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J?JROIPOSAl 
During my sculpturally active years (88-91) I have almost 

been entirely concerned with the use of the man-made object. Two 
groups of sculptors in whom I have an interest, the British ie. Cragg, 
Allington, Woodrow and the Americans ie. Koons, Steinbach, 
Mccollum, use the manufactured object within their sculptural 
practice. The British object sculptors use their materials with 
nostalgia, seeing them as carriers of our collective cultural memory, 
whilst the Americans have a nihilistic approach, seeing their 
materials as inert, emptying the product of meaning. I wish to 
explore both these attitudes towards the object, the metaphorical 
and the rhetorical in the anticipation of discovering some of my 
own relationships to the manufactured world. As the work will be 
experimental numerous pieces will be produced. They will 
ultimately be of a human scale with the use of furniture and 
building materials. 

9.7.91 
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THE INITIAL CONFRONTATION 
My journey through the masters program can primarily be 

seen as dealing with the ready made and the latent associations, 
culturally, historically and personally the object carries. 

With a hesitant start, to the daunting task of doing a masters 
degree, the first few months of the program were spent trying 
various strategies towards the man made object. My initial start 
came working with the theme of 'the pollution of the natural by the 
man made'. 

One Hundred Lemonade Bombs, 1991, Plaster, 
220 x 160 x 25 cm (dimensions variable) 

This work "One Hundred Lemonade Bombs" (for the sake of a 
title) is the only work that came to fruition . The idea of 'pollution' 
led me to think of the abundance of imagery within our world and 
notions of the world being polluted by images and objects. The 
initial idea in this respect was to re-present, in soft sculpture, all 
manner of objects made by mankind. They were to be juxtaposed in 
a random fashion to generate or simulate the mood of a junkyard, 
the metaphor of this being man's toys throughout history - the 
debris of culture. After discovering my inability on the sewing 
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table, I decided that this idea, a grand statement of the cultural 
condition, was a somewhat over enthusiastic proposition, although I 
find that this idea persisted in certain respects throughout the 
course. 

Anthony Caro. LIX, 1968, Steel, 
painted, 29.2 x 43.2 x 48.3 cm 

After coming to this realisation that the grandiose statement 
was somewhat out of my reach I began using appropriated common 
household furniture. By abstracting the object's function with the 
use of reductive forms such as square, rectangle, cube, etc., I 
wanted to restrict the spectator's ability to see the object as 
functional. By the enclosure of the space a human would occupy in 
relationship to the object, I hoped to shift the viewers focus of 
attention to the formal qualities of the object itself. With the use of 
minimalist tactics I wanted to negate the object of its function. 

If I use a refrigerator for cooling purposes, then 
the mediation is a practical one: it is not an object 
but a refrigerator. I 

My reading at this time was mostly concerned with 11 The New 
British Sculpture 11

, Tony Cragg, Bill Woodrow, Edward Allington etc. 
and minimalism especially the writings of Donald Judd. 

1 Jean Baudrillard, "Subjective Discourse or The Non-Funtional System of 
Objects", The Revenge of the Crystal, trans., Paul Foss and Julian Pefanis, 
Pluto Press, Sydney, 1990, 43, originally pub., Le Systeme des objects, Les 
Essais, Gallimard, 1968 



Tony Cragg. Axehead, 1982 wood and mixed media, 48 parts, 
109 x 393 x 490 cm 

'Metaphysical' is a very pretentious word, but I 
qo think that even the most ordinary things have 
a more than merely physical existence. Take this 
tape recorder. Okay, it's an object, it's in front of 
me, it's there. But without wanting to slip into 
mystification, it also has a metaphysical lif~, 

something around it you can't see. On one level 
it's quite banal - it's a little bit fashionable, it has 
connotations of kids on skateboards and that sort 
of thing. But there must be other ways of getting 
into it, of finding out what other languages it 
speaks. In a sense it is also an amazing thing
you're going to walk out of here with an hour of 
our voices, an hour of our time, an exchange of 
ideas. It's not magic, it's not a voodoo thing-but it 
is magnificent. So you've got an object and there 
must be a poetic metaphor there. What is it? How 
do I find it? What kinds of tactics, what kinds of 
analysis, what kinds of activities do I have to go 
through, what kinds of realisations have to occur 
before I can understand something as other than 
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its normal currency? I suppose that's the best 
description I can give of my work.2 
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Caroline Collier in her introductory essay to the "British Art 
Show 1990", gives a good account of the prevalent use of the object 
in contemporary British art and its interwoven connections to the 
culture in which it is made . 

........ .it is evident the transformation of what is 
significant to the artist into some strange, new 
external thing which may release in the viewer 
other experiences and meanings which are in 
turn specific to him or her and may be more or 
less private. This is not to deny the social aspect 
of art, or its inextricable entanglement in the 
".context" of the culture in which it is made. On 
the contrary, the implication is that artists, in 
following through what strikes them as being of 
interest, are able, paradoxically, to make 
something which takes on an existence that is 
quite independent of the vagaries of 
temperament, which may have a direct bearing 
on a range of issues and concerns, whether or not 
the work is "issue- based", as the term has it.3 

The four works (one of which is illustrated pg. 7) I put forth for 
my first critique on 29.7.91 were met with a general sense of 
confusion, the forms not being slick enough to be read as minimalist 
works and the conceptual notions of enclosing the negative spaces 
around the object not being resolved. There was also criticism that 
the works seemed too derivative of minimalism without being in 
any way ironic (possibly because of the crude manner in which 
they had been made). The general consensus was one of an 
interesting idea, but one that was in need of more development. 
Something that came out of the critique for me was a realisation 
that I am somewhat freezing time, presenting objects of my world, 

2 Andrew Graham-Dixon, "Cragg's Way", Artnews, Mar. 1989, 127 
3 Caroline Collier, "Climate", The British Art Show 1990, Ex. Cat., Hayward 

Gallery, South Bank Centre, London, 1990, 27 
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as an investigation of my environment simulating an archaeological 
search, presenting objects as evidence of our world. 

Enclosed Chair, 1991, chair and plasterboard, 
each 120 x 120 x 35 cm 

I started to consult the work of the recent Americans ie. the 
Neo-Geo group, Halley, Koons, Steinbach and the work of the Pop 
artists and their use of the object in relation to consumerism and 
the art market. 

The British " ...... frame their materials with a literary conceit or 
metaphor which is not necessarily inherent in them; for instance 
Allington has made sculptures in the form of cornucopias from 
cheap plastic fruits in an ironic statement of the fecundity of mass 
production." The Americans however " ......... more frequently draw 
their metaphors from the evocative packaging, seductive surfaces 
and marketing content of the products themselves: they operate on 
their sources rhetorically, whereas the British use theirs 
metaphorically. "4 

4 David Joselit, "Modern Leisure", Endgame: Reference and Simulation in 
Recent Painting and Sculpture, Ex. Cat., Massachuetts Institute of 
Technology and Art, 19 8 7, 7 5 
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The theoretical content of much of the American work draws 
its rhetoric from Walter Benjamin's "The Work of Art in the Age of 
Mechanical Reproduction" and Jean Baudrillard's Simulacrum 
theory. According to Baudrillard, we live in a world in which 
appearances have become more important than reality. The 
following statement by Meyer Vasiman seems to sum up the 
approach of the Neo-Geo's: 

In a sense all culture is fake, and in a sense this 
art, being consciously fake, is more real than the 
other kind.s 

Remnant of the Twentieth Century, 1991 cement fondu 
115 x 63 x49 cm 

I decided to use cement as a material and try to simulate a 
stone finish. My initial thoughts were to cast simple 
consumer/domestic objects ie. television, kettle, toaster etc. crudely 
into cement, simulating a petrified feel and present these objects as 
evidence of a lost civilisation, our own. 

5 Elenor Heartney, "Simulationism", Artnews, Jan. 1987, 135 
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On a more formal level I wanted to have an interaction 
between the moulds and the casting (fossil and fossilised pieces), so 
some of the elements within the composition were castings of the 
original and some were cast cement moulds. I was thinking of a 3D 
jigsaw puzzle. 

This work, which is illustrated on pg. 9, was shown at the 
critique (8.11.91) was well received. The only question raised was 
why my use of the domestic object? Answer: The way we arrange 
domestic elements within the household, lamps neatly placed on 
the doily, neatly arranged on the table, evokes a somewhat 
traditional sculptural arrangement. The way in which things are 
arranged - this goes with this, this goes with that - also brings out 
different aspects of the object, its status, sentiment, nostalgia and a 
certain fetishism. I was attempting to speed the ageing process of 
our everyday objects. By casting the objects into a simulated stone I 
attempted to give the objects a fossilised feel. Art can be thought of 
as having its origins in archaeology. The discoveries of long ago 
forgotten civilisations are presented in the museums as evidence. 
This evidence has a certain formal and mystical beauty. I was 
attempting to impart these qualities onto the ordinary objects of 
today. 

Sherrie Levine. Check # 10, 1986, 
wax and casine on canvas on 

mahogany, 61 x 50.8 cm 

Ross Bleckner, The Forest, 1981, 
oil and wax on canvas, 

304.8 x 243.8 cm 
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These thoughts ultimately brought me around to the 
proposition of casting a painting. It's a piece of furniture. It's also a 
part of cultural debris. My first attempts were small (15 x lOcm) 
cast cement paintings with non-objective designs: petrified 
paintings. 

The appropriation of styles of non-objective painting brought 
to my attention the work of Sherrie Levine, Philip Taffe and Ross 
Bleckner. (see illustrations pg 10) Their simulation of earlier 
Modernist styles and preoccupation with originality and 
authenticity and as Levine puts it "the uneasy death of 
Modernism"6 became issues in my thinking. 

On a studio visit my supervisor got quite excited by the 
possibilities of these cast paintings. The idea of throwing 
contemporary paintings into the future, as though we view the 
present in terms of the future germinated. The problem with using 
cement was weight, so paper was suggested. 

After much experimentation with the process of papermaking 
and moulding, I finally arrived at a formula with which I could 
simulate a stone finish and make fossils of paintings. 

Found Picassos', 1992, paper and gouache, 
each 32 x 28 x 8 cm 

My first paper works, two of which are illustrated, were 
paintings in the negative (moulds) the idea being to produce 

6 Yve-Alain Bois, "Painting: The Task of Mourning", Endgame, 29 



12 

impressions of paintings, as if time had re-leased the pigment from 
the surface of the canvas and its impression being left on another. 
The rationale behind the idea was a little vague but had something 
to do with notions of the "death of Modernism", the end of a history. 

I didn't achieve the fragmented feel I had wanted through 
these works. The edges framed the picture too much causing a lack 
of randomness which fragments expel. At the same time as working 
on the Picasso pictures (pg. 11) I was working on impressions of 
Warhol's 32 paintings of Campbell's Soup Cans (see drawing pg.13). 
The same criticism could be given about these pieces. Some months 
later these fragments were stuck on boxes emulating or making 
reference to Warhol's Campbell's Soup Boxes of 1986. 

Levine Looking at Lichtenstein, 1992, gouache on paper on wood, 
65 x 65 cm 

After another series of five fragmented pictures 
(superimposition's of Lichtenstein's 'Mirrors' and Sherrie Levine's 
appropriated modernist paintings), I felt I had developed the 
technique of printing and simulating stone out of paper pulp to 
perfection. 
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THE FINAL ACT 

Family Portrait, 1992, gouache on paper on wood, 
83 x 120 cm 
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My investigations into the 'death of modernism' led me to 
think about modernist abstraction and in particular painting with 
its belief in form and essence which ironically could not have 
functioned without an apocalyptic myth. The history of modernism 
could be read as a longing for its death. 7 

My eight years of art practice can also be related to this search 
for an essence or the spiritual, and the ultimate failure of this 
quest. Initially I had a strong formal training in design and colour 
and my concerns were reminiscent of the aesthetic and spiritual 
objectives of De Stijl: 

7 
8 

What we want is a new aesthetic based on pure 
relationships of lines and pure colours, because 
only pure relationships between pure 
constructive elements can result in pure 
beauty ..... it is identical with what was revealed in 
the past under the name on Divinity.8 

See my essay, "A Repository for Nostalgia", 24-25 
Frank Elgar , Mondrian, London, 1968 , 93-94 



A piece of Conremporary Pain ring, 1992, gouache on paper on wood 
87 x 70 cm 
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It seems this futile quest has been played over and over in 
what can be described as the emblem of modernism, abstraction, 
and the final act can be seen most readily in Reinhardt's 'Black 
Paintings' which were ironically being painted at the same time as 
the first Pop art exhibitions. 

Reinhardt's paintings have their precedents in Mondrian's 
neo-plastic theories: Art as the pure aesthetic creation of the 
human mind, uncloaked by the natural and expressed by the 
abstraction of form and colour by means of straight line and 
primary colours. Painting for Mondrian was a theoretical model for 
the dissolution of art into life, an affirmation of the absolute new, 
geared towards that of a classless society. "Hence the task 
Mondrian assigns the painter is the destruction of all the elements 
which the particularity of his/her art are based" For Mondrian each 
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destructive act follows the previous which amounts to the abolition 
of the figure/ground relationship and the whole enterprise of 
painting.9 Addressing himself to the same aesthetic problems of his 
precursor, Reinhardt, in 1960, began painting "the last paintings 
that could be painted" - the Black paintings - which could be seen 
as signifying the end of Modem art.10 

But the last painting or the end of painting is of course not 
here and to think of the death of painting is somewhat naive. It 
could be thought of in terms of coming to an end of the end of 
painting - an end to the spiritual quest or the utopian goals of 
modernism. 

Modernism itself now appears as historical and art history can 
now be seen as in some specific sense Modemist.11 The history of 
art has now become a Duchampian readymade. This realisation that 
Modemis~ painting can be used as a ready made became a tool with 
which I could look at my own, basically formalist practice, (which 
followed a modernist tradition), with a detached irony. 

The same ironic detachment can be seen in the work of the 
neo-abstractionists of the '80's, Sherrie Levine, Phillip Taffe, Ross 
Bleckner who use styles of modernist abstraction as their models, 
their paintings being simulacra rather than copies. "This duplication 
of painting literally abstracts it - empties its historical form of 
content and reduces its material presence to a set of conventions," 
deconstructing the utopian vision of modernist abstraction to yet 
another stylistic code.12 Their paintings do not serve to confirm the 
mythical status of painting but seem to "operate within a paradigm 
of the rejoicing of the 'killing of the dead' Thus they can then be 
understood as being in a state of pathological mouming."13 

I found that my own work, in fragmenting icons of modernist 
painting, was for me, becoming a metaphor for a failed modernism. 
To look at it more subjectively, the work could act as a metaphor 
for the mourning and killing of my own reliance on modernist 
traditions of formalism and the spiritual and a somewhat working 

9 Bois, "Painting: The Task of Mourning", 41-42 
10 Bernard Mareade, "The Never Ending End .. .'', Flash Art, Oct-Nov, '85, 37 
11 Stephen Melville, "The Temptation of New Perspectives", October 5 2, 

1990, 7 
12 Hal Foster, "Signs Taken for Wonders", Art in America, June '86, 86 
13 Bois, "Painting: The Task of Mourning", 47 
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through of this end. My own final act. But this is not to say it is an 
end, but an end and beginning simutaneously. The end is always a 
beginning. 

After Picasso, 1992, gouache on paper on wood, 
260 x 340 cm 

At the third critique (June '92) I showed a number of paper 
works. The questions most dominantly raised were in relation to 
the presentation the fragments would assume. I had been thinking 
of some kind of random display on the wall (see After Picasso, 
Before Levine) but presented these pieces, for the critique, on the 
floor, jumbled together in the form of a circle. The main criticism 
with this presentation was its formality. The discussion came 
around to ideas of presenting the work in a museological situation. I 
began to lean more towards the mimicry of displays found in 
museums. I began thinking about the relationship of the museum, a 
and the museums ability to recreate from shards of evidence. 

Art works which use appropriation can be seen to undermine 
notions of originality, authenticity and presence which are essential 
to the ordered discourse of the museum.14 

14 Douglas Crimp, "On the Museum's Ruins", Post-Modem Culture, ed. Hal 
Foster, 3rd ed., Pluto Press, London, 1989, first published as The Anti
Aesthetic 
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To play with the idea of time, a little more, I decided to find 
some kind of archaeological arrangement which echoed certain 
aspects of classification, reconstruction, charting etc. The associative 
content of the archaeological museum and the fragments of modern 
painting seem to undermine the museum from within the museum. 
Here the actual realisation of the death of modernism is played out. 

The drawings I am working from for my final submission are 
illustrated on pages 19 -23 and the final works illustrated in 
transparencies at the end of the thesis. 

Before Levine, 1992, gouache on paper on wood, 
260 x 340 cm 

The following two papers trace the use of appropriation from 
Duchamp to Salle and look at its deconstructive capacity. How the 
allegorical nature of appropriation can give the work an 
arbitrariness with regard to meaning. The way in which 
appropriation undermines certain structures erected within culture 
and finally I will look at the amplified role of the viewer in 
completing the meaning of the work. 
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During the last Century I believe we have experienced two 
avant-garde movements, the Pop artists (as a neo-avant-garde) and 
the historical avant-garde which included the Dadaists. I would like 
to discuss the allegorical practice of the appropriation of images by 
the Dadaists and the Pop artists and their attack on art's sacredness 
or aura. 

The strategy of appropriation and quoting differs from earlier 
activities, which superficially look the same, including artistic 
influence, homage and cultural diffusion. Here quoting is a process 
of learning and a passing of information from culture to culture.is 

There is a similarity of aims from Dada to Pop through to Post 
Pop and 'the use of allegory serves as a common thread. Their 
activities of quoting and/or appropriation bring about questions 
concerning the notions of originality and authenticity, challenging 
the distinctions between High and Low art and in the work of more 
contemporary artists, the image as a vehicle for unsolicited 
meaning. 

The practice of appropriation can be seen as a response to the 
self destructive tendencies of modernism. Modernism was a surging 
ahead of all facets of culture, a search for the new, the original, 
based on faith in the technological future, on belief in progress and 
objective truth - an art that shared the method and logic of science 
in its longing for perfection, purity and order. This can be seen to 
explain Modern art's declining use of allegory. In the High 
Modernist aesthetics of Clement Greenberg, allegory was seen as 
something impure, a textual experience contained outside the work, 
which was unacceptable. 

The Modernist doctrine of the 'autonomy' of art -
that art exists for art's sake and has no social 
responsibility, only a duty to achieve its own 

15 Thomas McEvilley, "On the Manner of Addressing the Clouds", Ex. Cat., 
Origins, Originality+ Beyond, Biennale of Sydney, 1986, 27; first pub., 
Artforum, Summer 1984, 61-70. 



formal perfection - was developed as a form of 
opposition to the practice of mass production and 
mass communication that industrial 
modernisation demanded.16 
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This holy attitude towards purist aesthetics could have only 
one outcome, and because of its belief in itself, its single 
mindedness, this outcome could only be suffocation, and suffocate it 
did. Modern art, if only unconsciously, was fuelled by a sense of 
death. This can be seen to be embedded in its persistent search for 
the new. According to Freud we are all born with a instinct or wish 
for death, as well as one for life. Our own subliminal sense of death, 
and defence against it, is mirrored in Modern art. The Modernists 
search for the original, its commitment to creativity and the new 
masks the morbid reality of death. This masking runs parallel to 
our own instinctive defences against the inevitable. In spite of all 
efforts to deny death, Modernism with its supersession of one 
stylistic code by another, ironically, emulates its own death wish. 
No longer can we perceive art as being immortal. Art, as with the 
human being, has a natural instinct towards death,17 

Aristotle had a great argument called the Third 
Man ........ .it goes like this: how can I know 
something is original unless I have another 
original to compare it to? And how do I know 
that one is original without still another to 
compare it to? And so on forever. The original is 
dissolved into an infinite regress, for the idea of 
the original is bound to the idea of the finite. If 
reality is infinitely complex, then every copy is 
based on a model that is itself a copy of another 
model and so on, forever; there is no original but 
infinite copies of it."18 

16 Hewison, 12 
17 See Donald Kuspit, "The Only Immortal", Artforum, Feb. '89, 110-118 
18 Thomas McEvilley, "Marginalia", Origins, Originality and Beyond, 30, 

first pub. Artforum, Oct. '85 



26 

Duchamp and the Dadaists sought to negate the institution of 
art while Warhol and the Pop artists were working in a context 
where the distinction between art and everyday life had been 
overcome by the commodification of art. A practice engaged in by 
the Dadaists and the Pop artists was the juxtaposition of 
appropriated images of culture, past and present, a mixing of visual 
stimuli, which in turn brings with it new meanings and 
interpretations. 

As can be seen in the work of Duchamp, Warhol and others, 
although motives may differ, art works themselves have not been 
spared (as if they ever could hoped to have) from this purging of 
culture and history. This is not to say that works using the 
quotation of 'authentic' art are inauthentic, but through the 
appropriation and simulation of objects and images, past 
possibilities can be related to current situations.19 

The quotation of images is allegorical in its very nature. The 
appropriating and quoting from art history, culture and the past 
confirms, according to Walter Benjamin, that which is most proper 
to allegory, "its capacity to rescue from historical oblivion that 
which threatens to disappear" .zo Benjamin also describes the 
"allegorists activity as the expression of melancholy."21 

According to Benjamin, "the allegorist appropriates somewhat 
arbitrary images, severing them from their original function and 
meaning. S/he tries to match one piece with another to figure out 
whether they can be combined. This meaning with that image, or 
that image with this meaning. The result is never predictable."22 
Benjamin also "addresses the sphere of reception ............... in allegory, 
the observer is confronted with the 'facies hippocratica' (the 
deathmask) of history as a petrified primordial landscape."23 These 

19 See Bruce Baugh, "Authenticity Revisited", journal of Aesthetics and Art 
Critism, Summer 1988, 46:477-487. 

20 Craig Owens, "The Allegorical Impulse: Towards a Theory of 
Postmodernism", pt.l, Octoberl2, 1988, 68 

21 Peter Burger, Theory of the Avant Garde, trans., Michael Shaw, 
Minneapolis, 1984, 69 

22 Benjamin H.D. Buchloh, "Allegorical Procedures: Appropriation and 
Montage in Contemporary Art", Artforum, Sept. 1982, 46, quoted from 
Walter Benjamin, "Zentralpark", Gesammelte Schriften, Vol. 1, 2, 
Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1974,660, (trans by Benjamin H.D. Buchloh) 

23 Burger, 69 
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past images, as used in allegorical practise, can be seen as 
repositories for nostalgia, loss, longing and emotional indwelling. 

Before commenting on the work of Dada and Pop I would like 
to make a mention of the strategy of montage. Montage as an 
allegorical procedure "may be considered the fundamental principle 
of avant gardiste art,"24 being the fragmentation of reality, of the 
splitting of the signifier from the signified. 

The strategy of montage "is one in which all allegorical 
principles are executed: appropriation and depletion of meaning, 
fragmentation and dialectical juxtaposition of fragments, and 
separation of signifier and signified."25 Montage as used by the 
Dadaists and subsequent generations can be attributed to George 
Grosz and John Heartfield, and "from the moment of its inception, 
the inventors of the strategy of montage were aware of its 
inherently allegorical nature: 'to speak publicly with hidden 
meaning."' 2 6 

24 ibid., 72 
25 Buchloh, 44 
26 ibid., 43 

John Heartfield. Im Land des Rekordzahlen 
(In the La.nd of Record Prices), 1927 
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The use of quotation and appropriation~ is rooted in the 20th 
century with Duchamp in his "quotation of iconic images as a critical 
statement" and in "Picabia's quoting of styles-as things", and other 
Dada connected strategies.27 

Francis Picabia. Noctuelles, 1930, oil 
on canvas ?, dimensions unknown 

Piero della Francesca. The 
Meeting of Solomon and the 

Queen of Sheba, (detail), 
1453-1454, fresco 

Picabia parodied styles relating to Impressionism, Neo 
Impressionism, Fauvism, Cubism, abstract art, figurative art, Dada 
and Surrealism. His 'transparencies' of 1928-32 can be described as 
see through drawings, contour fixations of art historical references. 
Picabia, not as radical as Duchamp, was parodying style with a 
certain subversive mimicry. Picabia's images, which seem to elude 
interpretation, were not only admired by Rauschenberg but got a 
second lease of life through the paintings of David Salle (see 
illustration pg. 29). 

Duchamp's appropriation of the Mona Lisa (L.H.0.0.Q.), (see 
illustration pg. 30) which comes alive in the performance of 
language, is essentially allegorical due to its confiscation of a 
mechanically reproduced artwork. This work comes alive within 
Duchamps use of a caption which when pronounced in French 
means "She has a hot piece of tail". This work also relates to 
Duchamp's proposal to use a painting by Rembrandt as an ironing 

27 Mc Evilley, 27 
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board. In both these gestures there is an assault on the bourgeois 
ideals of reality; art being a spiritual escape from the world and, 
the artist: an estranged oddball.28 Here Duchamp is challenging the 
sanctity or preciousness of art. 

David Salle. Hat(e), 1982, acrylic on canvas, 270 x 420cm 

Duchamp and his colleagues, along with other historical avant
garde movements of our century, "included in their program a 
revision of the institution of art itself. It was not only necessary to 
challenge the conventional definition of reality offered by earlier 
styles of representation in art, it was also necessary to challenge 
the institutional framework within which art was contained ......... this 
revolution in art had to be achieved by destroying the conventional 
bourgeois notion of art altogether."29 

The problems the Pop artists (Pop as neo-Dada) faced, although 
much further advanced, were not unlike those of the historical 
~vant garde: contradictions between mass culture and high culture, 
the impact of the reproductive process on the unique' auratic work, 
the increase of visual manipulation through the advertising and 
merchandising worlds. 

28 Marcel Duchamp in Perspective, ed. Joseph Masheck, New Jersey, 1975 
29 Robert Hewison, Future Tense, London 1990, 48 
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With the arrival of the culture industry, art, being easy prey, 
was swallowed up by the system of distribution of mass culture. 
Using the strategy of appropriation the Pop artists manipulated 
images and sign systems extracted from mass culture. Using 
mechanical or pseude-mechanical processes which drained this 
second-hand imagery of all signs of personality, the Pop artists 
presented a mirror image of the character and contradictions of late 
capitalism.30 

Marcel Duchamp. Bottlerack, 
1914, readymade 

Marcel Duchamp, LH.0.0.Q, 1919 
pencil on reproduction, 

19.7x12.4cm 

Using essentially Duchampian strategies the Pop artists 
attacked notions of invention and 'aura'. Pop's "irony and 
ambivalent, parasitical relation to the art market," its use of the 
commodity in its allegorical procedures, echoing the advertising and 
merchandising worlds, brought the consumer face to face with the 
art object, with the art object as commodity. This "was an original 
test case for art's function in a post-Romantic age."31 

30 Mary Anne Staniszewski, "Capital Pictures", Post-Pop Art, ed. Paul 
Taylor, New York, 1989, 160 

31 Taylor, Introduction, Post-Pop Art, 15 



Andy Warhol. Coca-Cola, 1962, 
182.9 x 138.4 cm 

Andy Warhol. Marilyn Monroe 
1962 205.8 x 169.6 cm 

31 

In the work of Robert Rauschenberg, Andy Warhol and Roy 
Lichtenstein, commodity images and objects were juxtaposed or 
run parallel with mechanically reproduced high-cultural icons, 
thereby highlighting the status of art work as commodity and 
questioning the validity of individual expression and creative 
authorship drawing attention to the way in which the 
commodification of art served to undermine the basic premises on 
which high art had rested - the notions of individuality and 
originality. 

The work of Rauschenberg, on the threshold of Post 
Modernism, with its random collection of images and objects, 
represents "the flotsam of life collected on expeditions through the 
streets of New York" .32 His 'combine' paintings, can only be 
described as a dumping ground, there being no coherent link 
between the objects and images only their bedding down together 
on one surface. "The fragmentary, piecemeal combination of images 
that initially impels reading is also what blocks it .......... substituting 
for it something remarkably similar to Roland Barthes's 
'stereographic' view of the text: 

32 Marco Livingstone, "h1 Glorious Techniculture", Pop Art, Ex. Cat., ed. 
Marco Livingstone, Royal Academy of Arts, London, 1991, 18 
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Robert Rauschenberg. Rebus, 1955, 
Combine painting, 243.8 x 365.8 cm 

"A text is made up of multiple writings, drawn 
from many cultures and entering into mutual 
relationships of dialogue, parody, contestation, 
but there is one place where this multiplicity is 
focused and that place is with the reader, not, as 
was hitherto said, the author. The reader is the 
space which all the quotations that make up a 
writing are inscribed without any of them being 
lost; a text's unity lies not in its origin but in its 
destination. Yet this destination can no longer be 
personal: the reader is without history, 
biography, psychology; he is simply that someone 
who holds together in a single field all the traces 
by which the written text is constituted."33 

32 

33 Craig Owens, "The Allegorical Impulse; Towards a Theory of 
Postmodernism", pt. 2, October 13, 1988, 68, quoted from Roland Barthes, 
"The Death of the Author", lmage,Music, Text, trans. Stephen Heath, New 
York, 1977, 148 



Roy Lichtenstein. Cubist Still IJfe, 1974, Oil and Magna on canvas, 
152.4 x 188 cm 
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Here we can see a shift towards discourse which is 
characteristic of most Postmodemist work. 

In the later work of Warhol and Lichtenstein one can see a 
more conscious shift towards the appropriation of art works. In 
Lichtenstein's work of the 70's and 80's, using the formal devices of 
cubism and the comic book, h~ not only plunders mass culture for 
subject matter but also Modern paintings. Lichtenstein has 
produced, in no chronological order, mechanically reproduced 
works of many modern masters, including, Picasso, Mondrian, 
Cezanne. It is not painting that Lichtenstein parodies, but 
reproductions themselves; "reproduction itself reduces art to dots, 
and by increasing the scale of that convention Lichtenstein exposes 
it, reminding us that most of our experience of art is vicarious and 
based on print."34 As well as appropriating images of modern 
masters he has also appropriated styles, sandwiching together 

34 Robert Hughes, Nothing if Not Critical, London, 1991, 273 
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Modern paintings, styles of Surrealism, De stijl and the 
Expressionists. 

"What I want is the appearance devoid of its purpose", said 
Lichtenstein in the early 70's, "This is something I've always been 
interested in, to take the meaning out", he also says of his paintings 
"I don't have any idea what they mean, it's only that they look 
meaningful" .35 

Lichtenstein has laid claim to a style around which he has built 
his identity, and although it is obvious he is well informed, the 
familiarity that emanates from his work seems rather predictable 
and repetitious. 

Giorgio de Chirico. I1 poeta e Ja musa, 
1959 oil on canvas, 100 x 70 cm 

Andy Warhol. The Poet and his 
Muse, 1982, acrylic on canvas, 

127 x116 cm 

There is a great sense of irony in Warhol's use of de Chirico's 
imagery in his screenprints of the early eighties. De Chirico a grand 
old appropriator himself, who, over sixty years earlier appropriated 
and repeated his own works. By this repetition of himself de Chirico 
can also be seen to be devaluing the idea of a unique unimitable 
original and calling into question the value of invention in a work of 
art. In Warhol's use of the multiple image in his screen prints, and 
his appropriation of de Chirico's imagery, there is the impression of 
a lifetime .of de Chirico repetitions compressed into one. 

35 Kim Levin, Beyond Modernism, New York,1988, 234-5 



Roy Llchtenstein, jar and Apple, Oil and Magna on canvas, 
114 x 101.6 cm 

35 

As shown by the following quote by Jean Baudrillard, there 
seems to be a fine line between what could be called authentic and 
inauthentic appropriation. 

When Warhol painted his Campbell's Soup Cans in 
the sixties, it was a brilliant gesture of simulation 
for all of modern art But when he painted his 
Campbell's Soup Boxes in 1986, he was no longer 
making an innovation, he was acting out a 
stereotype of simulation. In 1965 he attacked the 
concept of originality in an original way; in 1986, 
he reproduced the unoriginal in an unoriginal 
way36 

36 Jean Baudrillard, "Beyond the Vanishing Point of Art", Post-Pop Art, 
185-6 
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In 1965 Warhol addressed the invasion of merchandise in art 
in an ironic way. It could be said that in 1986, Warhol brought no 
new interpretation of the past into the present, only a simulation of 
a prior original interpretation. In this sense the validity of his latter 
work, the Soup Boxes, must be questioned. 

Art that persistently engages us does so because 
we are convinced by some sense of authenticity, 
which has nothing to do with the uniqueness of 
the art object and everything to do with a 
condensation of thought and the communication 
of meaning via visual terms.37 

To conclude, the activity of appropriation and quoting from art 
works and its accelerated use in the '80's, had its beginnings in 
Dada and its seal of approval in Pop. 

Duchamp's ready-made strategy can be seen as a precedent to 
the rhetorical gestures of postmodernism. His "centrality to the 
major concerns of the time has not abated. If anything it could be 
said to have been reinforced as art historians and theorists, 
alongside artists, mine his oeuvre anew perceiving in it guidelines 
and precedents to most of the issues deemed seminal to the art of 
the postniodern period"38 

Recent artists such as David Salle, Sherrie Levine, Mike Bildo, 
Phillip Taffe etc. use styles or art historical imagery as ready
mades. There is a certain indifference with regard to meaning in 
their work. Through appropriation meaning seems to be delayed or 
in a state of constant flux. 

Pops revival, through this new wave of artists, in the '80's and 
its present world-wide influence "may be interpreted as proof of 
the fatal repetitiveness of art, - of art that is, since Pop."39 

37 Roberta Smith, "What's New, Originality. Appropriation and So Forth", 
Origins, Originality and Beyond, 41 

38 Lynne Cooke, "Reviewing Francis Picabia, Man Ray, Marcel Duchamp, 
RRose'Selavy, Marchand Du Sel ... ",Ex. Cat., The Readymade 
Boomerang, Eighth Biennale of Sydney, 1990, 98 

39 Taylor, 13 
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Andy Warhol, Thirty are Better than One, 1963, 279.4 x 208.3 cm 
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David Salle, My Head, 1984, Acrylic and oil on canvas on wood, 
304.8 x 534 cm 

38 

As stated in my previous essay, modernist art was fuelled, if 
only unconsciously, by a sense of death. This can readily be seen in 
the modernist notion of the 'last painting', the utopian goal, which 
was ironically painted hundreds of times. With the deconstruction 
of the utopian goals of modernism there came a freeing up of 
history, including art history itself. 

If history is to be thought of as evolutionary, it 
can only take the shape of a spiral rather than a 
linear progression; there can be no end nor can 
there be any beginning: the end is always a 
beginning. 40 

Now that one need not think of history as linear, images 
including those from art history can be seen as being stripped of 
time and the more we become inundated with regurgitated imagery 

40 Yve-Alain Bois, "The Limit of Almost", Ad Reinhasdt, Ex. Cat., The 
Museum of Modern Art, New York, 1991, 14 
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the more we confront the image cut off from its origins. The image 
hovers in a state of suspended animation where past, present, 
future are all one. The image awaits its resurrection by the 
scavengers of culture, nothing is sacred. 

The fascinated lingering attachment to the image 
in its state of disappearance belongs neither to its 
history nor to an interest in its future destiny but 
to what Salle has described as 'nostalgia for the 
present'41 

I would like to look at the reception of the artistic image and in 
particular the paintings of David Salle and his relationship to the 
deconstructive acts of Duchamp and Rauschenberg. I will argue that 
the recovery of any 'original' authorial meaning is not possible, that 
there are only varying interpretations which, through previous 
cultural and subjective interpretations, are construed as essentially 
allegorical acts. 

How can you eliminate the self from the act of interpretation? I 
don't think you can. When interpreting a work of art the spectator 
brings with him/her prejudices or preconceptions, previous 
interpretations and certain ideas of what to look for or what it 
might mean. If the spectator did not have these preconceptions 
he/she would have no way of approaching the work. The spectator 
projects onto the work his/her meanings, modifying them as 
questions, of the work, are asked. There is a mediation of the 
'author and reader', the 'past and present' which are based on the 
preconceptions of the spectator allowing him/her to gain a 
satisfactory understanding, which is not to be understood as the 
authors 'original' meaning.42 

This lack of being able to identify 'original' meaning and the 
nature of subjective interpretation has been exploited by many 
contemporary artists by the use of allegory. 

Craig Owens points out that allegory occurs whenever "one text 
is read through another, however fragmentary, intermittent or 

41 

42 

Rosseta Brooks, "From the Night of Consumerism to the Dawn of 
Simulation", Artforum, Jan. '85, 77 
See Janet Wolff, "Interpretation as Re-Creation", Ch. 5, The Social 
Production of Art, London, 1981, 95-116 
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chaotic their relationship may be; the paradigm for the allegorical 
work is the palimpsest". Allegorical imagery can be seen as 
appropriated imagery. The allegorist does not invent images but 
confiscates them. He does not restore original meaning but adds 
another meaning. "Allegorical meaning supplants an antecedent 
one; it is a supplement."43 

Robert Rauschenberg. erased de Kooning drawing, 1953 

A literal example of the palimpsest, of one text overlaid by 
another can be seen in Robert Rauschenberg's 1953 erasure of a de 

43 Craig Owens, "The Allegorical Impulse: Towards a Theory of 
Postmoden1ism", Pt. 1, October 12, 1988, 69 
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Kooning drawing. After the erasure of the qrawing Rauschenberg 
mounted it in a gold frame with a metal label attached declaring it 
to be a work by Robert Rauschenberg. Here the gesture of erasure 
shifts the focus of attention to the appropriated historical construct 
on the one hand, and to the devices of framing and presentation on 
the other. 

Troy Brauntuch. Untitled, 1979, (detail of three-panel work) 

It is this space between the past and present that the allegorist 
works, emptying the image of its original significance and 
authoritative claim to meaning. Douglas Crimp says of Troy 
Brauntuch's reproductions of Hitler's drawings: distance is all these 
pictures signify; distance from history."44 Because these images lack 
their captions or identifying labels we are uninformed of their 
origin, they hover in the space between the past and the present. 
This inability to unlock their secrets is also the source of their 
strength. 

44 
45 

Allegory is consistently attracted to the 
fragmentary, the imperfect, the incomplete - an 
affinity which finds its most comprehensive 
expression in the ruin, which Benjamin identified 
as the allegorical emblem par excellence. 45 

Douglas Crimp, "Pictures", October 8, 1979,85 
Owens, 70 



Robert Rauschenberg. Interior, 1956, Combine painting 
114.3 x 118 cm 
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The fragmentary is common to much contemporary art and it 
is "common practice of allegory to pile up fragments ceaselessly 
without any strict idea of a goal"46. This can most readily be seen in 
the work of Rauschenberg with his juxtaposition of disparate 
materials allowing chains of associations to be generated, but 
leaving meaning open-ended, open to the interpretation of the 
individual spectator and the passage of time. David Salle's work is 
~imilar to Rauschenberg's in the conception of the canvas as a 
literally flat surface filled with ideas and information. 

"What Salle does, deftly and without hint of a 
cumbersome strategy, is make the viewer aware 
of his or her own complicity: you want meaning, 

46 ibid, 72 



and you want it so bad you will fabricate it from 
the scraps I feed you"47 

43 

The arbitrariness of meaning which these artists ascribe to 
their work "accounts for the centrality which postmodernist art 
assigns to the spectator,"48 and has been expounded by Roland 
Barthes in his essay "The Death of the Author."49 The birth of the 
reader however, does not necessarily mean the death of the Author, 
although it certainly restricts his/her authority. There will always 
remain some mediation between the two. 

David Salle. Shower of Courage, 1985, acrylic, 
fabric and wood chairs on canvas, 248.9 x 534 cm 

David Salle's painting seems exemplary of these characteristics 
with his dependence on allegorical strategies of outside references, 
quoted images and disharmony of parts. Salle's work deals so much 
with the meaning of meaninglessness and as Eric Fischl points out: 

David sort of restated for his generation the 
whole thing about the meaningfullness of 

47 Gerald Marzorati, "The Artful Dodger", Art News, Sum. 1984, 51 
48 Craig Owens, "The Allegorical Impulse: Towards a Theory of 

Postmodernism", Pt. 2, October 13, 1988, 67 
49 See my previous essay "A Repository for Nostalgia", 3 2 



meaninglessness. David so clearly stated the 
problem, the way he handles images and 
meaning where things don't add up. He puts the 
images out there as if he were only talking in 
nouns. The nouns call up things but they don't 
connect" .so 

44 

Here Fischl relates Salle's work to language and "an analysis of 
Salle's enterprise reveals similarities with the deconstructive 
writing of Jacques Derrida. Derrida's work assumes that there are 
problems with any theory that proposes meaning in a univocal way, 
whether it is the meaning intended by the author, determined by 
tradition, or interpreted by the reader."51 

David Salle. Innocent, 1990, acrylic and oil on canvas 
with two inserted panels, 182.9 x 228.6 cm 

SO Marzorati, S 
51 Kristin Olive, "David Salle's Deconstructive Strategy", Arts Magazine, 

Nov.1985 , 84 
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Salle's paintings are strewn with images painted one over 
another which are taken from both high and low culture. He states 
"all material is fair game". The compositions he produces insist on 
being mysterious both through the illogical, unexpected and 
unexplainable juxtaposition of imagery, and the way in which he 
manipulates these recognisable components, making the familiar 
seem strange yet seductive. His painting gives the impression of 
meaning but as one searches through the tantalising bits of 
information, which seem to emerge and recede from the picture's 
surface, and as one finds newly discovered relationships, no legible 
reading can be found. 

Salle is an heir of Pop art, which itself was a continuation of 
Duchamp. Duchamp's ready mades, have a certain arbitrariness 
with regard to meaning which as Craig Owens points out are 
essentially "messages addressed to the spectator" .52 Salle's work 
can be referred to as ready mades because neither the objects, nor 
the application of paint belong to him. Everything is borrowed from 
somewhere. Salle's canvases are conglomerations of ready mades. 

Rauschenberg's 'combine paintings' of the mid 'SO's can be seen 
as another precedent to Salle's flirtation with meaning but unlike 
Rauschenberg's excessive use and appropriation of actual source 
material (which seems to bespeak of his origins in an 
expressionistic era), Salle recreates his images practising an 
economy and control, which bespeak of his minimal and conceptual 
origins. There is in Rauschenberg's work, as with Salle's, no 
conceivable way a coherent meaning can be found, although 
Douglas Crimp, in his essay "On the Museum's Ruins' argues, that 
Rauschenberg's work undoes the museum's attempt to impose a 
coherent order on that which it exhibits.53 This reading could just 
as easily apply to Salle but I find a more personal, calculated choice 
given to the elements within his compositions. "What goes where 
and with what, in the building of a picture is a question he 
obviously addresses with total absorption, though also in the spirit 
of playfulness without which art is a mistake" .54 Salle is someone 
who has learnt the lessons of formalism well. 

52 Owens, "The Allegorical Impulse" Pt. 2, 67 
53 Crimp, "On the Museums Ruins", 43 - 56 
54 Peter Schjeldahl, "The Real Salle", Art in America, Sept. '84, 185 



Robert Rauschenberg. Factum 11, 
1957, Combine painting, 

152.4 x 59.6 cm 

Robert Rauschenberg. Talisman, 
1958, Combine painting, 

106.7 x 71.1 cm 
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Technique, as a ready made, is an essential part of Salle's 
subject matter. He is a resurrector of Modernist traditions, 
employing differing techniques and styles with an emotional 
dumbness. Salle's organisation of given elements does not seem to 
follow any obvious laws but, in spite of the disparity, each of the 
elements within his compositions "confronts our understanding 
with a hermeticism that is impossible to break open" .ss 

Salle's painting can be seen to deal with the hierarchical 
opposition of high culture and popular culture. Challenging the 
conventions of modernism and the media he merges modernist 
painting with images of popular culture. He depicts modernist 
images and styles, stolen from other artists, with discordant colour, 
changes in scale and paint handling to produce a result with 
complicity, anonymity and ambiguity that he maintains is common 
to popular culture. Hand in hand with the devaluation of painting 
he elevates popular culture to the realm of high art. He re-presents 
us with familiar photographic images from media derived sources 

SS Catherine Millet, "David Salle", Flash Art. Sum. '84, 32 
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as well a~ images drawn from comic strips, books, and industrial 
and commercial design placing them within the high cultural 
context of painting . 

David Salle. Fooling with your Hair, 1985, oil on canvas, 
four panels, 224.7 x 457.8 cm 

From Duchamp to Salle the deconstructive art always has an 
ironic end - the museum. Douglas Crimp says of Rauschenberg's 
'combines' that by the acquisition of these works by the museum 
they relapse into the 'error' they denounce.56 Kristin Olive points 
out that as Salle's work functions as painting in museums it 
reaffirms the superior status of art, thus the reaffirmation of the 
original hierarchy. 

But even though the deconstructive act is always bound for 
failure, Salle's skilful choice and juxtaposition of elements, ensures 
his compositions will elicit from the viewer a desire that is never 
fulfilled, but will leave him/ her unsettled, frustrated and agitated. 
"He declares that if one of his paintings seems unfinished to him, or 
requires another element, it is because it has a short track. Salle 
wants his paintings to have a long track, to capitalise on the infinite 
reverberations of poignant elements that are incongruously 
juxtaposed." s 7 Salle's titles again, rather than explain, further 
confuse the viewer. 

56 Crimp, "The Allegorical Impulse", pt. 2, 71 
57 Olive, 84 



David Salle. Words go Crying, 1985, acrylic and oil on canvas 
two panels, 224. 7 x 304.8 cm 

Paintings, like stories, have always been 'read' by 
the aroused; to look at a painting is to 
acknowledge desire - for wholeness, for pattern 
and composition, for some sense of meaning. 
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Salle solicits us with the desire for meaning, through the 
fragmentation of composition and the non-narrative play of 
detached signifiers. With a certain degree of demonic humour he 
challenges us to read his images, but as one searches through the 
never ending circle of associations, desire is never fulfilled, 
meaning is never found. Catherine Millet describes his paintings as 
'open works' that no imagination, no matter how prolific it is can 
bring a closure."58 She also relates the gaps between each image 
painted by Salle to punctuation in a sentence by Proust: "They 
indefinitely delay the apprehension of meaning, and the falling of 
desire." .59 

To decipher any legible meaning from Salle's canvases is 
impossible. His mission is to elict the viewer's emotional and 

58 Millet, 32 
59 ibid., 34 
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intellectual response, and any interpretation. Janet Wolff points out 
in her essay "Interpretation as Re-Creation", "the way in which the 
reader engages with the text and constructs meaning is a function 
of his or her place in ideology and society. In other words, the role 
of the reader is creative but at the same time situated."60 

David Salle. Artists and Actors, 1990-91, acrylic and oil on canvas with three 
inserted panels, 292.1 x 228.6 cm 

60 Wolff, 115 



What I like to do when I'm giving a talk is look at 
my paintings and see what interests me about 
them at that moment. 61 

50 

Salle's work, as with many other artists, explores the world of 
images. He confronts the readymade image, using it as entry into a 
world where nothing is new. Salle's work is a reflection of 
consumerist culture which, in tum, has created the presence of an 
image culture. Salle's painting reflects the no-world of the image, 
the confrontation with the image as a void. 

61 Morzorati, 48 
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Modern art has now been relegated to the history books and 
the Museum's of Modern Art and now, at the close of this century, 
modernism can be regarded as historical. Death is a strong word but 
albeit, modernism is dead, lying in the coffins of the Museum. These 
images, which we hold so dearly to our heart are undergoing the 
aging process of time, nothing can escape this. 

The works I am presenting are to be read as fossils (mirrored 
images) of modernist painting and can be seen to be looking at the 
present in terms of the future. 

Through certain aspects of presentation and recreation of 
imagery I have attempted to echo, that museum where all artefacts 
come to rest, the archaeological museum. Here I am presenting the 
actual realisation of the death of Modernism. The wake is over. 
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