A painting by Joseph Albers is chosen for this introductory analysis
because Albers’s art depends upon a logic form typical of avant-garde art
of the last decade, while also being somewhat more complex. In all of
his Homage to the Square series, variables are reduced to one: color rela-
tionships. The “art” of Albers’s painting stems from two criteria. Its com-
positional simplicity through concentric squares relates it to the field
paintings of Barnett Newman, Mark Rothko, and Kenneth Noland. Here.
the important formal similarity is a lack of asymmetrical, unbalanced
forms operating in both dimensions of the painting—such as in the com-
positions of Miro, Klee, or de Kooning. The other important feature of
Albers’s painting is his use of set relationships. A set is a series of en-
tities with at least one attribute in common. Many contemporary painters
and sculptors employ the notion of simple sets or simple arrays of ob-
jects or panels. Albers i1s not unique in making nonobjective art using
connected subsets. In other words, within one of the “Homage” series,
color can be divided into two groups which in turn are connected by a
specific attribute shared by at least one color of each group.

Joseph Albers, Study for Homage to
the Square: Closing, 1964. Oil on
board, 15 13/16 x 15 13/16”. Collec-
tion, Solomon R. Guggenheim Mu-
seum, New York.
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JOSEPH ALBERS: STuDY FOR HOMAGE TO THE SQUARE: CLOSING (1964)

NATURAL

CULTURAL

(I1A) Albers paints on the rough

side of an untempered ma-
sonite board primed with six
coats of white ground; he uses
only a palette knife to apply
the paint which comes di-
rectly from a tube with rarely
any admixture of colors

Using cadmium red scarlet over-
painted with cadmium red light, cad-
mium orange (Newmaster), and cad-
mium yellow, Albers brackets the
two intermediary oranges between
the yellow and red center square so
that they appear to be the same,
making three connected subsets

(IB)

Albers paints four horizon-
tally acentric squares on a
square masonite board

.

The bilaterally asymmetrical image
employed by Albers fulfills the Ges-
talt required for a specific stage In
nonobjective painting

The material object from the
painting series Homage to the
Square

The title of this study, Closing, is
derived from the optical merger cre-
ated between the two intermediary
orange squares in a nearly concentric
format

(3)

Albers’s articles and books
about his work and theory of
color interaction

Albers’s research in color underlines
both the conscious and intuitive logic
employed in his visual reorganiza-
tion of the world; Albers is primarily
a phenomenological structuralist; he
eschews the term “Op artist”

The chart above is an inverted form of the system used by Barthes
to distinguish levels of signifiers and signifieds. If duplicated according to
Barthes’s schematic conventions (see p. 25), it would appear as in Chart
V, on the following page.
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V. A METALANGUAGE SYSTEM AS IT APPLIES TO WORKS OF ART WITH A
DoUBLE “REAL SYSTEM™

(3) System of SIGNIFIER: SIGNIFIED:
Rhetoric The most authoritative writing about The esthetic
(Connotation) |[the art work as a categorical description |ideology be-

hind the art
work 1n terms
of style,
school, and
philosophy

(2) System of SIGNIFIER: | SIGNIFIED:

Articulation |The art The “content” of the art
(Denotation) |object signi- | work through the experience
fying the received
experience
(1) The Real SIGNIFIER:| SIGNIFIED:| Plane of
System B Content Artist’s Content
Intention
Making Logical Plane of
process relation Expression
The Real Content Artist’s Plane of
System A intention Content
Making Logical Plane of
process relation Expression
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Throughout the next chapter the modified chart will be used, al-
though sometimes only the first system will be included in schematic form.
In all instances where words in a column are italicized, this means that a
particular set of terms absorbs the content of the system or systems above
it, thus defining a connotative or metalanguage system as it would appear
in staggered form. In some cases, particularly with art works of the nine-
teenth century, higher level systems are added to works which have recog-
nizable content and thus adequate signifieds. These works are structurally
complete on the plane of the Real System, but since they are to some de-
gree “abstracted” from pictorial realism, they also contain latent ideologi-
cal implications. This serves as a bridge between early-nineteenth-century
art and completely nonobjective art of the next century. It should be
mentioned that in the progress of Systéeme de la mode Barthes shortly
drops the convention of diagramming the fashion system. In fact, it 1s
probably only defined as a kind of notational convenience for other forays
into structural relationships. In the following chapter, however, we will use
the diagram form for two reasons. First, our analysis of art is both horizon-
tal and vertical, including many styles and approaches in time. Second, it
seems important to decompose signifiers and signifieds (natural and cul-
tural elements) in various artists’ work, because in many instances these
are by no means superficially evident.

In returning to the semiotic diagram of Study for Homage to the
Square: Closing, several features are noteworthy. In both Real Systems
(A and B) the Plane of Content is missing. In all cases where a plane 1s
missing, a horizontal line will be drawn to indicate the omission. The
fact that there are two parts to the Real System reveals that Albers’s
painting must be considered ‘“art” by two separate criteria. However,
the reader must refer back to the signifier and signified in the System of
Articulation to find the “content” for the painting. These substitute for
the missing Plane of Content. For every form of nonobjective art, the
second level metalanguage or denotative signifier is always the art object
itself. Any single level Real System can only refer to itself (in a specific
art context) and not to subject matter outside itself. Subject matter for
nonobjective art can only be introduced through language (a meta-
language form).

It can be stated axiomatically that when only the Plane of Expression
is present in a work, the artist has naturalized the cultural, that 1s ex-
pressed some perceptual relationships without alluding to content (i.e.,
culturalizing the natural). Hand-facturing or primitiveness are not always
necessary elements of naturalization. The process of bringing an idea into
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material existence is naturalization. The validity of nonobjective art de-
pends upon structural relations found in color, form, and composition.
Articulation of these relations depends upon varying degrees of freedom
in the making process. !

Two crucial types of relations must exist between the signifiers and
signifieds of the Real System. First, there must be a direct causal rela-
tionship between the signifiers and their signifieds. Second, there must be
a firm relation through analogy between the signifiers and signifieds of
the two planes. In effect, this represents the commutation test for a non-
linguistic semiotic. Where a Metalanguage or Denotative System substi-
tutes for the missing Plane of Content or Plane of Expression, then it
takes the place of the missing plane in the structural equation. Thus there
1S an analogous, but not equal, relation between the Plane of Content
and the Plane of Expression.

Signified (CONTENT) Signified (EXPRESSION )

R T
v

Signifier (CONTENT) Signifier (EXPRESSION )

Albers’s painting requires two equations since there are two parts to
the Real System.

EMPIRICAL ESTHETIC
The perception of color Four colors composed in three
relations (Denotation) o connected subsets (Real System A)
 The finished painting = Fabrication of the painting
as object (Denotation) (Real System A)
Perception of reduced Four squares bilaterally arranged
formal relations (Denotation) . 'on an asymmetrical axis (Real System B)
The finished painting as B Fabrication of the painting
object (Denotation) (Real System B)

Above the two equations are the headings Empirical and Esthetic.
Such a convention is used by Lévi-Strauss to define the terms of a myth.
The Empirical refers to hypotheses and statements that seem to have a
basis in the real world by virtue of the myth (or art) itself. The Esthetic,
or Mythical, according to Lévi-Strauss, is the logic behind the physical
assembly of the myth (or art work). Art’s credibility stems from the
analogical connection between making and assertion. This relationship
implies an interdependence: the Empirical always lends a concrete plausi-
bility to the art object by attaching it to circumstances outside of itself,
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while the Esthetic somehow physically duplicates these circumstances,.
thus adding an air of implausibility or magic to the Empirical.

As we shall see at the beginning of the next chapter, Albers’s painting
represents a particular form of double structure appearing only near the
end of the evolution of nonobjective art. Normally where there is a repe-
tition of the Real System in art, it accompanies some form of representa-
tional art. One can account for art’s avant-garde condition by under-
standing how artists create new signs by neutralizing the content or formal
relations found in the signs of previous art. The type of structural analysis
used in this study cannot reveal the underlying mechanisms of perception
that account for significant changes in art. This will be a subject of a
future book. The analyses in the present book are basically synchronic.
However, by sensing the shifting esthetic and material requirements of
artists, the reader can begin to grasp the general tendencies underlying
reductivist esthetics. The limited number of works chosen for this study
1s by no means exhaustive. If anything, it represents a cross-section of
art considered significant by the art-conscious sector of the American
public.

Let us summarize briefly what has been said so far: the mythic struc-
ture of art is reconstituted through a binary system of Natural and
Cultural attributes, which describe the Real System. Every work of art
depends upon two or more signs with analogical relations between them.
All figurative works of art have a reciprocity between motivated and un-
motivated signs. No art is more or less “advanced”; rather, art which
seems to be the most progressive at a given time has simply discarded the
greatest number of signifying conventions. Art appears historical for two
reasons: first, because of its frequent connection to notions of progress,
technical sophistication, and contemporaneousness; second, because of its
broad connection to human psychology where viewers unconsciously an-
ticipate the negation of signifying conventions in ‘“‘new’ art.

As in totemism, the purpose of art is to separate man from the un-
differentiated consistency of Nature, bringing a certain order to the en-
vironment as it is conceived. Through the unifying force of analogy, art
provides a medium through which man defines the same kinds of divi-
sions that occur in the formation of language, kinship, trade relationships,
myth, and other essentially cultural systems. Art is symbolic play of the
highest order of importance. It gives each culture a barometer of sorts,
indicating the health and stability of its civilizing customs and structures.
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Structural Analyses

Structuralism is the search for unsuspected harmonies. It is the dis-
covery of a system of relations latent in a series of objects.

—HAYES AND HAYES
Claude Lévi-Strauss (p. 4)

THE STRUCTURAL MATRIX

So far it has been hypothesized that all art i1s based on a quaternary
structure where two terms are analogously equal to two other terms. The
example of the Albers painting in the previous chapter implies that there
are a number of variations within this four-part structure. We might call
this the matrix of logic modes controlling the making of art. Twenty
years ago the Bourbaki mathematicians developed a group of theorems
pertaining to the algebra of sets. Independently, Lévi-Strauss has used
some of the same ideas for defining kinship relations and mythic forms.
These Klein Group concepts have subsequently been used by other semi-
ologists. The universality of Klein Group mathematics leads one to sus-
pect that the human brain possesses an innate faculty for partitioning
meaningful relations into groups of four. But this is far from proven.
We hypothesize that the most basic logic of a work of art follows the
form of the proposition: the sign of the Plane of Content (signified/signi-
fier) is analogously equivalent to the sign of the Plane of Expression
(signified/signifier). This is written so that Content (C) == Expression (E).
Klein Groups are four-part structures: an identity transformation plus
three permutative transformations. The consistency of such a structure i1s



The Structural Matrix L

always the result of permutations derived from one or two operations on
a single function. For example, x may be changed to —x (one operation),
and its inverse //x (the second operation), while the only permutation of
the two operations 1s —/ /x. It has been proposed that the simplest func-
tion is C = E. But suppose that the most basic tunction 1s n(C) = n'(E),
or one or more Planes of Content are equivalent to one or more Planes
of Expression. (Briefly, this implies that the preferred cultural mode in
sentence structure or works of art consists of multiple propositions, or
propositions which have more than a single idea.) Below we have formu-
lated a Klein Group based on the identity n(C) = n’(E). (See “On the
Meaning of the Word Structure in Mathematics,” by Marc Barbut, in
Structuralism, Basic Books, New York, 1970, pp. 367-388.)

Given the semiotic equation n(C) = n’(E), there is its opposite
n(C) s« n’(E); there i1s also the omission of coefficients, C = FE, and
finally the product of these two operations, C =< E. In the following
analyses we have substituted the alchemical agents for the equations and
the structures they represent. There is reasonable evidence for this align-
ment in alchemical literature.

~ > means ‘taking the opposite of the coefficients”
o — - —> means “taking the opposite of the joining sign™
< > means ‘taking the product of the above two operations”
Permitted Relations Unacceptable Relations
ST [ T ! (Nature) ‘
FIRE (prescribed) EARTH (forbidden)
BIL. ) == @) " wr e S = e > n(C) £ a’(E)
A \ / |
| AETHER
| / \ Y
Lo P, i fime a  sa  a h el e B

WATER (not prescribed) AIR (not forbidden)
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In semiotic logic there are certain implied relations between the func-
tions defined by the solid-line arrows. WATER implies FIRE, but not the
reverse. Similarly, AIR implies EARTH, but not the reverse. The five ele-
ments define the five types of equations controlling language form having
two planes. These elements are mutually exclusive except under certain
conditions not revealed by their algebraic forms. For instance, the Albers
painting is a conjunction of AIR and EARTH thereby giving the illusion of
FIRE. Disjunctive relations consist of two types: the disjunction of con-
traries, indicated by the dotted-line arrows (equations with a single dif-
ference between them), and the disjunction of contradictories, indicated
by the double-line arrows (equations with two differences between them).
The other possible conjunction lies between FIRE and EARTH where the
surface meaning of an artwork has a second esoteric meaning, usually
defined by hermetic symbolism or a hidden set of relations.

The multiple structure of FIRE, n(C) = n’(E), provides us with the
following four-part relationships:

SIGNIFIERS SIGNIFIEDS
Content Artist’s Intention CONTENT
— - FIRST KERNEL
Making Process Logical Relation EXPRESSION
Content Artist’s Intention CONTENT
5 B UL SECOND KERNEL
Making Process Logical Relation EXPRESSION

In contrast WATER, C — E, refers to two-plane semiotic systems using
only a single kernel structure. The element AIR, C £ E, refers to all
semiotic structures possessing a Plane of Expression but no Plane of
Content. Within various semiotic systems AIR appears to have a Plane



The Structural Matrix 59

of Content. However, this takes the form of a metalanguage or Denota-

tive Plane. All nonobjective art depends upon a metalanguage support
in the form of the artist’s or critic’s elaborations as to its meaning or

intrinsic content. In all instances C =% E means that the “Plane of Con-
tent” (Metalanguage) is not analogous or equivalent to the Plane of

Expression.

Description Metalanguage Description
of Object
!
CONTENT
Making Process Neutralizing
. EXPRESSION
Function
A

The most obscure and least preferred semiotic equation belongs to
EARTH, n(C) 5= n’(E). With EARTH the making process is not at all im-
portant; the consistency of relationships between various items of the
work’s content is important. Hence, the Plane of Content is divorced from
the Plane of Expression. Such art functions without the usual planes be-
cause its logic depends upon the viewer perceiving at least two sets, each
containing a minimum of three members. Thus what is important with
EARTH 1s the interrelations between entities or attributes of entities defin-
ing the substance or content of the art. If @, b, and ¢ are subset members
of a set, then these relations within the Venn diagram below assume the
following algebraic form:
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The fifth element AETHER, (C), has a special significance since it pos-
sesses a Plane of Content, but lacks a Plane of Expression. It was the
genius of Marcel Duchamp which deduced this element and incorporated
it into works of art in the form of the ready-made. He contracted the
term from de Saussure’s expression for ritualistic or contexturally com-
plete phrases, “locutions toutes faites.” Thus the ready-made is always a
manufactured object with both natural-cultural and sacred-profane con-
notations. The structure of AETHER (C) is as follows:

Ritual Integration of Equilibration of
Everyday Activities the Four Principles s e
Content Artist’s Intention CONTENT
EXPRESSION

In all the ancient philosophies of Western hermeticism AETHER remains
the preferred semiotic structure because its selection implies that the per-
son choosing it has a knowledge of the entire Klein Group matrix and its
social implications. AETHER signifies perfect balance and self-knowledge.

Within the span of styles making up modernist art various ideas de-
mand different elements. For instance, we find FIRE apparent in some
Surrealism, Dadaism, hermetic and religious art; WATER appears in much
of the figurative avant-garde art of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries;
AIR represents all the schools of nonobjective art, including Suprematism,
Constructivism, de Stijl, Abstract Expressionism, Color-Field painting,
Object Art, and Process Art. EARTH frequently defines the art of Sur-

realism, Dadaism, and recently much Conceptual and Ecological Art.
The reader must remember that the analyses to follow are essentially
synchronic; thus they reveal no direct causality between works. As we
have mentioned previously, diachronic shifts between succeeding styles
demand a more comprehensive study. These analyses support two basic
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tenets of the social sciences: firstly, any social system that operates ac-
cording to consensus and tacit acceptance of qualitative criteria may be
defined by laws, although such laws may be in effect unconsciously;
secondly, if we can show that a fairly large sampling of art works con-
forms to the Klein Group matrix, then we have reasonable evidence that
the human mind operates in part according to corresponding patterns of
logic. These analyses are not conclusive; they are a beginning.

For Lévi-Strauss the most fundamental binary opposition continues to
be the “Cultural” (FIRE and WATER) and the “Natural” (AIR and EARTH).
Within the hermetic tradition these are referred to as “Cosmos’ (Culture)
and “Chaos” (Nature). We have used these in place of Signifier and
Signified in the analyses. It must be reemphasized that the above terms
correspond to a very broad set of dichotomies defining on one hand pure
perception, and on the other, perception modified by intelligent thought.



1. J.M. W. TURNER: RAIN, STEAM AND SPEED— GREAT WESTERN RAILROAD

(1844)

NATURAL

The atmospheric effects of a coal-burn-
ing train passing over a bridge in the
rain

Turner painted by gradually building
up vortices of natural elements around
a cultural theme; quite often the theme
was no more than an excuse for the
presentation of fantastic atmospheric
effects; these are usually achieved with
impastos of white paint (representing
pure light to the artist) scumbled over
or glazed with powdered pigments; the
consistency of the paint i1s usually gran-
ular and washy rather than fluid

= = - =

€ULTURAL

Turner probably got the idea for this
painting while traveling on the Exeter-
London railroad, at a time when the
train was passing through Maidenhead
during a rainstorm

As well as any of the artist’s later
works, Rain, Steam and Speed defines
the constant confrontation between
man and nature; time and the flux of
conditions are reflected in Turner’s
rejection of realistic naturalism and in
this instance by the peculiar fading per-
spective of the train rushing across the
bridge; Turner uses cultural elements
such as ships, buildings, or human fig-
ures because they alone define the ef-
fects of nature by standing in opposi-
tion to them

I. J. M. W. Turner, Rain, Steam and
Speed—Great Western Railroad, 1844.
Oil on canvas, 3534 x 48”. Collec-
tion, The National Gallery, London.
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In the case of Turner’s Rain, Steam and Speed it is evident that the
Natural-Cultural mediation i1s internalized in terms of content (Turner
drew back from pure landscapes or seascapes), and externalized through
procedure. The 1idea of making a painting of a train passing over a bridge
is a culturalization of the natural; but Turner naturalizes his subject mat-
ter in an altogether modern fashion. With much contemporary painting
the act of painting becomes the means of naturalization. This 1s certainly
true of Turner’s later canvases where the painting activity is expressly
made into a sign. It is known that by 1835 Turner would often “finish”
his paintings at the annual academy exhibitions on varnishing days. Usu-
ally these days were used to add the last coats of varnish before the open-
ing date. But with little more than a faintly washed sketch on his canvas,
Turner would create one of his atmospheric seascapes before a crowd of
spectators there, adding historical or mythological subject matter as
needed. Plainly he wanted people to see that these interpretations of na-
ture’s visual effects were creations of his mind and hand. Rain, Steam and
Speed 1n his words, “set a man-made construction in the midst of the war-
ring elements of nature.”

Historically Turner’s thinking was out of context by at least thirty
years. But by 1877 the Impressionists could well appreciate his vision as
masterly (in a letter addressed to Sir Coutts Lindsay after he had founded
the Grosvenor Gallery in London). What Turner did intuitively, later art-
1sts would do purposefully. Increasingly, modern artists have created sign
systems of stronger and stronger oppositions. Significantly enough, the ex-
cuse for this has always been to effect greater realism and less illusionism.

If we reduce the terms of the Natural-Cultural structure of Turner’s
painting to their simplest form, the following over/under structural rela-
tionships become apparent:

EMPIRICAL ESTHETIC
Artist’s impressions of
the contrasting turbulance of the The juxtaposition
weather and modern transportation of Nature and Culture

N

Fusion of Natural and Cultural _/{tmospheric effects simulated
atmospheric effects through painting technique



2. EDOUARD MANET: MLLE. VICTORINE IN THE COSTUME OF AN EspPADA

(1862)

NATURAL

A young woman dressed as an espada
in a bull ring

With a few striking exceptions, the
painting is generally somber; the figure
is a study of black and white contrasts
with touches of pastel color, while
background consists of black, dull
grays, and browns; vividness and direct
brushwork give this painting an imme-
diacy which most artists of the period
would consider vulgar or inartistic;
Manet uses neither underpainting nor
finishing varnish, so that the paint rep-
resents paint itself; he undermines nat-
uralism by using flat uncolored tones,
large areas of local color, and violent
tonal and value contrasts; because of a
general absence of modeling, the paint-
ing would appear in its day to be some-
what incredible

CULTURAL

Manet decides to paint a full-length
portrait of a young woman dressed as
an espada; the situation makes it evi-
dent that she is posing as a model, thus
subtracting any historical or anecdotal
pretensions from the painting; however,
the composition 1s established through
a close examination of several prints in
Goya’s Tauromaquin series, following
the popularity of the day for Spanish
themes

Manet liked Japanese composition and
had little sympathy for mechanical per-
spective, which perhaps explains why
the horse and picador in mid-ground are
too small for the scale of the rest of
the figures; compositionally the horse
and rider fit into the space perfectly,
making them tangential to Victorine;
this adds to the impression that both fig-
ures are situated on the same plane; the
vapid stare of the model is int<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>