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Abstract

This thesis investigates the neighbourhoods of artistic abstraction and philosophical
realism towards developing a new material philosophy and practice led research
methodology based upon a series of ‘non-anthropocentric strategies’ (following Fredric
Jameson) for constructing, staging and encountering artworks as ‘non-relational’
(following Francois Laruelle) ‘totalities’ (following Carl Einstein) within the cultural-

economic-socio-political reality of ‘capitalist realism’ (following Mark Fisher).

The thesis is presented over two ‘sectors’. Each sector demonstrates the practical
application of the material philosophy of abstract realism; investigating the non-

relational, construction and spatial claims of the research.

The first sector is the written text titled An Asymmetrical and Angular Architectonic
Arrangement. This sector gathers together eleven distinct ‘zones’ of research activity

that have been carried out across the period of this project.

The second sector is a new original artwork constructed using the ‘toolkit’ of abstract

realism, titled ‘Blackplastic’.

This project concludes by proposing a number of contributions; first, a re-orientation of
Jencksian adhocism away from any idealisms of ‘openness’ and the ‘whole’ (Jencks)
towards a focus on its practical application and constructive methodology, second, the
development of the method “glossary’ as a contemporary anti-razor, third, the claim that
the application of abstract realism to the curation and staging of artworks leads to
asymmetrical encounters, fourth, the transferability of abstract realism beyond fine art
studio practice. These are followed by the main contribution to know]edge which
encapsulates the above and asserts that abstract realism is a re-positioned artistic
abstraction; a non-representational material philosophy in itself and a new methodology

for practice led research. The project culminates with a manifesto for abstract realism.
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Introduction



Abstract Realism

Prologue to Abstract Realism

This PhD thesis sets out to investigate non-anthropocentric strategies for constructing,
staging and theorising abstract artworks. I will argue here that these strategies are
Jocated at the points of contact between artistic abstraction and philosophical realism.
Through the research and outcomes collected into this thesis I will demonstrate the
ways in which these strategies for making abstract artworks constitute a new material

philosophy and a repositioned artistic abstraction.

This PhD research progresses initiatives developed over the course of my M.A. studies
at Sheffield Hallam University; M.A research that resulted in a self published book that
formed the basis of my PhD application and the research proposal that secured this

research projects full funding by the AHRC.

The current project builds upon the developments of the preceding research in an effort
to realise fully the impact of these new strategies for my own studio practice and
beyond in order to build on and to test these against both the relational regime of
contemporary art and the recent recovery by artists of the historical tropes of artistic

abstraction.’

! The work | presented as the culmination of my M.A studies comprised of a glossary, an invitation card
for a speculative exhibition, a limited edition print and a recording of my dissertation text read by a
female voice. These four elements were the outcome of my efforts to shift the processes and strategies |
had been employing in the construction of abstract paintings into different and aesthetically non-related
registers.

% In 2002 a number of large scale high profile group exhibitions heralded the return of an interest in
formalisms and tropes of abstraction mined from historical modernism. Early One Morning at the
Whitechapel Gallery (featuring, arguably the first generation of artists connected to this approach -
Claire Barclay, Gary Webb, Jim Lambie, Eva Rothschild and Shahin Afrassiabi), Thinking in Abstraction:
Vivid at Mead Gallery (Warwick) and Shimmering Substance at Arnolfini, Bristol. In 2011 the next
generation of contemporary artists mining the modernist past were recognised by Lisa Lefeuvre and
Tom Morton’s (curators) British Art Show 7: In the days of the Comet.
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I suggest that this new enthusiasm for the aesthetics of early modernism has occurred
synchronous to the recovery of pre-critical realism in new continental philosophy; a

move itself generated by a disappointment amongst a new generation of thinkers with
philosophy’s own self imposed limitation of philosophical labour to the human-world

correlation only. >

I speculate this will lead to a better understanding of the implications of these
synchronously occurring retrievals, showing them to be responses to a wider cultural
conservatism that is related explicitly to the pervasive requirement for participation in

the wider socio-political culture of the West.

Towards Abstract Realism

Over the course of this PhD research, the focus of my interest in artistic abstraction has
been significantly shifted. This shift in focus is the direct result of analysing the
outcomes of studio based experiments. These results repositioned my initial belief in the
philosophical and political possibilities of abstraction as an aesthetic category moving it
irrevocably towards the actual operational, material, philosophical and political effects
of artistic abstraction.” I will argue these effects are evident in the group of non-

anthropocentric methods for manufacturing new artworks which I call, abstract realism.

® Philosophical realism is the tradition of thought that maintains a world as existing external to the
human perception or representation of that world; this pre-critical (pre-Kantian) tradition has recently
undergone a revival in continental thought. Similarly artistic abstraction has witnessed something of a
recovery, detectable in recent stylistic retrievals and the apparent nostalgia for modernist aesthetics.
* The results of studio based applications of these non-anthropocentric strategies are documented in
Appendix D of this thesis.
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This re-orientation precipitated a new development in the research; I recognised a
number of intersections between the developments of artistic abstraction in early

modernism and the new philosophical realisms emerging from continental thou ght.5
This led me to ask some initial questions;

e Inan atmosphere dominated by relativist political and cultural idealisms does
the decision to focus on the immanent structures of art lead to the reorientation
of art’s relations away from a ‘responsibility’ to the ‘audience’ establishing a
new emphasis on art as an end itself?

e Can (artistic) abstraction be repositioned from its contemporary reduction to the

description of a style or surface look towards an operative material philosophy?

Abstract Realism; the intersection of artistic abstraction and philosophical realism

In this introduction I draw out and explain the key concepts and motivations herein and
provide the reader with an explanation of the research project’s topography, in order to

delineate its contours and its boundaries and to allow the architecture of the thesis to

® Contemporary developments in continental philosophy, labelled ‘Speculative Realism’ are marked by a
renewed interest in the great outdoors (Quentin Meillessoux) of pre-critical {pre-Kantian) philosophy;
this is evidenced in the renewal of interest in forms of philosophical realism. The distinction between
subject and world or thought and being is reinstated in the realist philosophies known collectively as
Speculative Realism. The acronym, SR, is an umbrella term that captures strands of thought variously
known as — new materialism, transcendental realism, post-humanism, abject oriented ontology,
eliminativist materialism. All these strands of thought claim to be invested in moving philosophy beyond
the limitations that humanism - starting with Kant's Copernican Revolution of 1780- imposes upon
thought; posing serious challenges to the hegemonies of thought that coalesce around the primacy of
the relation between human thought and the object world. Each attempting to reconsider metaphysics
and provide ways that realism and/or materialism — the claim that there is a distinction between
thought and Being — can be said to exist in the face of the pervasive anti-realist (anti-realist is not meant
as dismissive or derisory as such and only stands for any claim made against a reality existing
independently of the human consciousness of it) narratives typically found in neo-Kantian thought. Most
importantly for this project they all oppose the immanence of the real manifestation to the idealism of
representation.
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manifest clearly. This will be done through a series of conjectural statements and
subheadings in order to facilitate the positioning of the research and state the main

claims and the arguments of the research clearly.

Introducing the concept of abstract realism is a precarious task. The danger is implicit in
the paradoxical nature that these two terms being forced together suggest. It is important
to be clear at the outset that abstract realism is not a fusion of its terms, both maintain
their autonomy never becoming symmetrical or synthesised — reducible to each other; it
is instead an ad-hoc unit of contfary terms that have been, following Francgois Laruelle,
unified without synthesis.® It is precisely the paradoxical and even contradictory nature

of abstract realism that is its totality.

I propose that abstract realism is an investigation at the intersection between artistic
abstraction and philosophical realism; an encounter which creates a new material
philosophy that can effectively progress abstract art beyond its historical and

contemporary articulations.

® In order to avoid abstract realism being read as a ‘dialectic’ in the broadest sense which ‘in every case,
(it} has to do with a coupling or an arrangement of two terms that is dual, or rather duel yet continuous,
reciprocal and symmetrical.” Francois Laruelle, Philsophies of Difference: A Critical Introduction to Non-
Philosophy, trans. Rocco Gangle, 1986, p15

11



The Structure of Abstract Realism

Key
A = Artistic Abstraction
P = Philosophical Realism

A-R = Abstract Realism

Abstract realism is a collection of non-anthropocentric strategies which I refer to here as
a “toolkit’. There are five tools in the abstract realist toolkit; conjecture, glossary,
qualitatively punctual, adhocism, and bludgeon. These are all fully described later in
this introduction.” This toolkit has been developed over the research period, both in the
controlled environment of the studio situation and in the contingent space of public
presentation in order to demonstrate a fidelity to making, staging and theorising the

artwork as non-relational and immanent, to itself. The result is a repositioned art

” For now the understanding of abstract realism as a toolkit of non-anthropocentric strategies is
sufficient.
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production that manufactures an asymmetrical encounter and recognises the artwork as

an end it-self over any interpretative framework or linguistic representation of it.®

In this introduction I will draw on four key texts that have proven to be important to the
development of the main claims made here. These are Fredric Jameson’s theorisation of
recent culture in ‘Postmodernism Or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism’ (1984) and
Mark Fisher’s updating of Jameson’s main themes in relation to the contemporary
political and cultural conditions in his essay ‘Capitalist Realism: is there no
alternative?’ (2009). Added to this are two texts that are contemporaneous with the very
beginnings of abstract art in twentieth century modernism, Carl Einstein’s essay
“Totality’ (1914) first published over three instalments in the Berlin based radical
journal Die Aktion and the extended essay from his book on African sculpture,

Negerplastik (1915) °

I argue that abstract realism moves the artwork beyond the deprivations of the neo-

Kantian or idealist frameworks that have previously provided support for high

# Alain Badiou’s illustration of non-relation is useful here. In the text Philosophy in the Present the
philosopher describes the death of the Greek mathematician and insurgent Archimedes under the
sword of an occupying Roman soldier as an example of a non-relation. Badiou calls this a ‘relation
without relation’; an encounter between terms with no common measure —the immanence of creative
thought — Archimedes refuses to leave the mathematical demonstration he is engaged in against the
request of the soldier that he accompany him for an audience with his General — and the viclence of the
state —the Roman centurion’s anger at the indifference Archimedes shows towards this request.
Philosophy in the Present, 2009, pp5-8

°According to Sebastian Zeidler Einstein’s ‘Totality’ makes a case for visual art as a totality that can
disrupt accepted models of subjectivity. Zeidler insists that the essay’s strength; its totality, lies in its
utilising contradictory philosophical arguments, transcendental nea-Kantianism and Bergsonian vitalism
and immamence. ‘Totality Against a Subject; Carl Einstein’s Negerplastik’, October Winter 2004, no 107,
pp14-46. When it was published in 1915 Negerplastik provided a shock to the established paradigms of
both western art theory and colonialist anthropology — at the time Einstein was seen as the most
important theorist of modern art in Germany, having already published extensively on cubism. The
books main intention is a thorough critique of the paradigms of Western art practice and theory through
a study of the sculptural objects of sub-Saharan Africa. The book presented an affront to academic art
theory not only in its content but in its form. The work appears as an introductory essay to one hundred
and eleven photographic representations of artefacts, these plates have no textual detail to make the
reader aware of provenance, context, scale, colour, material or indeed any description beyond the
images as they appear. This is also the case with the books text; it is accompanied by no footnotes or
endnotes.
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modernism and post-modernism, frameworks that have traditionally reduced art to its
relation to the human subject alone, a situation which has been achieved through the
privileging of meaning (representation and interpretation) over any reality (immanence)
whatsoever. These then are philosophical traditions that share a foundational concern
with closing a gap, to guarantee a synthesis — the unity of the manifold — grounded on

the reconciliation of human (subject) and world (object).

Some clarification is required around the terms subject and object in relation to this
thesis. '° Both are important to fhe argument for abstract realism and to its suitability as
a set of strategies for producing artworks. I will show how abstract realism avoids the
standardised humanist notion of the object as passively waiting to be acted upon by the
human subject and resists the closure of the gap between the subject and the object
typically found in the neo-Kantian manoeuvre (of mirroring the object and the subject),

which only ever amounts to, as Fredric Jameson makes clear, an illusory reconciliation.

concepts such as those of ‘object’ and “subject’ will be flawed in the way they seem to imply,
and are thus logically founded on, a notion of the ‘reconciliation’ of object and subject, which is
illusory. Those who manipulate such ‘dialectical’ concepts therefore- whatever they go on to say
about the concrete possibilities of reconciliation (and no reader of Adomo will find much
reassurance along those lines) - nonetheless by logical implication perpetuate the hidden
foundational ‘synthesis’ in what then seems to work out into a virtually narrative or even

historical pattern- a moment of ‘primal unity’ before the separation of subject and object. n

In order to progress from this situation, abstract realism maintains existing gaps; this

recalcitrance pre-determines the inability to reconcile — as reconciliation, following

' The use of the term object here describes the artwork as such and not just the material object of a
painting, sculpture etc. it is used to encapsulate the artworks immanent qualities. In this sense the
image is an object, as is the artist-performer etc.

" Fredric Jameson. Post-Modernism Or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, Verso, London, 1991,
p336.
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Jameson, is understood to be a fusion towards ‘identity’.'* Promoting instead, the notion
that artworks in their immanence force an asymmetry which objectifies the social
relations in which they persist. Abstract realism then, manufactures artworks that, as
Slavoj Zizek points out ‘create an obstacle’ 13 An illustration of this point is to think of
these artwork obstacles as material barricades installed into the neighbourhood of

contemporary art. *

Abstract Realism and Capitalist Realism

Abstract realism has been formulated in response to arts contemporary condition; a
condition described effectively by Mark Fisher in his book length essay Capitalist
Realism: is there no alternative? (2009)."° In the essay, Fisher utilises the dystopian
vision of a sterile human race - unable to reproduce, found in Alfonso Cuaron’s film
Children of Men (2006), in order to describe the cultural exhaustion of the late twentieth
and early twenty first centuries. For Fisher, the exhausted state of contemporary cultural

production leaves it absolutely capitalised and retrogressive, a situation within which its

12 Fredric Jameson. Post-Modernism Or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, 1991, p.336.

" Slavoj Zizek tells us that the subject 'submits' whilst the object ‘objects, creates an obstacle' The
Parallax View, 2006, pl17

" The new framework of abstract realism is improvisational it reconfigures existing characteristics of
artistic abstraction and colonises the gaps left by already accepted frameworks. As Francois Laruelle
points out 'One constellation does not dispel another, it installs itself in the gaps of the former, occupies
its neighbourhoods and proposes new signs, a new economy of the same places.' Francois Laruelle.
Philosophies of Difference, 2010, p1.

1 Capitalist Realism is the name Mark Fisher has given to what he recognises as being the inter-
subjectively agreed ‘reality’ of contemporary capitalism. Historically it was the name given to the works
of a group of artists — Sigmar Polke, Gerhard Richter, Konrad Leug and Wolf Vostell — by the artist Sigmar
Polke in Dusseldorf, West Germany in 1963. The group were characterised by a shared interest in the
growing culture of advertising and mass media images. Polke ascribed this moniker to the group as an
ironic nod to the Socialist Realism of the Soviet East. In the 1980’s the sociologist Michael Schudsen,
considering the relationship between the two realisms — Socialist and Capitalist, used the term to
describe advertising as promoting a way of life based upon individuated and private consumption. See
chapter seven of Michael Schudsen, Advertising, the Uneasy Persuasion; its dubious impact on American
society, 1984.
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producers no longer strive for a future, for the new, making instead a 180 degree turn
towards the near past. Fisher argues that this action is performed in order to merely

reproduce and market the same effects and affects over and over in an eternal return.
Fisher's theory of capitalist realism takes as its point of departure the work done by

Jameson in ‘Post-Modernism Or, the Cultural logic of Late Capitalism’ (1984), through
the essay Jameson offers a ‘periodizing hypothesis’ of what he believes to represent a
distinct historical moment after modernism. Jameson recognises that any attempt at
totalisation tends to flatten out difference; handing the period in question over as a
homogenous horizon of activity. Alternatively, Jameson argues, postmodernism is not
merely a style - and this is important for my own theorisation of abstract realism and its
place on the horizon of possibility found in capitalist realism - but a cultural dominant
allowing for a range of different features; an uneven horizon of cultural activity.

Jameson tells us:

Post-modemnism theory is one of those attempts: the effort to take the temperature of the age
without instruments and in a situation in which we are not even sure there is so coherent a thing
as an ‘age’, or zeitgeist or ‘system’ or ‘current situation’ any longer,'®

For Jameson it is this potential lack of a coherent situation that offers the possibility and

the promise of new forms of collective social practice."’

Twenty five years on, and arguably following Mike Davis, Mark Fisher points out that
we no longer have such uncertainties to cling to, the lack of coherence, Jameson

recognises when he claims that ‘we are not even sure there is as coherent a thing as an

' Fredric Jameson, Post-Modernism Or, the Logic of Late Capitalism, 1991 p2.

" Mike Davis in his critique of Jameson’s essay has pointed out that this is a fatal flaw in Jameson's
theorisation of postmodernism, going on to state that instead of the lack of a zeitgeist as a pathway to
new forms of collective activity, post-modernism's real zeitgeist is its anti urban impulse and its logic of
social control. See Mike Davis Urban Renaissance and the Spirit of Postmodernism, New Left Review,
[/151 May-June 1985.
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‘age’, or zeitgeist’'® have been replaced by the inter-subjectively guaranteed absolute
hegemony of homogenising capital.19 For Fisher, this is a qualitative change that
differentiates capitalist realism from postmodernism. This securing of capitalism in the
‘general intellect’ is aided by the fact that neo-liberalism itself makes us well aware of
the age, the system and the current situation. Fisher shows us that this is the realism of
the moment, in the current situation the “horizon of possibility’ is flattened through the

1.%° This situation, Fisher makes clear is

liquefying and homogenising effects of capita
guaranteed through our contemporary culture’s complicity with and internalisation of

capitalism as the only economic and social constructer realisable; a situation Jameson

recognises in the cultural production of postmodernism when he claims that :

What has happened is that aesthetic production today has become integrated into commodity
production generally: the frantic economic urgency of producing fresh waves of ever more
novel-seeming goods (from clothing to airplanes), at ever greater rates of turnover, now assigns
an increasingly essential structural function and position to aesthetic innovation and
experimentation.21

In Fisher’s theorisation of capitalist realism the markets requirement of novelty that

Jameson saw in the cultural production of late modernism and postmodernism has

'8 Fredric Jameson Post Modernism Or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, 1991, p.2

** The hegemony of Capital is characterised by the general acceptance of scarcity, debt, competition,
acquisition and propriety as ‘natural’. According to Mark Fisher, the internalisation of these
characteristics have led to a cultural stagnation and conservatism that, although evident in the horizon
of Frederic Jameson’s postmodernism is accelerated in Fisher’s capitalist realism.

%% In his book After the Future {2011), Franco Berardi points out that the ‘general intellect’ in neo-
liberalism is characterised by a process in which ‘Capital becomes the generalized semiotic flux that runs
through the veins of the Global economy’ (p.83). Added to this neo-liberalism inscribes its own critique
into its products; for example in totalising speeches featured in Hollywood movies such as Ned Beatty's
‘the world is a business’ speech from Network (1976), Michael Douglas' ‘greed is good’ from Wall Street
(1987), Alec Baldwin's ‘close the leads’ monologue to a group of down beat salesmen in Glengarry Glen
Ross (1992) and more recently Jeremy Irons ‘fat cats and starving dogs’ speech from Margin Call {2011)
portray the evolutionary naturalisation of acquisition and the survivalist necessitation of greed with
which we have come to associate and characterise neo-liberal global capitalism — this is the process of
capitalist realism.

*! Jameson points out that any position whatsoever on postmodernism is a political stance, either
implicitly or explicitly towards what he calls ‘multi-national capitalism’.
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undergone an acceleration that has culminated in the current state of exhaustion — and
the general acceptance of the market as the only reliable measure of art. Contemporary
art and capital become fused, neither critical nor celebratory of this relation, but
naturalised into it. 2 As Fisher points out, in capitalist realism there is only the market
and the market cares nothing for intention — negation and affirmation are equally as

marketable. Fisher writes;

Jameson famously argued that the failure of the future was constitutive of a postmodern cultural
scene which, as he correctly prophesised, would become dominated by pastiche and revivalism.
Given that Jameson has made a convincing case for the relationship between postmodern culture
and certain tendencies in consumer (or post-Fordist) capitalism, it could appear that there is no
need for the concept of capitalist realism at all. In some ways, this is true. What I am calling
capitalist realism can be subsumed under the rubric of postmodernism as theorized by Jameson.
Yet, despite Jameson’s heroic work of clarification, postmodernism remains a hugely contested
term, its meanings, appropriately but unhelpfully, unsettled and multiple. More importantly, I
would want to argue that some of the processes which Jameson described and analyzed have
now become so aggravated and chronic that they have gone through a change in kind.?

I acknowledge Mark Fisher’s claim that his thesis is a necessary and urgent extension of
Jameson’s postmodernism theory driven by ‘a deeper, far more pervasive, sense of
exhaustion, of cultural and political sterility’ (Fisher) that was evident in Jameson’s
postmodernism but explicit in capitalist realism and the expansion of global capitalism

facilitated by, following Luc Boltanski , Eve Chiapello and Jodi Dean, networked

?2 The term ‘market’ here is meant to denote the absolute financialisation of artistic practice at every
level of activity. In capitalist realism this is characterised on the one hand by arts domination by Capital
as the arbiter of value as such and on the other, by the instrumentalisation of art production by cultural
institutions and centrist governments in Western democracies as educational and as a driver of social
cohesion. These questions are touched upon by Mary Warnock and the artist Mark Wallinger in the
book Art for Ali? 2000, commissioned and published by PEER to look at the phenomenon of state
patronage in the early years of Tony Blair's New Labour government. Recently Melissa Nishett carried
out research into cultural policy and the instrumentalisation of art through so called ‘cultural
diplomacy’. Through the research Nisbett exposes ‘a gap’ between the ‘academic conceptualisation of
instrumental policies” and how such policies operate in practice. Nisbett claims that rather than persist
with the traditional view of instrumental policies as top down rigid frameworks handed down by central
government, instrumental policy is ‘initiated, formulated and implemented by the cultural sector itself.’
The reasons Nisbett proposes for this are linked to notions of the self perpetuation of the cultural sector
through financial ‘strengthening and enhancing’. See Melissa J Nisbett, New Perspectives on
Instrumentalism (PhD thesis submission), 2011.

2 Mark Fisher, Capitalist Realism: is there no alternative?, 2009, p7.
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communication.?* Therefore, I recognise unreservedly the capitalist realism of Fisher’s
thesis as accurately describing the contemporary reality and its effects on the socio-

political construction of art.

Abstract Realism is a reoriented artistic abstraction

Artistic abstraction shares an important characteristic with philosophical labour.
Graham Harman argues that philosophy is based upon either the closure of gaps, or the

production of gaps:

One of the most important decisions made by a philosopher concerns the production or
destruction of gaps in the cosmos. That is to say, the philosopher can either declare that what
appears to be one is actually two, or what seems to be two is actually one.

Harman continues:

some examples will help make the theme more vivid. In opposition to common sense, which
sees nothing around us but a world of normal everyday entities, Plato created a gap between
intelligible forms of the perfect world and the confusing shadows of opinion [...]The
occasionalists of the medieval Arab world and Seventeenth Century Europe produced a gap
between any two entities by denying that they exert direct influence on one another [...] Kant
proposes a gap between appearances and things-in-themselves with no chance of symmetry
between the two; the things-in-themselves can be thought but never known [...] The German
Idealists tried to destroy this gap by calling it incoherent [...] (David) Hume is a destroyer of
gaps by holding that objects are nothing more than bundles of qualities‘25

In short, the reductionist thinker - neo-Kantian, nominalist, empirical, monadic - is the
anti-realist thinker who destroys gaps in order to fuse the manifold, in Harman’s terms,

the cosmos into a containable unity that correlates to human knowledge, whilst the

* Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello, The New Spirit of Capitalism, Verso, London 2005 and Jodi Dean,
Democracy and other Neo-Liberal Fantasies, Duke University press, 2009.
% Graham Harman, Weird Realism: Lovecraft and Philosophy, Zero, London, 2012, p2.
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productionist thinker - metaphysical or realist - creates gaps which expand the cosmos

indefinitely.

The history of artistic abstraction that this project builds upon should be understood
here as beginning with the development of collage and assemblage; innovations
developed in Cubism and Dada.?® With this in mind, I would want to argue that the
defining and shared characteristic of any artistic abstraction - in common with

philosophical realism - is that it is always a producer of gaps.

If then, as I propose, abstract realism is a new material philosophy which constitutes a
repositioned and improvisational methodology for artistic abstraction then it should be
differentiated from the two dominant or at least, generally accepted methodologies

present in the realm of artistic abstraction.

*® | have identified here the developments of artistic abstraction in early artistic modernism - the period
from Pablo Picasso’s African mask influenced works of 1907 to the demise of true DaDa in 1923 —as
providing the most generative period of art history for this research project. Beginning in 1907 with the
publication of Wilhelm Worringer's PhD thesis Abstraction and Empathy (1907) and the African
sculpture influenced painting Les Demoiselles d’Avignon made by Pablo Picasso in the same year but
famously not exhibited until nine years later in 1916, one year after the publication of Carl Einstein's
book on African sculpture Negerplastik (1915). The formal and material advances made by the early
cubists in both analytic and synthetic versions of that movement — Georges Braque, Juan Gris, Fernande
Leger and Picasso —during the period between Les Demoiselles d'Avignon being made and then being
made public, are of particular relevance. Developments which pivot on the process of placing
qualitatively punctual materials, planes and surfaces onto one substrate in order to construct a
complete artwork that would successfully disrupt on the one hand, the open or incomplete artworks of
impressionist and post impressionist painting which Carl Einstein has argued, were intended to coalesce
upon the retina of the viewing subject for their completion - and on the other, the homogenous and
continuous surfaces of academic painting. This method of colliding discreet materials, processes and
visual elements, what | have called here following Carl Einstein, ‘qualitatively punctual’, is progressed
further in the assemblages of Picasso - beginning with Still Life from 1914 in which a curtain sash is
attached to the paintings surface - and the invention of papier colles or collage by Georges Brague - in
the painting Fruit Dish and Glass of 1912 in which Brague pasted a piece of wood-grain wallpaper onto
the picture. Also important to the project are the experiments into abstraction made by the Zurich
Dadaists; from the theatre costumes of Sophie Tauber and the masks of Marcel Janco to the paintings
and assemblages of Jean or Hans Arp and the intensification of these methods evidenced in the works of
Raoul Hausmann, Kurt Schwitters and Johannes Baader. This period ends with the riot that took place
during the second Paris production of Tristan Tzara’s Dadaist play The Gas Heart {1921) in 1923; an
event that instantly led to the dissolution of the Dadaist movement in Paris and served as the
handmaiden to the riot’s alleged initiator Andre Breton’s Surrealist movement.
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The first methodology I have called Idealist Abstraction — in which a version of
Harmans ‘gap’ is created, and then quickly papered over by anthropocentric narratives,
whether that be the subjectivity of the artist (as in the genius aesthetics of abstract
expressionism) or that the work is incomplete and always in need of some form of
subjective decision and human capital to complete it —I would insist that this is the
precursor of the relational regime that currently dominates contemporary art

production.”’

The second methodology is Materialist Abstraction, which subtracts relations from
inside the artwork reducing it to, as Donald Judd points out, ‘unitary forms’, an
‘wholeness’ against the ‘multipart and inflected’, turning the relations out onto the
context, a situation which privileges the process of the viewing subject’s experience at
the expense of the artwork. This is a subtractive method in which the artwork is reduced
to an essential form or ‘primary structure’, that is to say, a working description of

minimalism.?

In distinction to these representational and interpretive, that is to say anthropocentric
methodologies I want to propose here that abstract realism is a construction
methodology which is non-representational and improvisational. Abstract realism is a
reorientation of the contingent materials and situations already present in capitalist

realism and a repurposing of existing methodologies found in artistic abstraction. This is

* The notion that art is the outcome of a fusion between an ‘incomplete’ object and a subject that
activates it through human capital can arguably be traced back to the earliest Duchampian gestures.

%% i) Words in quotation marks are taken from Donald Judd’s essay, ‘Specific Objects’, Arts Yearbook, 8,
(1965) ii) The publication for the first time in English of Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s The Phenomonology of
Perception (1962) is cited often as a defining text for the minimalists iii) Donald Judd and Robert Morris
opposed the ‘wholeness’ of the works they produced to the ‘anthropomorphism’ of modernist painting
and sculpture which as they point out is made ‘part by part’ and in which ‘specific elements... separate
from the whole, thus setting up relationships in the work’ iv) Michael Fried in his essay, ‘Art and
Objecthood’ (1967) clearly demonstrates how the subtractive and anti-humanist sympathies of
Minimalism are in the end, deeply anthropocentric, privileging the viewing subject through the literal
and theatrical character of the works.
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done in order not to overlap or dispel these existing methodologies but to carry out a
much needed augmentation of the existing field of artistic abstraction. The research
recognises, as Laruelle asserts, ‘one constellation does not dispel another, it installs
itself in the gaps of the former, occupies its neighbourhoods and proposes new signs, a

new economy of the same places”.”’

Abstract Realism is a non-representational material philosophy

Through the research presented here I demonstrate how abstract realism is a material
philosophy that reifies the artwork,* recognising it to be autonomous and manifold,

defined by its immanent material logics only; the artwork as an end in itself.”’

Abstract realism is an inversion of the process of reification most typically associated
with art production and a strategy that is closely associated with the artist Thomas
Hirschhorn's material philosophy and its direct precedent in Kurt Schwitters own
material philosophy of ‘Merz’.** This inverted reification has a long association with
both progressive, leftist and anarchist avant-gardes and is the process of reification

promoted by Fredric Jameson and Carl Einstein before him. **

* Francois Laruelle, Philosophies of Difference, 1986, p.1

*® The phrase 'material philosophy' is used to describe abstract realism as material thought
commensurate with Fredric Jameson's assertion that Frank Gehry's house in Santa Monicais 'an
attempt to think a material thought'. Fredric Jameson ‘Spatial Equivelants: Postmodernist Architecture
and the Warld System’, The States of Theory, David Carroll (ed.) 1988.

*'In Negerplastik (1915) Carl Einstein insists that ‘'The work of art is real by virtue of its closed form;
since it is self-sufficient and exceedingly powerful, the sense of distance will cornpel a tremendously
intense art’.

*2 Hal Foster recently claimed that Thomas Hirschhorn draws the strategies, materials and situations of
his work from the body of our 'shared' world, what Hirschhorn calls 'the capitalist garbage bucket'. Hal
Foster, ‘Towards a Grammar of Emergency’ in Thomas Hirschhorn: Establishing a New Critical Corpus,
2011, p.163.

** Reification is understood here as the process in which the social relation is objectified by the,
following Thomas Hirschhorn, precious, selected, valued, specific art materials used in the construction
of the artwork. Thomas Hirschhorn, ‘Philosophical Battery’, in Flash Art no. 238, Oct 2004.
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I demonstrate how abstract realism is a non-representational material philosophy that
can wrench the artwork ‘out of an emphasis on representation and interpretation’.> It
attempts this through the manufacture of artworks which act as material gaps, barricades
which objectify social relations, able to exert an influence on whatever comes up against
it.3* Therefore, and following Graham Harman, in terms of causation, this barricade 1s

non-relational:

Causation, which I hold to be an asymmetrical relationship displaying many properties of a non-
reciprocal gift. Though we generally assume that impact is mutual, and that every action has an
equal and opposite reaction, these suppositions arise from a narrowly physical concept of
causation. As I see it there is no such thing as reciprocity; influence is never mutual, but always
leads in one direction [...] Causation is never reciprocal except by accident; influence is always
a free gift, without recompense.>®

I argue that this causal asymmetry is a defining characteristic of abstract realism; an
asymmetry that is an outcome of the artwork, its discreetness and distinction. Like
Harman’s ‘non-reciprocal gift’, at the point of its positing the art presents itself
indifferent to discourse and without the need of any catalyst or referent from outside it-
self to guarantee it reality or a subjective decision to preserve its autonomy — it is it-self,

autonomous. This immanence to it-self, I argue, makes it absolutely non-relational.”’

* The human geographer Professor Nigel Thrift (Warwick) has recently developed ‘non-representational
theary’ in an effort to unbind social sciences and the humanities from their focus on representing and
interpreting social relationships towards a focus on practice itself. Nigel Thrift, Non-Representational
Theory: Space/politics/affect, Routledge, 2008.
** This is not to claim outside influence cannot be directed at the abstract realist artwork — it is to claim
that it remains indifferent to it.
The barricade as an example of riot architecture is always an ad-hoc feature of urban warfare and is
always an obstacle to control; it blocks passage — however temporarily — challenges existing channels of
communication and objectifies social relations. Like Baron Haussmann’s post revolutionary redesign of
Paris, capitalist realism acts against the construction of barricades, finding ways to open up channels of
access and communication for capital at every juncture.
* See Graham Harman, ‘Asymmetrical Causation: Influence without Recompense’, Parallax, 2010,
vol.16, no. 1.
*” Harman tells us that objects are autonomous from human use and from one another; they are not
exhausted by any relational regime and are instead ends in themselves.
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The research aims to show that this reorganised encounter with the artwork is able to
move us beyond the audience driven bias of contemporary art towards a non-relational
encounter.>® This asymmetry states that the viewer needs the artwork; the artwork does

. 39
not need the viewer.

Summary of the key claims of this research project

This thesis will propose, develop and explore abstract realism and investigate whether
the concept has any force in relation to the state of art production in the period after
postmodernism; the economic construction known as neo-liberalism, its ideological
support found in, following Jodi Dean, ‘communicative capitalism’ - itself a facet of
what Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello termed 'network capitalism' and its direct

correlate in cultural production which Mark Fisher as termed, capitalist realism.*.

Presented are a variety of materials that challenge the contemporary characterisations
of artistic abstraction and support the group of conjectures I have posited in this

introduction. These conjectures hypothesise that abstract realism is a non-

* |t is important to stress that the intention here is not to evacuate the audience from art’s social
relations but rather to reposition them from their fallacious position as prime mover and the primacy
given to this relation in contemporary art, itself an exacerbated version of the Duchampian gesture in
which the object requires the viewing subject to activate it as art. Abstract realism is aware that any
encounter between any object and any subject is always asymmetrical and is invested in the notion that,
following Ray Brassier and Francois Laruelle, 'the object forces the subject to think according to it'. Ray
Brassier, Nihil Unbound: Enlightenment and Extinction, 2007, p. 149

* This statement also renders obsolete Claire Bishops critique of Nicholas Bourriard’s Relational
Aesthetics and the now famous confrontation between Bishop and the artist Liam Gillick — this is due to
all three protagonists being firmly invested in the belief that the work needs the viewer to complete it
either through their conviviality or their antagonism, this is in the service of constructing art as an
anthropocentrised encounter only.

% Jodi Dean's ‘communicative capitalism' mapped out in her book Democracy and other neo-Liberal
Fantasies: Communicative Capitalism and Left Politics and the 'network capitalism' described by Luc
Boltanski and Eve Chiapello in The New Spirit of Capitalism share the conviction that the 'lean’ capitalism
of 'post-Fordism' is ideologically constructed and bolstered through the 'rhizomatic' - both books
criticise Gilles Deleuze and his followers in relation to this - networked communications and open
frameworks of flexible labour systems in which the 'client is king' is guaranteed through platitudes of
'‘customer satisfaction, and 'team work’.
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representational material philosophy and new practical methodology for constructing
abstract artworks that occupies the junctures between artistic abstraction and
philosophical realism. This, I argue, is a new situation which provides non-
anthropocentric strategies for constructing artworks as absolute and the asymmetry this

manufactures inside its social relations.*!

The research is carried out through using the abstract realist tool kit - described above —
as the primary method for studio practice; that is to say, the development of new works
of art that explore the claims for abstract realism. These works provide the data that will
be then analysed through the theoretical framework I have constructed — using the
theories outlined by Fredric Jameson, Mark Fisher and Carl Einstein — and the material
philosophy I have developed. This analysis includes testing the works in the public
domain through the presentation of conference papers, solo exhibitions of the new
artworks, staged events and performed lectures. The results of these activities are
explored in the studio through the construction of new works and writing that
contributes new objects and thinking to the arena of artistic abstraction and

philosophical realism.

Thesis structure
This PhD thesis is presented over two sectors:

I the written thesis, this is made up of a lengthy introduction, which also

includes a description of methods and a glossary and concluding section

* Fredric Jameson. Post Modernism Or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, 1991, p306.
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which together act as brackets in which is presented the body of work titled
An Asymmetrical and Angular Architectonic Arrangement

1) the artwork titled ‘Blackplastic’.

The written sector of the thesis is structured in topographical terms across a number of
stylistically distinct spatial ‘zones’, some of which take the form of scientific reports,
new theoretical texts, glossaries and a stage play, amongst other examples. The sector
titled ‘Blackplastic’ is a new artwork that takes the form of a magazine. The two sectors

taken together will form an object that, following Carl Einstein, is a totality.

Spatial logics of this thesis: description of ‘sectors’ and ‘zones’

Alain Badiou, in common with Harman’s ‘gaps’ described earlier in this introduction,
claims that ‘philosophy is not a theory, but a separating activity, a thinking of the
distinctions in thought’ that allows us to draw new lines of partition; thus enabling us to
think new distinctions.* This process of separating described by Badiou has something
in common with the political and spatial logic of ‘zoning’ that characterises this thesis.*’
The ‘sectors’ and ‘zones’ of this thesis are discontinuous and interrupted through formal
shifts and linear short circuits — they are complete, autonomous zones of action;
breaking down any illusion of unity — the whole - in favour of the thesis being

encountered as an assemblage that is unified without synthesis; highlighting the

heterogeneity of the research and the multiplicity of surfaces that

*2 Alain Badiou, Metapolitics, trans. Jason Barker, Verso, London, 2005.
* The vernacular of topography will be useful in order to present the various shapes and distinguishing
features of the thesis terrain. The concept of spatial ‘zoning’ comes from land use planning and is a
device for designating land use and in particular separating one use from another.
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constitute the project,d’4 I have done this in order to facilitate the understanding that this

thesis is the outcome of, and not an illustration of, abstract realism.*

Sector 1: An Asymmetrical and Angular Architectonic Arrangement — an

introduction to the zones

Beyond the Proprietorial Fallacy; this zone develops the notion following Harman,
that no object can be fully exhausted by its relations and argues from this position that
no object can therefore be absolutely owned — perceptually, as knowledge or
economically by any other entity or object. I do this through looking closely at the work
of Harman and Bruno Latour. Through the text I compare the relational regime of
Latour’s ‘actor network’ theory with Harman’s theory of non-relational objects and
‘indirect causation’, going on to demonstrate how Harman’s 'weird' realism is a

philosophical ally of abstract realism.

Forget Abstraction; This zone is a case study in the form of a scientific report; Forget

Abstraction documents the development of a group exhibition, AB ST RA CT at the

“* Fredric Jameson has argued that there is a difference between the ‘fragmentary’ and the
‘discontinuous’ in the forms of writing characteristic in the work of Walter Benjamin and Theodor
Adorno. Whilst Benjamin’s work relies heavily on the fragment and following Freidrich Nietzsche, the
aphorism — and this is said to represent most accurately the structure of modern thought — Adorno is
characterised by the discontinuity of the complete ‘wall of water text’ that ‘stresses the distance
between’ objects. Both methods of Darstellung (description, presentation) Jameson claims,
‘unexpectedly free you from the taboos and constraints of forms learnt by rote and assumed to be
inscribed in the nature of things’. Darstellung is a formal methodology and representational framework
that allows the writer to depict thought more adequately. Itis according to Jameson an explicit
argument against linear causality; a spatial depiction and temporal disruption described by Adorno,
Benjamin and Jacques Derrida as a constellation. Fredric Jameson Late Marxism: Adorno and the
persistence of the dialectic, 1990, p.51
* The terms ‘sector’ and ‘zone’ are taken from the vernacular of topography and are useful for mapping
the thesis and its spatial logic. The two sectors the complete thesis is constructed upon are a direct
reference to E.R Ullman and C.D Harris’ model of urban morphology. Building on Earnest Burgess
‘concentric ring theory’ of urban development - in which the urban environment expands out from one
nucleus, the financial zone — Uliman and Harris propose a model of multiple nuclei, claiming that cities
have more than one central point and that urban expansion spreads outwards from separate nuclei until
they meet — forming one large urban area made up of zones that exhibit distinct characteristics. This
description of expansion from multiple points is evident in this PhD thesis.
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Berlin-based gallery Essays and Observations. It contains images of the artworks that
were generated by the invited artists for the exhibition as well as the text piece I made

for the show.

On the Concrete Platform; this zone is a script for a stage play that re-visions the
visual, political and philosophical legacies of the various modernisms and avant gardes
of the twentieth century. The text features characters based upon Walter Benjamin,
Theodor Adorno, Adolf Loos, Karl Kraus, Georges Batailie, Clement Greenberg, Carl
Einstein, Michael Leiris, Donald Judd, Michael Fried, Fredric Jameson, Charles Jencks
and Le Corbusier amongst others. The dialogues that take place in the script are made
through a process of sampling and repurposing art historical documents; the inclusion of
semi-fictional dialogue and the construction of formal structures within the text. Each
re-stages and revises important debates that occurred at particular junctures of the
development and retrogression of abstraction in artistic modernism. Taking the form of
a stage play the text develops notions of abstraction through stage direction, narrative
disruptions and spatial and temporal distortions, devices borrowed from the modernist
theatre of Samuel Beckett (repetition), Jean Genet (excess) and Berthold Brecht
(montage). The work employs both the screenplay for George Miller’s 1981 salvage
punk movie Mad Max 2: The Road Warrior and elements of Ernst Juenger’s anti-
modernist allegory from 1939 On the Marble Cliffs (Auf Den Marmerklippen) as

readymade structures.®

*The opening scene of the film Mad Max 2 is used as the model for constructing the play. Itis a
montage of found footage — and the inference is that the footage has been salvaged from a pre-
apocalyptic civilisation - that introduces the films narratives in a broken and temporally distorted
sequence. This device has been recently taken to its logical conclusion by Lars Von Trier in Melancholia
(2011); the first ten minutes of the film is a dreamlike sequence that predicts accurately the narrative
which unfolds across the space of the movie including the final moment that the planet Earth collides
with the rogue planet of the film’s title.
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INTERCEPTOR (Negerplastik); This zone contains nine images which have been
constructed in response to the images found in Carl Einstein’s book on African
sculpture Negerplastik (1915). The objects in the images are three large scale sculptures
that take as their point of departure the ‘big rig’, which features heavily in the movie
Mad Max 2: The Road Warrior.*’ The vehicle is an example of riot architecture —
augmented, ad-hoc and heterogeneous; the contested object upon which the whole

movie hinges.

Ad-Hoc (Turbulent Surfaces) ‘is a glossary built on the recent resurgence of the
documentary form as a reliable carrier of politics in contemporary art production and is
structured around 'key' speeches taken from the Hollywood movies Network (1976),
Glengarry Glen Ross (1992), Boiler Room (2000), The Wolf of Wall Street (2012) and
Margin Call (2011) and takes as its point of departure recent documentary works by the
artists, Bernadette Corporation — Get Rid of Yourself (2004) and Renzo Martens —

Episode I1I: Enjoy Poverty (2009).

Autonomy? (Material Conjectures) is the title given to the full transcript of an email
conversation that took place between collaborators; an artist (myself) and a curator (my
collaborator on the cross disciplinary research practice called Material Conjectures)
over four days at the end of August 2011 and resumed across the month of December
2011. The conversation hinges on how the group might proceed with an exhibition and
symposium that attempts to interrogate and understand the conditions for thinking -
towards revitalising - the much debated problem of arts autonomy today. Through the
conversation, themes including the usefulness of dialogue and rhetoric are also

investigated.

¢ ‘Interceptor' is the name of the movie Mad Max 2: The Road Warrior in Spanish speaking countries.
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Idioticon (Die Antwoord): This zone is a glossary; a textual object that is constructed
upon the object Die Antwoord. Die Antwoord is a South African rap-rave combo’ from
Cape Town, who came to prominence in 2009 with a series of music videos uploaded to
the internet. I argue that Die Antwoord is a totality that, due to its employment of forms
of salvage aesthetics, its extension of the logics of adhocism, collage and assemblage
into a violent collision of styles is exemplary in relation to the material philosophy of

abstract realism.

Forcing Structures: this zone is the case study of a conference paper that looks closely
at the status of the artist in research and who the audience for such research is. The
conference took place at Birmingham Institute of Art and Design as part of a cross
institutional research initiative around practice led research degrees in March 2012. It
takes as its starting point an article in Art Monthly by Peter Suchin in which Suchin
questions the autonomy of the artist in university research departments and the 'problem’
of the practice led model of PhD in Fine Art in general. I argue against Suchin’s claims
through using the popular character Jason Bourne - the central figure in the first three
Bourne movies. ** I speculate upon the benefits of moving from a de-materialised
position of openness and fluidity to a closed and excessively material objectivity,

claiming that this is the key to autonomy in the institutional framework.

One Dimensional Disco; consists of a description and documentation of the artwork,
One Dimensional Disco (Kynastonmcshine, 2012) by Material Conjectures. The work
was constructed from three components I) Dark Priest; a sculpture and two
monochrome panels, II) Ping-Pong (DJ Set); the performance by the members of

Material Conjectures of 33 extracts of text taken directly from science fiction writing

* The three movies in the 'Bourne Trilogy'; The Bourne identity, directed by Doug Liman (2002), The
Bourne Supremacy (2004), The Bourne Ultimatum (2007) both directed by Paul Greengrass.
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and recent philosophical texts, the performance is twenty five minutes long, IIT) ... (all
the available free downloads of music files by Remi Gallego working as The

Algorithm)

Thomas Hirschhorns Material Philosophy of ‘Too Much’: This zone looks closely at
two recent works — The Crystal of Resistance, shown at the Swiss pavilion at the 54
Venice Biennale in 2011 and the work Concordia, Concordia (2012) shown in October
2012 at the Barbara Gladstone Gallery. This is done through the analysis of texts which
accompanied the shows. In this section I propose a reading of the works through what I
argue to be the artists own particular material philosophy; this I have called ‘Too-Much’
and consider this in relation to Hirschhorn’s historical precedent in Kurt Schwitters
material philosophy ‘Merz’ and how these are the practices that inform and are

extended by the material philosophy of abstract realism.

‘Sunrise shine in a Midnight Sky’: is a scientific report which documents a group of
experiments carried out in the studio that demonstrate a number of materials driven
construction methods. I show how these processes allow decisions to be made in
construction that are generated directly through characteristics and idiosyncrasies that
are present in the materials; this is a material philosophy that recognises the immanent
agency in material. Through describing these processes accurately I show the

intersection of artistic abstraction and philosophical realism found in the practice of

abstract realism.
Sector 2: ‘Blackplastic’

‘Blackplastic' is a new artwork presented across the architecture of a book which has

been submitted in part fulfilment of the overall PhD thesis. The artwork is generated
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through a close study of Carl Einstein's work on African sculpture, Negerplastik (1915);
a book which contained one essay and one hundred and eleven archival plates that
document a range of sub-Saharan African artefacts. The plates are presented isolated
from context with no indication of the object’s scale, colour, material, speculation on
the maker's intention or the objects function outside of what is apparent within the

depicted object.

‘Blackplastic’ takes these strategies found in Negerplastik as its point of departure. It is
made using one hundred and eleven full page adverts taken from the Spring/Summer
edition of Another magazine.*’ Onto this structure and attached using clear sticky tape
are one hundred and eleven isolated images of objects made from black plastic drawn
directly from the results of a Google image search for the term 'black plastic'. I used the
first one hundred and eleven images that were found to be suitable for the purpose of

making 'Blackplastic'.

*The magazine was chosen because it is a high gloss fashion periodical published biannually, the period
this edition covers the dates for this PhD thesis submission. The first 146 pages are full page fashion
adverts — this has meant | could make the work in one piece.
*The suitability of the images is defined by the lack of lack of context. Therefore images of objects in
relations - being used by humans or any situation in which the object is reduced to a 'part' do not
qualify.
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Abstract Realist Toolkit

In Post-Modernism Or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, Fredric Jameson
describes the non-anthropomorphic artist as, ‘strategic with military precision, an artist
whom studies the terrain and acts accordingly utilising superior technique drawn from

one’s own specific and idiosyncratic resources’.

I argue that abstract realism, in common with Jameson’s ‘non-anthropomorphic artist’,
is a group of non-anthropocentric strategies brought together and deployed in order to
construct new artwork inside the capitalist realist configuration of contemporary art.
These artworks are actual material gaps; constructions that mark boundaries and act like
barricades inside a situation which is invested in closing all gaps.51 To this end abstract
realism is a 'non-anthropocentric' material philosophy that salvages and reorients
contingent materials, in order to manufacture reified artworks. In this sense abstract
realism is explicitly connected to collage found first in synthetic cubism and then
augmented through its excessive use in Dada and in particular Kurt Schwitters’ own
development of the material philosophy ‘Merz’. Recently Evan Calder Williams has

described how ‘Merz’ leads to an inverted reification;

Schwitters is pivotal in this history (of salvage and late capitalism) for several reasons: his
association with Dada and Surrealism, his collages of selected refuse and trash, and his naming
of his art practice as Merz by decoupling it from commerz. In English, think stealing ‘merce’
away from ‘commerce’ to cut away the “with’ [‘com’] that describes the social relations of

* The use of the term 'barricade’ in this thesis is meant to describe the material - positive gap - outcome
of the method 'Adhocism'. 'Barricade' is a term - and image - with overtly leftist revolutionary
overtones; this is a misunderstanding in so far as barricades are employed across the political spectrum.
The characteristic all barricades share is that they cause a blockage; stops within a framework in order
to close off certain channels of liberty, of movement, of exchange and communication. To these ends
neo-liberalism uses barricades - a brief online search for the term will present an impressive array of
private and public barricades to purchase. Barricades are also 'ad-hoc'; they can be built from the
available materials of any given situation. Objects are gathered together to create a local and temporary
obstacle to instituted lines of movement and communication.
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economic life so as to leave behind the isolated objects themselves, in an inversion of how
reification happens.>

The works of H.P Lovecraft offer another example of such an approach to reification
from in the literary canon. Michel Houellebecq in his biography of Lovecraft calls the
author’s practical methodology ‘massive attack’, describing it as a technical assault that
disassociates the reader's knowledge through piling adjective upon adjective,
excessively augmenting his descriptions of horror and the topography of any
architectural setting for the stories. This assault never diminishes nor recedes
throughout Lovecraft's works. The Lovecraftian method of ‘massive attack’ is explicitly

related to the methodology of ‘adhocism’ found 1n this thesis.

The reification that Schwitters Merz', Lovecraft's 'massive attack', Hirschhorn's 'too
much' and abstract realism leads to is founded on the distinction of the artwork itself as
a product - a manufactured or constructed object - from its consumer. Not through the
quality - expense, rarity, luxury - of the materials employed in making the artwork, but
through a process of unbinding the relational regimes - the with [com] - in which these
materials of construction are caught. This inversion of the process of reification has

something in common with the reification that Jameson describes when he claims:

The feature of reification I want to insist on in the realm of cultural products is what generates a
radical separation between consumers and producers... At any rate, it is this as a fact that I
would like to talk about reification: in this sense of the way in which a product somehow shuts
out even from sympathetic participation, by imagination, in its production. It comes before us,
no questions asked, as something we could not begin to imagine doing for ourselves.”

*2 Evan Calder Williams, Combined and Uneven Apocalypse, Zero, Ropley, 2011, p37.
> Fredric James, Post-modernism, Or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, 1991.
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In keeping with this materialist logic of reification, Jameson describes a philosophical
distinction between the strategic artist as ‘non-anthropomorphic' who makes 'decisions
based on a superiority of technique and terrain assessment of counterforce, a shrewd
maximisation of one’s own specific and idiosyncratic resource’ (Jameson) and the artist

as intuitive genius described through the humanist narratives of high modernism.

The five methods described below are in the sense that Jameson describes, non-

anthropocentric and form the toolkit of abstract realism.

Adhocism: First used in relation to architecture in 1968; Charles Jencks coined the term
‘adhocism’ to describe a practical method for constructing from cheap materials and
contingent situations. In the book Adhocism: The Case for Improvisation (1972), co-
authored with Nathan Silver, Jencks describes this has ‘a method of creation relying
particularly on resources which are already at hand’.>* Jencks and Silver delineate two
dominant models of adhocism; ‘practical’ and ‘intentional’. The practical method is

anti-purist or non-reductive and operates:

by bringing together various, immediately-to-hand resources in an effort to satisfy a particular
need, adhocism may satisfy the specific problem with a juxtaposition of part solutions. For
example, it might be necessary to solve a problem without the usual materials or experts. Often
an impromptu combination including ‘unnecessary’ ingredients, or leaving over waste can fulfil
the need more economically than having to wait for the usual supplies.>

The intentional method is marked by an interest in goals and ends, but Jencks points out

the results are not necessarily expected or known:

Perhaps the oldest and simplest method of creatien consists of combining readily available
subsystems ad-hoc, since it is always easier to work with what is familiar and at hand than what

>* Charles Jencks and Nathan Silver, Adhocism, 1972,
% Charles Jencks and Nathan Silver, Adhocism, 1972.
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is removed in space and time. At any rate, this is the characteristic mode of creation in tribal
cultures, the creation of masks, clothing, weapons and shelter from the materials available such
as bone, shell, wood, hair, ete.

The dictionary definition of adhocism states that it is a political operation and is 'the
tendency to establish temporary, chiefly improvisational policies and procedures to deal

with specific problems and tasks'.

In military strategy an ad-hoc unit is the unification without synthesis of autonomous
entities; an improvised grouping of elements forced together for direct — non-discursive

- action in unpredictable situations.

A recent example of adhocism in capitalist realism is described in the film Margin Call
(2011). Based on the real time events that triggered the global financial crisis of 2008,
the film depicts how a large (Lehman Brothers, Goldman-Sachs, Bear Stearns type)
investment bank that has been betting on debt - mortgage backed securities - recognises
the oncoming local crisis - the firm’s assets are projected to fall by 25%, leading to a
projected loss of more than the company's market capitalization and acts accordingly.
The film shows how a group of employees - including a well remunerated scapegoat -
are put into action to prevent the collapse of that one firm at the expense of the markets
at large; the decision is taken that the bank sell off all its toxic assets in a fire sale to its
existing customers. The margin call the firm makes leads to a domino effect and the

crash of an entire asset class.

This method of repurposing materials which exhibit characteristics or suitability's for
the purpose of a particular requirement is a fundamental element of abstract realism. As

an organising philosophy on its own, adhocism is dismissed for tending towards

*® Charles Jencks and Nathan Silver, Adhocism, 1972.
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responding to the 'urgent' and to 'fire fighting' - not permanent enough in its projection

and too local in its focus.

In the construction of artworks, this is precisely its strength; it means that abstract
realism can respond to the quickly changing and uneven environment of capitalist

realism making it always adaptable and bespoke for the given situation.

Following Jencks and Silver, the adhocism employed in abstract realism is both

intentional and practical.

Bludgeon: In military history the bludgeon or club is a primitive form of weaponry
used in close quarters combat. Like its namesake - the simplest and oldest of all
weapons systems - bludgeon is designed specifically for actual material encounters or
close quarters combat making it particularly effective in the closed rooms and white
cubes of contemporary art galleries. The bludgeon is a one dimensional surface which
can demonstrate material statements that are indifferent to discourse. In this sense it
functions in the same way as a full stop or an exclamation mark. In the arena of art, the
bludgeon is the architect of an asymmetrical encounter. In this sense, bludgeon is non-
dialectical, encapsulating all the cruelty this suggests through its indifference to
whatever thought is projected towards it or not, forcing anything — subject or object -

that encounters it to reconfigure to its material reality.

Conjecture: is a method in which any product that has been generated through the
experimental processes employed in studio practice is posited. These conjectures are not

hypothetical — that is to say they are not necessarily testable statements based on
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accepted knowledge - they are thrown together and speculative. At the moment of their
positing they are unproven in any academic or scientific sense — they are not inter-
subjectively agreed; they are conjectures. Conjecture is a posited argument that appears
to be true or correct through the force of its delivery — the bludgeon. At the point of the
conjecture being posited it is absolutely unclear whether it is a proven conjecture —
proved to be true - a false conjecture — disproved through the employment of a counter-
example - or an undecidable conjecture — independent from the generally accepted
terms of its context. The point of conjecture is its capacity to break with accepted
thought; thus conjecture is often unacceptable and often indefensible — I claim that this
is due to any defence of a conjecture inevitably having to be fought on the terms it
intends to move us beyond. For this reason conjecture cannot engage in the kind of
tortured qualifications that might convince or appease its critics. Karl Popper proposes
in Conjectures and Refutations: the Growth of Scientific Knowledge, all scientific
theories are only ever conjectures, naturally fallible. Refuting older theories and
formulating new conjectures is for Popper, the paramount process of scientific
discovery.57 Throughout this thesis, conjecture is employed to question the veracity of a
number of accepted forms and designations that have helped construct the contemporary

fagade of art; conjecture is a speculative arrow fired at a particular target.

Glossary: is the name I give to a making process that takes already existing objects and
builds on them through a process of adding materials — these include but are not
restricted to quotes, commentary, interviews, historical references, objects - which have

been subtracted from the body of already existing situations — text books, internet

> Karl Popper, Conjectures and Refutations, Routeledge, London, 1963,
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forums, movie scripts, magazines, artworks, etc. Glossary is always improvised and
bespoke in that it is constructed towards a particular problem and at the point glossary is
presented it is following Carl Einstein a ‘totality’. The tool, glossary, allows for the
development of discreet and expansive realist objects. Leading me to propose that
glossary is an object that is rigidly determined as such, not by an inter-subjective
agreement, but from within itself; from its immanent object-hood. The objects they are
built on initially exist in the world and the structure they form is para-mathematical -
other examples are algorithms, Mandelbrotian fractal geometry - these objects can grow
and develop in ways that are excessive and unpredictable. For this reason, I propose the
process of glossary as a contemporary anti razor. This anti razor departs from the work
of the razor as it is conceived as an empirical reduction of an object to necessity, toward
a realist expansion of it. Glossary, then, is imprecise as an operation in distinction to the
surgical accuracy demanded by the precision slicing — a process known as reduction - of
the razor, instead it is excessive, piling material on to material — a process known as
augmentation - allowing into it contingent factors and the configuration of monsters —
objects that exceed limits. This in turn, I speculate, leads to the construction of a
positive gap or a barricade — what we have already termed abstract realism - a reified
object that breaks with the efforts to appropriate it into a communicative unity or

holistic whole.

Qualitatively Punctual: is a phrase that is borrowed from the theorist Carl Einstein’s
description of Cubist painting and African sculpture and describes here any constructed
situation (object) that contains multiple objects displaying distinct characteristics; that is

to say, situations that are constructed from elements that are discontinuous with each
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other, becoming unified without synthesis — never becoming a holistic whole and
resisting the post-Kantian subjects desire to idealise it into a coherent world picture, the
famous and fallacious unity of the manifold. Not only a method for constructing
artworks, qualitatively punctual can be applied to the dissemination of the artwork and

describes accurately its non-relation to the site of its display and whatever encounters it.
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acknowledgement of the artwork’s non-relational reality; this in turn leads us to the
thought of the artwork-as-absolute. This is not to claim artworks as being necessary
entities. It is to speculate on the work of art as — following Carl Einstein - a totality, not
in need of - what Wilhelm Worringer refers to as empathy — that is, a viewer to
empathise with it, a participant or any other relation to activate it or subjective
interpretation or interaction to complete it. This project is constructed on the knowledge

that these are the modalities most typical to the conventions of contemporary art.

Abstraction (in Art History):

e Inits early modernist formulation, abstraction in art is reduced to being
either lyrical (Kandinsky, Klee) or geometric (Malevich, Rodchenko,
Mondrian, van Doesburg) and later in its reappraisal as part of the high
modernist power play as either idealist (Kandinsky, Klee, Mondrian,
Malevich) or materialist (Rodchenko, van Doesburg) latterly in its
postmodern deconstruction it is merely ironic (Neo-Geo).

e Current theory and practice around abstraction tends to focus on 1) an
implied openness that allows for any viewers individual subjective
interpretation, II) its decorative qualities, III) as the perpetual return of a
frozen style easily co-opted by Capital. The use of the term abstraction in
this thesis should be understood to be operative rather than merely
descriptive; looking like abstract art is by no means a guarantor of
abstraction — in other words abstraction here is not a particular aesthetic

category alone.
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e Itis intended here that I find a new (non-) definition for abstraction in order
to jump start it away from the deprivations of art history and the
impoverishments of aesthetic categories.

¢ Inits earliest mediaeval use the term 'abstraction’ simply meant 'extraction’.
If we approach abstraction from the position of materialists, abstraction
would be, the extraction of an element from its context — a reduction to the
relation between the extracted element(s) crystals, oil, worker, etc. - and the
situation from which it has been extracted — matrix, the ground, etc.
Alternatively I argue tﬁat taking a realist position towards abstraction
enables the acknowledgement of the totality of that element as an end in
itself, discontinuous with any context; demonstrative of its own autonomy
from all the other elements that make up the situation; its being is not
predicated on its relation to that which it was abstracted from, is next to, or
perceived to be in opposition to. Abstraction in these terms is a realist

expansion of objects.

Adhocism;

Adhering to the spirit of adhocism... Frank Gehry's own house in Los Angeles is rather a
collision of parts, built to stay but with a deliberately unfinished, ordinary builder like sensibility
of parts. An existing and very pedestrian two-story gambrel-roofed clapboard residence had
much of its interior removed and walls stripped back to their original two-by- four stud frame,
beams, and rafters. It was then expanded by wrapping the old house with a metal slipcover
creating a new set of spaces around its perimeter. The anti-refinement type enclosure is built of
the most mundane materials, corrugated aluminum metal siding, plywood, glass and chain-link
fencing, and deliberately has randomly slanted lines and angled protrusions. Although the house
retains a certain minimalist sense, the effort here is cluttered expressionistic and the sensibility is
freely intended as artistically intuitive, of accident not resolved. The palette is anti-high-tcch in
preference for a visual presence that is off-the-shelf and ordinary ‘cheap tech.' Gehry considers
buildings as sculpture with the freedom from restraint that this might imply, hence it is not
surprising that his work has an affinity to the collages of Robert Rauschenberg, especially in the
artist's ripped cardboard assemblage period of the 1970s. (Gehry himself designed a linc of
corrugated cardboard furniture.) From ERBERT MUSCHAMP The Gehry House: A
Brash Landmark Grows Up Published: October 07, 1993
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ritually killed through administering a tap on the animals head. These adze-shaped
bludgeons served not only the aesthetic function of the ritual but as aesthetic objects in
themselves; intricately carved and decorated beyond their functionality often depicting
stylised human heads. Polynesian clubs and bludgeons were made from ironwood and
mostly adorned with geometric surface carvings although zoomorphic images have been
recognised (strictly speaking this differentiates Tongan from Samoan bludgeons and -
each Polynesian island has its own distinct aesthetic for bludgeon decoration). These
precise and intricate carvings detract nothing from the force of the object both in its use
and 1n itself. The British Museum's Easter Island fish club is a particularly fine example
of how these bludgeons hold an aesthetic beyond the actualities of use. West African
battle and ceremonial clubs differ greatly from the Oceanic varieties and are
distinguished by a long handle with a long angled spike or a paddle like blade; both less
ornate and tooled than the Polynesian or Melanesian examples but not less effective or
affective. The worldwide Cthulhuan cult’s own ceremonial clubs are impossible to
distinguish from the local objects of the places in which their rituals still take place. In
Phillip Guston's painting Edge of Town (1969), two hooded figures carry sticks with

nails driven into them — facilitating a vicious bite into whatever it comes up against.

Bludgeon as a method in abstract realism is materially excessive and as the name
suggests, it is not precise or subtle in its operations. It is one of the conjecture’s of this
research that the artwork as an end in itself can deal a blow to the putative relativism of

contemporary art.

Closed structures: Artworks as closed structures are absolute and therefore, following
Badiou, non-relational. They break decisively with the relational regimes of linguistic

mediation; that is to say the external measure of the subjective/interpretative axis of
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contemporary art. Due to them being, following Carl Einstein totalities; objects that are
not open to interpretation and not in need of completion by the viewing subject. Closed
structures are discontinuous with the expectation of the viewer for them to become
visual epistemological triggers alone. The closed artwork does not require the viewer to
complete it through the process of reducing it into meaning or knowledge only. (See

Autonomy, Totality, Realism and Non-Relation)

Conjecture: Through experimentation or tinkering popularly known as studio practice,
conjectures are drawn out. The nature of conjecture — the positing of an argument
without proofs - makes it an important method for art practice; one that is employed
throughout this practice led research. Conjecture is an element of the abstract realist

toolkit

(Philosophical Frameworks for) Contemporary Art: Post- Kantian philosophies;
philosophies that insist on the primacy of the human-world relation, what Graham
Harman refers to as philosophies of access - phenomenology, empiricism and
existentialism — as well as what Badiou calls, the anti-philosophies (Sophists) of the
linguistic turn — psychoanalysis, post-structuralism, deconstruction - are the strands of
thought that privilege the place of meaning over that of any reality whatsoever. These
are the philosophical frameworks that most often inform and are employed to bolster
contemporary art practice; securing its own acceptance and promotion of the
interweaving of subject and object. This has been achieved through the active collapsing
of any perceived distinction between artwork and artist — artwork and audience —
audience and artist into a unity or wholeness; a situation that serves only to diminish the

artwork, subjugating it to the impoverishments of individual interpretation.
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Excess: In his critical essay on the work of science-fiction horror writer H.P Lovecraft,
H.P Lovecraft: Against the World, Against Life (1991) Michel Houellebecq elucidates
Lovecraft's creative methodology as a fidelity to excessive description and precise

topographic detail which taken together Houellbecq calls ‘massive attack’:

His way of using mathematical concepts, of precisely indicating the topography of each location
of a drama, his mythology, hid demoniac library have all been borrowed; but no one has ever
attempted to imitate these passages where he sets aside all stylistic restraint, where adjectives
and adverbs pile up on one another to the point of exasperation, and he utters exclamations of
pure delirium such as: "Hippopotami should not have human hands and carry crazy torches...
men should not have the heads of crocodiles.

Gallery: The art gallery is the space for testing the conjectures of art. Therefore the
outputs generated in the studio spaces, Studio 24 and the PhD Studio, have been tested
in gallery exhibitions only. The gallery is the site that all the work is made for and the
only context in which the work should be encountered; this is in order to enable the

most complete rigour in the analysis of its success or failure.

Glossary: Glossary is a structure built for a specific purpose. It is a group of definitions,
proclamations, quotes and conjectures collected from many sources, an ad-hoc set of
materials forming a Para-mathematical object. Glossary is one element of the abstract

realist toolkit.

Immanent qualities: The inherent characteristics contained within the boundaries of

the thing itself.

Less excusably than La Fontaine, the Greek fabulist wrote of the Cigale of the books, instead of
interrogating the living Cigale, whose cymbals were resounding on every side, careless of the
real, he followed tradition.*®

*% J.H. Fabre in Social Life of the Insect World (1911) attacks the privileging of the cultural construction of
insects over the scientific real. Jean de la Fontaine mistook the Cigale for a Grasshopper. The ‘Greek
fabulist’ is £sop and the fable is The Cigale and the Ant.
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Interceptor: is the title of the movie Mad Max 2: The Road Warrior (1981) in Spain
and Spanish speaking countries. It is the collective title of a series of sculptures which
have been developed from the image of the ‘big rig’ that features heavily in the movie.
In the movie the vehicle is a contested object, becoming the site of violent conflict.
During the final scenes of the film the rig’s existing architecture is augmented; modified
with a snow plough shovel, barbed wire and welded spikes to optimise its ability to act
as a battering ram for bludgeoning a way through the crowd of savage mutant punks and

petro-perverts that intend to capture it and the precious fuel it carries.
Material:

* In this thesis, material is the generic term applied to any matter that can
be posited, modelled or manipulated to form a boundary or a significant
surface.

e In military terms, material refers to the specific requirements for

completing a particular mission.
Material Conjectures:

e Material Conjectures (AUTONOMY?) is the title given to the transcript
of an email conversation that took place between an artist and curator
over four days at the end of August 2011 and resumed across the month
of December 2011. The conversation hinges on how they might proceed
with an exhibition and symposium that attempts to interrogate and
understand the conditions for thinking - towards revitalising - the much

debated problem of art’s autonomy today. Through the conversation the
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usefulness of dialogue and rhetoric are also investigated. The full
transcript forms one element of this thesis.

Material Conjectures is the name of a collective endeavour that brings
together — and unilateralises - research strands relevant to my artistic
practice and the curatorial practice of Kirsten Cooke.

Material Conjectures was formed in direct response to a series of
agreements and disagreements regarding the real in art and to locate
strategies and build structures that resist the impoverishing effects that
much recent exhibition practice inflicts upon art and artworks. Contra to
this situation, Material Conjectures is developing exhibitions and events,
artworks and texts that challenge the interpretative and representational
drives of contemporary art; strategies that I argue in this thesis, reiterate
neo-liberal values.

In practice Material Conjectures deliver ad-hoc events and exhibitions
that include paintings, objects, image, sound and text; closed structures

against the contemporary cult of communication and openness.

Negerplastik: is the title of a book by the theorist Carl Einstein. When it was published
in 1915 Negerplastik provided a shock to the established paradigms of both western art
theory and colonialist anthropology — at the time Einstein was seen as the most
important theorist of modern art in Germany, having already published extensively on
cubism. The book’s main intention is a thorough critique of the paradigms of Western
art practice and theory through a study of the sculptural objects of sub-Saharan Africa.
The book presented an affront to academic art theory not only in its content but in its

form. The work appears as an introductory essay to one hundred and eleven
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photographic representations of artefacts; these plates have no textual detail to make the

reader aware of provenance, context, scale, colour, material or indeed any description

beyond the images as they appear. This is also the case with the book’s text; it is

accompanied by no footnotes or endnotes. The book, Negerplastik, also provides this

thesis with many of its structural cues.

Non-Relation: is a relation without relation, an encounter based on the absence of the

co- that guarantees relation. The term describes a situation in which the

incommensurability of two terms cannot be solved by being reduced to a simple

opposition — it is then, the non-dialectical; for us here the non-relation occurs for the

subject/thought and the object/artwork.

Badiou tells us that non-relation is a confrontational encounter between
terms that cannot be placed into a simple opposition and therefore makes
apparent the lack of a common measure between the positions. The
importance of non-relation is its paradoxical and confrontational
configuration — opposed to doxa; agreement, common belief or opinion -
to any given situation. Examples Badiou provides include the non-
relation between violence — of power — and creative thought, and
between amorous love and tradition — the law of the family; of marriage.
Laruelle claims, in his description of his own method called non-

philosophy, that non-relation is a unilateral duality;

Non-philosophy typically operates in the following way: everything is processed
through a duality (of problems) which does not constitute a Two or a pair and through
an ‘identity’ (of problems, and hence a solution) which does not constitute a Unity or
synthesis. This is known as that of the ‘Unilateral duality’ which is just as much
‘identity’.”

5 Frangois Laruelle, A Summary of Non-Philosophy, Pli 8, 1999, pp 138-148.
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Here Laruelle, like Badiou, makes clear that non-relation is non-dialectical and hence
there is no sublation of one element by or into another: no unity, the duality does not
synthesise into something like a Platonic ‘mitkon’ or agreeable mixture (solution) that
in the end re-inscribes a bi-lateral relation leaving the hegemony of the subject
maintained. Instead, as the Laruelle scholar Ray Brassier (for a full and thorough
summation — and critique - of Laruelle’s project see Brassier’s chapter ‘Being Nothing’
in his book Beyond Nihil) has pointed out, through the process of unilateral duality

(non-relation) thought itself becomes a thing;

It is no longer thought that determines the object, whether through representation or intuition,
but rather the object that seizes thought and forces it to think it, or better according to it. As we
have seen, this objective determination takes the form of a unilateral duality whereby the object
thinks through the subject.”

Non-Representational: This research project is invested in the notion that there is no
distinction between art practice on one hand, and research on the other. The work
contained in this thesis actively questions this distinction and the relation that is
constructed thereby, believing it to be entirely false. The project attempts this in order to
reposition practice-led research away from an emphasis on the representation and
interpretation of the relation between practice and research towards the realism of

: . . 61
experimental practice as research itself.

% Ray Brassier, Beyond Nihil: Enlightenment and Extinction, Palgrave, London, 2007.
* The human geographer Nigel Thrift has developed a non-representational theory that avoids
representing and interpreting social relationships focussing instead upon practices, and in particular
how human and non-human formations are acted out or performed. Nigel Thrift, Non-Representational
Theory: Space/politics/affect, 2008.
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Object oriented:

If we define “object™ as that which has a unified and autonomous life apart from its relations,
accidents, qualities, and moments, it is obvious that objects remain unpopular in philosophy
today. To some they sound a bit too much like old-fashioned substance, and in our time
everyone is united in cursing and whipping those substances.®

One dimensional surface: Is a punctual distinction; a bullet point, a full stop and an
exclamation mark; it is also the rhetorical question mark. The importance of the one

dimensional surface 1s its ability to deliver a direct statement of ‘fact’.

Openess (as the ideal in contemporary art): is in keeping with the ideals of Charles
Jencks’ theory of ‘adhocism’ first deployed in relation to architectural theory. Forty
years on openness is arguably a tool for the ideological construction of neo-liberalism
traced by the political scientist Jodi Dean in Democracy and other Neo- Liberal

Fantasies: Communicative Capitalism and Left Politics (2009);

The concept of communicative capitalism designates the strange merging of democracy and
capitalism in which contemporary subjects are produced and trapped. It does so by highlighting
the way networked communications bring the two together. The values heralded as central to
democracy take material form in networked communications technologies. Ideals of access,
inclusion, discussion, and participation come to be realized in and through expansions,
intensifications, and interconnections of global telecommunications. Changes in information and
communication networks associated with digitalization, speed, (of computer processors as well
as conectivity), memory/storage capacity impact capitalism and democracy, accelarating and
intensifying some elements of each as they consolidate the two into a new ideological
formation... Rhetorics of access, participation, and democracy work ideologically to secure the
technological infrastructure of neo-liberalism, an invidious and predatory economic project.

Painting: This project is driven by an investigation into the practice of painting; the

mechanics, materials and histories of painting. The object of painting provides the

* Graham Harman, ‘Objects, Matter, Sleep and Death’ (2009) in Towards Speculative Realism, Zero,
Ropley, 2010
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launch-pad for the outputs generated by this research; these can and do manifest as

many things, including paintings, sculptural objects, glossaries, digital images and texts.

Pictorial: The use of the term pictorial is explicitly relational and connected to what we
might call a neo-Kantian paradigm of visual epistemology in which the artwork needs a
viewer to complete it, forcing it to become exclusively for us; that is to say the artwork
is only ever a mediator of visual knowledge or meaning; representations between
subjectivities. As Carl Einstein points out through his critique of Western arts bias

towards the pictorial;

The spectator was woven into the sculpture; he became an inseparable functional component of
it {...] The sculpture was the subject of a conversation between two persons. This kind of
sculpture was bound to be interested above all in predefining the effect and the beholder in
advancel...] (the sculptor) shifted the emphasis to the visual activity of the viewer and modelled
with touches, so that the construction of the actual form would be left to the viewer 63

Thus, any artwork whatever, that offers itself up as an unfinished object in need of the

perceiving consciousness of a human subject to complete it can be termed, pictorial.

Politics: One of the most apprehend-able characteristics of contemporary art production
is its appeal — through its pictorialism - to democratic idealism. This democratisation is
manifested in many ways and takes a myriad of forms that are intended to result in open
frameworks for producing and consuming art. The recent developments in art towards
workshop, audience driven, consultation and think tank models are the most extreme
examples of art that offers the illusion of inclusivity and the possibility of redemption; a
situation in which every voice is said to be as relevant as any other. This turning toward
a democratisation of art and its institutions are the outcome of a number of factors that

serve as contemporary arts current neoliberal conditions. These are;

** Carl Einstein, Negerplastik, 1915.
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e Anambition generated by artists themselves to break down any
distinction between producer and consumer, author and reader leading to
an interweaving that is intended to dissolve any border and flatten any
hierarchical structure.

e Anambition generated by arts funding bodies to widen the audiences for
the products of art and offer an open door alternative to what is
traditionally viewed as closed and elitist.

e Through the notion that art is intrinsically redemptive and/or therapeutic
that through producing, consuming, participating in art we become

‘better’.

Positive Gaps: Abstract realism manufactures positive gaps. What does this mean?
Positive gaps are non-relational material structures. They are positive because they are
not negative - void spaces, subtracted from the situation - which is only ever relational.

They are positive because they are absolute in themselves.

Punctuation:

It is less well known that even punctuation marks (for example, the hyphen in expressions such

as Being-in-the-world) can take on a technical function.®

o -, L) O, ete.

Qualitatively Punctual: This thesis is a monograph, and thus by definition a single
document; a complete text in-it-self, and while the thesis form insists on a structure that

runs from introduction to conclusion. Here I am not interested in the text proceeding in

64 Giorgio Agamben, ‘Absolute Immanence’ in Potentialities, Stanford University Press, 1999.
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terms of a linear succession, nor should we be concerned with introducing a Bergsonian
model of ‘duration’ defined as ‘a succession of qualitative changes’; that is to say the
structure of this thesis is not intending to construct a whole writ along the axis of a past,
present, future narrative whatsoever. Instead, this thesis sets out to actively investigate
the spatial logics of abstract realism by challenging any such unity and demonstrating

the qualitatively punctual character of studio practice.

Re-: Reanimate, Redeploy, Reoccupy, Reorient, Repackage, Reposition, Research,

Reset, Reshuffle, etc.

Representation:

1. The act or an instance of representing or the state of being represented

2. Anything that represents, such as a verbal or pictorial portrait

3. Anything that is represented, such as an image brought clearly to mind

4. (Government, Politics & Diplomacy) the principle by which delegates act for a
constituency

5. A body of representatives

6. (Law) Contract law a statement of fact made by one party to induce another to enter
into a contract

7. (Law) an instance of acting for another, on his authority, in a particular capacity,
such as executor or administrator

8. (Performing Arts / Theatre) a dramatic production or performance

9. (Often plural) a statement of facts, true or alleged, esp. one set forth by way of
remonstrance or expostulation

10. (Linguistics) Linguistics an analysis of a word, sentence, etc., into its constituents®

(Speculative) Realism:

For it could be that contemporary philosophers have lost the great outdoors, the
absolute outside of pre-critical thinkers; that outside which was not relative to us, and
which was given as indifferent to its own giveness to be what it is, existing in itself
regardless of whether we are thinking of it or not; that outside which thought could
explore with the legitimate feeling of being on foreign territory — of being entirely
elsewhere. %

zz http://www.thefreedictionary.com/representation last viewed 27/03/2013
Quentin Meillessoux, After Finitude, 2008.
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At the very start of his collection of lecture papers — published as Towards Speculative
Realism, written between 1997 and 2009, Graham Harman clarifies two important

points;

e Realism is a matter of commitment.

e By ‘realist’ I mean that these philosophies all *reject the central teaching
of Kant’s Copernican Revolution, which turns philosophy into a
meditation on human finitude and forbids it from discussing reality in
itself. By ‘speculative’ I mean that none of them merely defend a dull
commonsense realism of genuine trees and billiard balls existing outside
the mind, but a darker form of ‘weird realism’ bearing little resemblance

to the propositions of everyday life.

Regardless of the internal politics and disagreements that have come to define the
speculative realists, all the thinkers involved are united in their rejection of neo-
Kantianisms privileging of the human-world correlate as the only site for philosophical

enquiry and the prohibition against anything at all existing outside of human thought.

Riot Architecture: Is improvised, augmenting existing structures and inherent logics
and characteristics with new materials and situations.; some examples of riot
architecture are most obviously barricades — both ad-hoc and standardised - but also the
rogue CIA agent Jason Bourne,® the Gehry House in Santa Monica and the ‘Big Rig’

from the movie Mad Max 2. Riot architecture stages and objectifies social relations.

Scientific Report: The thesis contains a number of scientific reports that are drawn up

using standard templates. These reports contain a variety of information. Some record

* Bourne is the main protagonist in the movie trilogy — Bourne Identity (2002), Bourne Supremacy
{2004} and Bourne Uitimatum (2007}
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the details of material experiments carried out in the controlled environment (laboratory
conditions) of the studio, others collect data generated through projects developed with
external partners. The form of the scientific report proves useful in this instance due to it
providing a readymade framework through which to carry out a variety of scientific
investigations into the material structures being developed. The scientific nature of the
reports included here — as opposed to the social sciences equivalent of the case study
that facilitates a humanist approach i.e. phenomenological, psychoanalytical - allows for
a subjective distancing through direct observation and measurement of the materials

used, processes employed and the outcomes these generate.

Separate studios: The experiments gathered in this thesis were carried out in two

studio spaces located in the city of Sheffield, UK:

e Studio 24, Bloc Studios, Eyre Street, Sheffield is a self-contained studio space in
an artist run studio block. This site is a space employed exclusively for painted
or ‘wet’ experimentation. It is here that any work which demands the use of
liquid paint of any description — oil, acrylic, household, industrial, etc. — takes
place.

e PhD Studio, S1 Artspace, Trafalgar Street, Sheffield is a shared space. A large
part of this space is dedicated to the making of large scale experiments,
presentations and meetings. This is the space in which constructed or ‘dry’

works are developed.

Swerve: Louis Althusser’s theory of ideology in which any situation or system is
constructed by contingent factors leads Althusser to develop, following the atomist

philosopher Epicurus, what he refers to as a ‘materialism of the encounter’. In his text
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‘The Underground Current of the Materialism of the Encounter’, Althusser endeavours

to in his own words:

bring out: the existence of an almost completely unknown materialist tradition in the history of
philosophy: the materialism of the rain, the swerve, the encounter, the take... a materialism of
the encounter, and therefore of the aleatory and contingency.®®

A philosophy that Althusser claims ‘rejects all notion of the origin, (and) takes as its
point of departure [...] nothingness’. The text proposes against the necessity of things,
in favour of the thought that all things are the products of chaos. Claiming that there is
no essence that necessitates the existence of anything and there is only the throw of the
dice, the effects of chance; what the philosopher calls swerve. Taking as his model and
point of departure, Althusser speaks of the Epicurian image of the rain of atoms falling
parallel in the void, atoms which encounter each other through the intervention of a
minimal force or ‘clinamen’. This is illustrated as a swerve in the parallel trajectory of
the atoms that Marx, Engels and Lenin; sends them crashing into one another forcing an
encounter that forms the basis of the construction of any situation whatever — for a
world to occur from this the encounter has to ‘take hold’. Althusser argues that the
contingency of the swerve and the encounters that hold after the initial encounter
provides us with a materialist thought that distinguishes itself fully from all narratives of
necessity and teleology detectable in what Althusser refers to as the idealism of all

‘materialism in the rationalist tradition’.

The Proprietorial Fallacy: Describes the commonly held - tacit even - notion that

objects need a human-centred linguistic mediation - representation - to exist. For the

®8 Louis Alth usser, Philosophy of the Encounter:Later Writings, 1978-1987, trans. G.M Goshgarian, Verso,
London 2006.
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proprietorial fallacy there is no mind independent reality, there is only that which can be

correlated to the human.

The writer of, following Graham Harman, ‘weird realism’ H.P. Lovecraft starts one of
his best known tales, The Call of Cthulhu (1926) with a realist attack on what I am
calling ‘the proprietorial fallacy’, “The most merciful thing in the world, I think, is the

inability of the human mind to correlate all of its contents’.%

‘Proprietorial” is meant here as it is meant in legalese as, ‘enjoying exclusive right or
ownership of things’. ‘Fallacy’ is a misconception, a presumption and an error in
reasoning. The proprietorial fallacy is the term used here to describe the mistaken belief
that as humans we possess completely the object world around us — the idea prevalent in
all neo-Kantian philosophies that the world is ‘for us’ only, whether that manifests
through transcendental operations — empirical reductions or anthropomorphism. It also
explicitly connects these anthropocentrisms to the economic construction of neo-

liberalism and its defining characteristics of acquisition and ownership.

Totality: Carl Einstein (b.1885) was a Jewish German intellectual active between 1910
and his suicide in the Pyrenees in 1940. Einstein was an art historian, an art critic and a
founding editor of the influential journal Documents (1929 — 1931) with Georges
Bataille. During the Great War he was a serving soldier posted to occupied Belgium —
where he studied closely the collections of Congolese artefacts held by Belgium’s
museums. Radicalised by the Great War he along with his friends George Grosz, Otto
Dix and Weiland Herzfeld — with whom he started the satirical political magazine Die
Pleite (Bankruptcy) — became a committed anarchist; he fought as a member of the

anarchist brigade known has the Durruti Column during the Spanish civil war. In 1928

®H.P Lovecraft, The Call of Cthulhu, 1926
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Einstein forced himself into exile in Paris along with other Jewish German intellectuals
and artists. In 1929 the first issue of Documents was published. Although he is best
remembered as Georges Bataille’s foil on the Documents editorial team Einstein’s
contribution to modernist art theory; in particular his pre-Documents works
Negerplastik (1915) and ‘Totality’ (1916) are in my view just as important and perhaps
more relevant — in the wake of postmodernism — to our own artistic, political and

economic moment. For example;

The optical naturalism of Western art is not the imitation of external nature; rather, the nature
that is passively imitated here is merely the vantage point of the viewer. Whence the geneticism,
the excessive relativism that characterises most of our art. This art adapted itself to the beholder
(frontality, distant image), and increasingly the production of the final optical form was entrusted
to an actively participating beholder.”

The essay ‘Totality’ (1916) appeared over three instalment’s in the radical journal Die
Aktion and according to the Einstein scholar and translator Charles W. Haxthausen in
the introduction to his recent translation of the essay; Einstein makes a case for ‘visual
art as a totality that would work to disrupt models of subjectivity, which hinge on a

subject’s experience of art as knowledge’. He goes on;

Einstein’s totality posited a model for art that was radically incommensurable with the
expectations of a subject who would appropriate it, neo-Kantian style, as visual knowledge —
whether conceptually, through unconscious inference, or non-conceptually as pure visibility.

The artwork as ‘totality’ then is non-discursive; a total system that Einstein claims;

cannot experience an ordering or articulation by means of some external instrument , but which
is organised within and for itself. The total object absorbs every psychological process that is
purposely directed towards it as it also absorbs every form of causality. Causal analysis is purely
retrospective and always exceeds the concrete object; causes are substituted; but not the totality.
The causes of the object always lie in another, posthumous plane than the object itself.”!

;o Carl Einstein, Negerplastik, 1915.
! Carl Einstein, ‘Totality’, trans. Charles w. Haxthausen in October, Vol. 107, Winter, 2004, pp115 - 121
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Beyond the Proprietorial Fallacy

"They (the Moderns) do have a fetish, the strangest one of all: they deny to the objects they
fabricate the autonomy they have given them. They pretend they are not surpassed, outstripped
by events. They want to keep their mastery, and they find its source within the human subject,

the origin of action’.
(Bruno Latour, On the Modern Cult of the Factish Gods,2011 )
1. Object Abuse?
What do we mean by Object Abuse? And how do we identify the abusers?

I do not feel qualified to speak on behalf of objects and I harbour no hope that -
however hard I listen - objects can speak for them-selves. It is impossible for me to
know whether the T.V. remote control -laid next to me as I write this - is abusing the
upholstered 'two seater' settee it —and I - sits upon or whether the blue shopping bag
leaning perilously over it constitutes a kind of abuse; I just cannot know. I am sure
though that I, as a human, have abused many objects over many years and that I am not
alone in this transgression. Let us begin by distinguishing some of the ways that objects

are abused by humans at every opportunity.
Objects are abused when they are...

1) Transcended by idealists.

ii) Reduced to knowledge by empiricists.
ii1) Exhausted by relationists.

iv) Anthropomorphised by humanists.
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All these abuses (and others like them) are carried out — whether you are aware of your
or not - in the name of anti-realism. That is to say, they are all intended to deny the
object its reality as a thing-in-itself and to disavow the objects autonomy from the
thinking - human — subject. Thus refusing any chance of an objective reality; that is to

say a world independent of the human mind.

The philosopher Martin Heidegger describes how humans transcend the objects they
encounter so completely that the thing — whatever is not human in the relation —
disappears; exhausted of any autonomy and of any distinction from us it might harbour;
transcended by human consciousnéss. According to Heidegger, things only ever become
truly visible at the moment there discrepancy to our needs is made apparent and they
become useless to us. In this sense the discrepant object — the thing that no longer
identifies with us, that is distinct from us or the object that is insistently indifferent to
our requirements and desires for it - is the real object. In his book Zeit und Zein (1927)
Heidegger illustrates the human object relationship through his analysis of equipment
and the metaphor of the hammer describing how at the moment the hammer breaks we
no longer have any purchase upon it; it is no longer useful to the human that needs to
transcend it into the fallacy that states— it exists only for me to use. The result being that
the broken hammer goes through a change in status that finds it escaping from its
human capture; it becomes an object, an end-in-it-self — autonomous from us — its
assumed relation to the human, its presumed raison d’etre becomes no longer

applicable- and thus ungraspable.

To claim that the world exists independently of human thought or perception of it is
problematic in light of what Quentin Miellessoux calls the ‘correlationist circle’.

Correlationism states the very simple claim, that to think a world outside thought is
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impossible because by thinking it, it is already inside thought; for Meillessoux this
equation is both simpler and more devastating than the assertion of a mind independent
reality made by any realism. Meillessoux is just one voice coming from recent
continental philosophy that claims correlationism has been the point of departure for
Western philosophy since Emmanuel Kant wrote his famous critiques — Critique of
Practical Reason, Critiqgue of Pure Reason and the Critique of Judgement; a situation
that has lead to the once distinct categories of subject and object becoming fused into
what Richard Rorty has termed interwovenness (Richard Rorty following Donald
Davidson goes further than most and ontologises the relation). As Meillessoux points
out, this interwovenness found in the primacy of the subject — world relation is the
defining characteristic of all philosophy since Kant. All traditions of thought which
insist that human experience and consciousness structures the world — existentialism,
phenomenology - or which maintain that the conceptual framework of language

structures the world — post-modernism, post structuralism.

The privileging of the human subject as maker of the world and the possible autonomy
of objects have become urgent questions in much contemporary philosophical
investigation. These have been afforded particular emphasis in the work of Bruno

Latour and Graham Harman.

For Bruno Latour and Graham Harman this problem forms the basis of their work as

philosophers; each in their own way developing an object oriented ontology.

i) In the work of Bruno Latour there are no distinct categories of objects. No
binary exists in the traditional — at least since Plato’s distinction - sense of
abstract and concrete, indeed for Latour’s thought everything is an object —

including ideas, concepts and fictions - and all objects are concrete surfaces
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that are acting in dense and varied networks at all times. One of Latour’s
main and most controversial claims is that at the level of ontology all objects
are equal. This in turn introduces the notion of an equality of being through
the ‘flat’ plane of ontology. This forms the basis of a democracy of objects
and therefore following Latour, of everything. However this does not mean
that all objects have the same force in the worlds they operate in; for Latour
an objects existence — its power - is guaranteed through the strength of its
alliances; through the force of its networks — Latour’s is a philosophy built
on the notion of absolute relationalism. This could be easily misunderstood
as meaning the object’s relation to us — human subjects — but as Graham
Harman points out; these networks of relations that Latourian objects are
involved in take place whether humans are there to witness them or not,
whether humans are involved or not.

Alternatively, Harman through his radical reading of Martin Heideggers
tool-analysis introduces to the discussion a non-relationalism in which —
following Latour - everything is an object but departing radically from
Latour in his insistence that all objects are autonomous resistant to context
and always receding from us and each other. For him there is no
democratising net of relations we can successfully throw over objects that

connects all the things to all the other things in the world. In his own words;

‘Whatever sense of the word ‘object’ we might consider, it always refers to something with
a certain unity and autonomy. An object must be one, and it must also have a sort of
independence from whatever it is not. An object stands apart — not just from its
manifestation to humans, but possibly even from its own accidents, relations, qualities,
moments, or pieces. Furthermore, insofar as an object is more than its relations it must stand
apart from any monism of the world-as-a-whole...’

(Graham Harman, Prince of Networks; Bruno Latour and Metaphysics, 2009)
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What happens then, if we can begin to not abuse objects and instead accept as Harman
claim — or for that matter any realism claims - that objects are autonomous from us? Are
we able to refuse to narrativize objects into causal relations and avoid the representation

of objects as merely for us?

Taking such questions seriously offers a challenge to the dominance of the human-
world reduction. Acting to reverse the philosophical flow between humans and the
world at large, departing from the privileged human mind happily transcending the
objective world into its domain alone in a one sided transaction that is precipitated on

the understanding that we can possess completely the things that we encounter.

2. The Proprietorial Fallacy

As the list of approaches to object abuse provided above illustrates, we human subjects
are inclined to assume that we have a special and absolute access to the object world.
Indeed there is a commonly held belief that without the representation of linguistic
frameworks to mediate them, objects do not exist at all. This manifests itself in the
belief that the world is ‘for us’ alone and the belief that we are fundamental to its
realisation; essential to its construction. This humanist view insists that we configure the
world through human thought and action, in which we transform the world into
knowledge and meaning and are thus entitled to it; leading us to the conclusion that it is

‘for us’ alone. I call this the proprietorial fallacy.

The proprietorial fallacy is a term which describes the mistaken yet persistent belief that
we humans have the privilege of ownership over the things we encounter absolutely —

economically, materially, conceptually, etc. This is the process through which we
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predictably posit the thinking perceiving subject as essential to the existence of the
world. Through the proprietorial fallacy we contextualise all the things we encounter
into our version of the world; reducing objects exclusively into the narratives of human
knowledge. All are approaches that allow us to forget the discomforting reality in which
objects are absolutely distinct from us; non-relational and therefore existing
independently of our perceptions of them,; that is to say, whether we are here to witness

that existence or not.

Finding ways to avoid the proprietorial fallacy is important if we are to cease abusing
objects. For this to happen we would need to embrace a radically realist position that
breaks completely with the 200 year old philosophical tradition of placing the human
subject at the centre of all things; a derailing of our narratives and representations that
would, I speculate, overturn our institutions so radically as to render us unrecognisable
to ourselves (would capitalism end?); a new configuration of the human would be

required (how would we speak?).

To achieve this we — because it is our acts of reduction which are the root of the abuse
in the first place - would need to unbind and release objects from their imposed contexts
and humanist narratives; breaking them from their capture in the causal chains we
construct for them and releasing them from the violations of human reasoning. Towards
accepting that objects are and always have been distinct from us; abstract (?) —whether
concrete or not? Abstract, in the sense that they are in excess of the human desire to
transcend, represent and contextualize them, detached as Harman suggests at some

fundamental level from any relational regime applied to them whatsoever.

We would also have to depart from Bruno Latour’s insistence that the existence of

objects - their force - depends entirely on the networks they are active in. Requiring the
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disposal of the notion that relations represent the natural state of things in the world.
Narratives of ownership and knowledge would have to fall away and all causal chains
be smashed. Opening up a realist world; a mind independent world in which all objects

are abstractions.

Sadly though, we humans buy the proprietorial fallacy hook, line and sinker, to the
extent that we have inter-subjective agreement, through the ideology of acquisition and
ownership - the main symptoms of what Mark Fisher diagnoses as 'Capitalist Realism' -
that neo-liberalism is the only imaginable socio-economic constructor. The philosopher
and writer on economics Nicholas Naseem Taleb; in his book The Black Swan (2008)

highlights the problem. Dr. Taleb points out that;

We love the tangible, the confirmation, the palpable, the real, the visible, the concrete, the
known, the seen, the vivid, the visual, the social, the embedded, the emotionally laden, the
salient, the stereotypical, the moving, the theatrical, the romanced, the cosmetic, the official, the
scholarly-sounding verbiage, the pompous, the mathematized crap, the pomp, the Academie
Francais, Harvard Business School, the Nobel prize... the moving discourse and the lurid. Most

of all we favour the narrated.

Alas, we are not manufactured, in our current edition of the human race to understand abstract

matters — we need context.
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Abstract

The term ‘abstraction’ in the visual arts is a consistently contested ground. Most
contemporary theories suggest artistic abstraction to be *open’ to interpretation or to be
an aesthetic category alone. This experiment tested how artists would respond to the
suggestion that abstraction might be prescriptive in art making. This was supported by a
set of rigid conjectures around the process and role of abstraction. The results showed
abstraction to be a complex set of material processes. The conclusion is that abstraction

is operative; contrary to recent thinking on abstraction as merely descriptive.
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Introduction

Current theory and practice around the uses of abstraction in the visual arts betrays a
tendency to focus on the abstract works characteristics of i) openness that allows for a
viewers individual subjective interpretation, ii) as decorative qualities alone and iii) the

return of a frozen modernist style easily co-opted by capital.

The author of this study wanted to test these arguments through the following questions:

1) Isabstraction an operative term or merely a descriptive term?
2) What are the possibilities' of immanent material processes of abstraction in

contrast to a transcendental aesthetics of humanism?

The experiment will test whether there is an operative process of abstraction that can
intervene on politics and philosophy. The expectation is that the test will show

abstraction to move beyond its nominal capture as a designation only.
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Materials and Methods
Conjectures

The directors of Essays and Observations (Matthew Burbidge and Sonja Ostermann)
proposed a series of thoughts on the role of abstraction in the process of art making. I
was invited to develop these arguments further resulting in the following fifteen

conjectures on abstraction:

1. What is the “abstract” in art? For our purposes it cannot be what art history says it
is, because this assignation takes away the functionality that the term has in all
other academic disciplines, and makes it purely descriptive. We are not engaged in

representing art history we are interested in making art theory.

2. We do not need single nominative assignations that describe a set of quite different
phenomena. This reduction to the name leads only to confusion. It is not a

particular we want but a universal.

3. In our theory, abstraction is forced to become an operative principle, precisely
because the history of the reception of “abstract art” is inoperative, defunct. The
accurate history of this reception is far more complex than is implied by reference

to a description of styles.

4. To reserve the word “abstract” for a descriptive category would be to betray its

explanatory potential. Condemning us to ignorance about a trait in art production
. : . . )

that was (historically speaking!) the most important development in 20" Century

art.
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5. Wassily Kandinsky is an artist considered central to the development of abstract art.
He said “one should not approach art by means of reasoning and understanding,
but through the soul, through experience.” This is the kind of mystifying nonsense

that has plagued the trajectory of abstract art since then.

6. Abstraction has been left without a believable theoretical framework to support its
practice; not least because of the continuing privileging of individual subjective

experience over all other alternatives for encountering abstract art.

7. Fortunately it is possible to make art theory, because we have the advantage of
comparative study. Contrary to popular belief, even abstraction is susceptible to this

type of analysis.

8. Historically criticism has failed to account for abstraction sufficiently — forcing it
into a dialectic with representation — abstract works needing to have a
representational title to be deemed as such - a restrictive atmosphere that was
promoted and nurtured both by the Hegelianism of the Frankfurt School and the

putative Kantianism of high modernism.

9. At least the critics mentioned above thought about art ideologically; there was a risk
and a sense that something was at stake. Mel Gooding is an example of someone
who does not think about art and for whom nothing is at stake. Although he wrote a
book called “Abstract Art.” Gooding says for example: “Music is the most purely
abstract of the arts, beyond language, purely sensuous and yet capable of touching
directly the spirit of the listener.” Does he imply that the ultimate abstraction

cannot be seen? What is the spirit of the listener? Which is more abstract then—the
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10.

11

12.

13.

14.

music of Beethoven, or the music of Feldman? Feldman? Why, because it is more

invisible?

Statements of the kind quoted above by Mel Gooding are the reason why we need a
theory of art rather than simply a history of art. Or we at least need our art history
to become more rigorous. It appears to have been written up to now largely by
people who are not capable of cerebral rigor. There are important exceptions to

this, however.

One such exception would be represented by Wilhelm Worringer. To go from the
claim “We sense ourselves in the forms of a work of art,” to formulate ‘“the
aesthetic sense is a sense of the self,” is logically valid. Whether one agrees, with

this “psychological” approach or not, it at least has coherence.

Worringer saw his art of “empathy” as broadly related to “realism”; and this “art
of empathy” as occupying a different category to the other kind of art, the
“abstract”’—then what do we make of Malevich’s assertions that Suprematism was

“the new realism in painting? ” Obviously, these are clashing ideas of the “real.”

But actually, do we really need to “claim” Malevich for “abstraction?” Isn’t there
something else going on here? A title like “Red Square: Painterly Realism of a
Peasant Woman in Two Dimensions” apart, what is Malevich abstracting from?

Isn’t this rather something else?

All definitions of abstract art are “negatively defined” in that they define what

abstract art is not. This method tends to make the definition description-bound and
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therefore inoperative. Negative definition does not do this in itself: it depends on

how the definition is made.

15. We should perhaps try to define “abstraction” in terms of an operative trait or
trait’s. This would mean a set of artistic approaches. We have to be wary of making
the mistake of reverting to the nominalism we are trying to shake off, because these
are extremely wide terms for a definition and therefore any definition has to do
Jjustice to the complexity of the subject, such a definition would be operative, and

theoretical

These fifteen conjectures were then sent to the invited participants for them to consider

in the development of their own propositions on abstraction.

Participants/Artists

Seven artists were asked to take part in the exhibition; Albrecht Schifer, Jeremiah Day,
Karolin Meunier, Lucy Powell, Mario Asef, and @ystein Aasan were asked to provide
propositions in the form of artworks, I would provide a seventh proposition in the form
of a text. The artists were two female and five males of varying ages and at different

stages in their careers.

Exhibition/Test site

The resulting exhibition AB ST RA CT took place at the gallery ESSAYS AND
OBSERVATIONS located on Maxstrasse in Berlin's Wedding district between the 12™ of

November 2011 and the 17" of December 2011.
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The exhibition was introduced by the directors of the gallery using the following text:

The meaning of a word is its use in the language. "—Wittgenstein, Philosophical
Investigations, No. 43

A white, completely over-exposed picture. The artist, taking footage of various
landscapes, had no idea that the camera he was using was broken before he started.
Friedrich Meschede, in calling this Mark Luyten film the “perfect abstraction,” makes
a classical error of reasoning: that abstraction means the obliteration of everything
figurative and objective. But abstraction is not an artistic variant of nihilism.
Abstraction above all describes a process—the term ought rather to be understood and
used as a verb. Further, in this process, the relation between abstraction and the
abstracted does not get lost. And something much more important: the relation remains
comprehensible. Wittgenstein rightly recognizes that a value that stands for all and
everything can only be meaningless. The over-exposed film could be the abstraction of
everything, or equally, nothing: at this point it becomes arbitrary, and the term
abstraction becomes inoperable as a characterization of the film, in the Wittgensteinian
sense unusable—meaningless.

A black square on a white background. For a majority of people, Malevich’s
Suprematist works, in particular the black square, are abstract paintings par
excellence. But what Malevich was aspiring to was not abstraction, but the complete
disengagement of art from nature: Malevich wanted to liquidate what was called “the
objective” in art. In exactly the same way as, by accident, the above-mentioned film of
artist Mark Luyten does. For the same reason, Malevich's Suprematism is also no
abstraction. Geometric figures, which are generally listed by art theory under the
category of “geometric abstraction,” are actually concrete. The differentiation between
abstract and concrete is here of the utmost importance. And also of historic
importance: there were, time and again, artist movements that turned against the label
“abstraction, ” introducing other terms, such as “concrete art,” for their works (van
Doesburg, Mondrian, Matisse et al.). Concrete art is self-referential, because it
exclusively appertains to art’s being and becoming. The figures, geometries, are not the
essence of what is represented, rather the essence of representing. At this point art
becomes autonomous.

In the natural sciences, mathematics, and even sociology, abstraction is a systematic
process, through the agency of which experiments and concepts can be framed, which
in turn makes possible the comprehension of more complex processes and relations.
Complexities are simplified or generalized in order to reduce an overabundance of
detail. It is similar with language. Language is an abstraction of thought. Thoughts by
themselves are too multi-layered to be uttered “unprocessed.” To be sure, language
becomes deficient through this simplification, and can lead in the end to
misunderstandings. Nevertheless, it enables communication by means of abstraction.

In this way, abstraction has a general function: to make comprehensible. This is not
different in the realm of art. Abstract Expressionism, for example, entails a reduction of
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the portrayal of figures and objects for a particular reason. The focus of attention is
directed to the subjective form or color-field, allowing the visualization of emotion,
narrative, and other elements. This process does not however work with geometric
forms. To abstract a car to a red square means to translate this object into another
form, and thus to separate it from abstraction: abstraction means rather to distance, not
to substitute or supersede.

This exhibition forms the basis for an ongoing discussion on this theme. What do we
today understand as abstraction? Is a photograph abstract, in that it isolates a moment
in time? Is a found object abstract, in that it is extracted from its everyday context?
How wide do we want to spread the range of the term abstraction? Or should we
constrain this range, in order to make the term more accurate and less arbitrary?

(Burbidge, M. 2011)
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Dale Holmes:

FORGET
‘ABSTRACTION’

Dale Holmes

Numbed by ‘abstraction’...

We need to think abstraction urgently; more precisely we need to rethink abstraction
without the name ‘abstraction’. This has to be done in order to reveal what has been
elided by arts histories — a situation which has led to a kind of cultural concussion.
Histories that have facilitated the snatching of abstraction away from its realist inception
first swaddling it in the perplexing effects of spirituality and then graduating it into the
insidious idealisms of individuality; defending the lack of a theory for it through
recourse to humanist philosophies of the subject. This situation has elevated the
experience of individual subjectivities above all other readings of art; leaving
abstraction to the extreme relativisms of particular and personal taste. This has led to the
accepted notion in which abstraction is summarily dismissed as only ‘abstraction’ — a
designation — the result of the reduction that has secured the final shrouding of it in

mystification.

This act of reduction by the various modernist and post-modernist ‘master’ discourses
has then served to consign abstraction to the realm of style alone — the effect being that
the particularity or name ‘abstraction’ obscures the structural logics of abstraction;
paralysing its potential as a tool and voiding its associations with radical politics and
philosophical thought. Master discourses that prefer instead to posit abstraction safely in

a restrictive binary with representation forcing it into a dialectical capture; augmenting
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