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Marcel Duchamp, Le Passage de la vierge a la 
mariee (The Passage from Virgin to Bride), 1912. 
Oil on canvas, 23'/, x 21 V. inches (59.4 x 54 cm). 
The Museum of Modern Art, New York. Purchase 
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Reassembling 
Painting 
David Joselit 

Passage and Picture 

A mark in paint registers the passage of force through 
matter. Such trajectories evade mimetic representation: 
as Cy Twombly described it, "Each line ... is the event 
of its own materialization." 1 What kind of event is the 
line's own materialization? Marcel Duchamp's 1912 work 
LE PASSAGE de la vierge a la mariee (THE PASSAGE 
from Virgin to Bride) is an allegory of such an event. LE 
PASSAGE claims to enact the transformation of a virgin 
into a bride: a transaction by which an untouched sub­
ject (a virgin) becomes an object of exchange between 
men (a bride). 2 But Duchamp's painting does not mimeti­
cally represent either virgin or bride, nor does its pocked, 
visceral surface achieve any transformation from one kind 
of object to another. While spidery stem forms may dilate 
into broader bulbs or facets of color, their composition 
fails to resolve into a stable object. They make up a con­
tinuous, organic infrastructure out of which any number 
of effects might emerge. In other words, the painting con­
sists of pure relationality without beginning or end-i.e., 
LE PASSAGE. 

The history of modern painting may be recounted as 
the staging of such passage. Painting from Impressionism 
onward represents a spirited investigation into how 
marks, or gestures, occupy the space between subjects and 
objects, or between persons and things . The historical 
and philosophical task of modern painting is to remap and 
reorder these relationships. Richard Shiff makes this 
point explicitly with regard to Impressionist painting. 
He writes, "The impression ... is the embryo of both 
bodies of one's knowledge, subjective knowledge of the 
self and objective knowledge of the world; it exists prior 
to the realization of the subject/object distinction." 3 

An impression is a deposit of paint that simultaneously 
registers an objective optical sensation and a subjective 
temperament. Modern painters have explored multiple 
possibilities for creating what might be called subject­
object marks, establishing points along a gradient run­
ning from ostensibly pure subjective expression to the 

elaboration of objective formal systems. In this regard, 
one could compare Vassily Kandinsky as a painter of 
passionate impulse with Piet Mondrian as the inventor 
of an internally consistent nonobjective lexicon. Even 
though Kandinsky's art is assumed to represent the 
height of subjectivity, he devoted himself to specifying 
the meanings of color and its extension in space in order 
to create a legible semantics; and though Mondrian used 
painstaking compositional procedures, the disposition of 
elements in his paintings always remained intuitive. Each 
artist, in his own way, worked with subjectobject marks. 
The difference lies in their relative emphasis on organic 
differentiation (as in Kandinsky) or standardization (as in 
Mondrian) . No matter where an artist lies on this gradi­
ent, it is clear that any modern painter associated with 
abstraction made an effort to reconcile subject and object 
through the passage of paint. 

Because the painterly mark-the subjectobject­
robustly participates in modern art's fundamental redis­
tribution of subjectivity and objectivity, it deserves to 
be placed alongside the readymade, collage, and the 
monochrome as one of the fundamental inventions of 
the European historical avant-gardes. Readymades, such 
as Duchamp's inscribed snow shovel, In Advance of the 
Broken Arm (1915), set a commodified object against the 
artist's subjective intention to choose, or nominate, some­
thing as art. 4 Here, aesthetic labor is aligned with making 
distinctions rather than making paintings or sculptures. 
In a collage, on the other hand, pictures-commodified 
signs, either photographic or typographic-replace hand­
made compositional elements, sometimes displacing them 
altogether as in photomontage. For his pathbreaking 
papiers colles of 1912, Picasso's aesthetic labor consisted 
in large part of collecting and arranging content rather 
than inventing it wholesale.5 Finally, with the monochrome, 
a single color covers an entire canvas, as though it were a 
kind of consumer product, thereby foreclosing painting's 
presumed function to represent either mimetically or 
nonobjectively, in an operation converse to that of the 
readymade. In the case of Alexander Rodchenko's famous 
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Pablo Picasso, La bouteil/e de Suze (Bottle of 
Suze), 1912. Pasted papers, gouache, and charcoal , 
25% x 19% inches (65.4 x 50.16 cm). Mildred Lane 
Kemper Art Museum, Washington University in 
St. Louis, University purchase, Kende Sale Fund , 1946 

triptych Pure Red Color, Pure Yellow Color, Pure Blue 
Color (1921), each canvas carries nothing but one of the 
three primary colors. Here artistic labor is conceptual: it 
defines painting as a set of conventions, or a discursive 
field, that the artist must visualize. 

These three forms reorganize the artist's labor: the 
readymade prioritizes his or her capacity to choose, 
collage privileges the act of arranging such appropriated 
materials, and the monochrome reconceives painting as a 
degree zero consisting only of its necessary elements. Since 
each of these aesthetic actions displaces or occludes man­
ual labor, it is not surprising that painterly gesture-which 
is ostensibly the most manual of art!s devices-is seldom 
counted among them. On the contrary, the mark in mod­
ern painting-as a passage of force through matter-is 
typically situated within the domain of expressive subjec­
tivity, where objects dissolve into a texture of pure human 
affect. And yet painterly marks, as subjectobjects, also 
reconceive artistic labor as a form of action rather than 
representation. In place of meaning, there is motion-the 
dynamic transition between persons and things. 

Motion requires both direction and space to unfold, 
and so my account must now scale up from the single 
mark to the field of a painting (and, eventually, beyond). 

If the mark, as I have defined it, is a passage of force 
through matter, how does a field of marks behave? In his 
analysis of Henri Matisse's balance of color and surface 
area, art historian Yve-Alain Bois refers to the paint-
erly field as a "relation of dynamic forces" 6 in which 
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quantities of color may affect their qualities. Elsewhere in 
his work, Bois identifies another type of economy, which, 
instead of balancing color and surface area within an 
internally consistent aesthetic language, articulates con­
tradictory semiotic systems. In describing what he calls 
Picasso's second semiological phase, Bois writes: "It is not 
by chance that also during this stay at Ceret [in summer 
1911] letters, numbers, and musical notations make their 
appearance in the Cubist image, as if the intrusion of 
these 'secondary' signs, those ideograms themselves refer­
ring to other systems of signs-speech and music-were 
made to check the level of abstraction of the sickle. " 7 

What Bois sees occurring here at the threshold of one of 
modern painting's great achievements is an insufficiently 
recognized, even sometimes repressed, dynamic that has 
bedeviled painting for more than one hundred years: the 
opposition of passage, by way of the subjectobject, and 
secondary ideographic signs, or pictures. 

This interaction between passage and picture has been 
treated in art history as an agonistic relation between 
semiotic registers: in his analysis, Bois asserts that the 
ideographic sign functions to check the abstraction of the 
sickle (a subjectobject gesture that in Picasso's Cubist lex­
icon held the capacity to create a consistent nonobjective 
system). 8 Whether one valorizes the autonomy of painting 
(like a modernist) or its reliance on commodified mass 
culture, i.e., pictures (like a postmodernist), passage and 
picture are not supposed to mingle. There is an art­
historical consensus that one will inevitably corrupt 
the other. But what Bois and virtually every other major 
theorist of modern painting sees as a conflict among 
semiotic registers is in fact a necessary complementarity. 
Modern painting is haunted by the alterity of the picture, 
and this alterity is fundamental to its becoming abstract. 9 

Immediately following the emergence of the subject­
object, another kind of painterly action was invented­
one properly called transitive in that it acts on objects, 
including the reified signs I call pictures. This transitivity 
came in two forms, one developed by Duchamp and the 
other by Picasso. The first is characterized by Duchamp's 
simulated exit from painting-what art historian Thierry 
de Duve describes as the artist's invention of the ready­
made as an act "of registering his abandonment of paint­
ing, of getting it on the record. " 10 That is, once painting is 
understood as little more than an object, it is unnecessary 
to continue making works on canvas. But, as de Duve 
has it, such a cessation must be explicitly marked-put 
on the record-as both an aesthetic and a philosophical 
gesture rather than appearing as a decision attributable 
to merely personal causes such as frustration, boredom, 

or lack of critical success. In other words, the readymade 
is painting beside itself: "all readymades are offsprings 
of painting, once painting has been abandoned for 
its objective uselessness and its subjective impossibil-
ity. " 11 As brilliant as de Duve's account is, it downplays 



Marcel Duchamp, Tum ', 1918. Oil on canvas, with 
bottle brush, safety pins, and bolt, 27 1> x 1195/., 

inches (69.8 x 303 cm). Yale University Art Gallery, 
New Haven. Gift of the Estate of Katherine S. Dreier. 

Duchamp's remarkable pictorialization of the readymade 
in his va ledictory painting, Tum' (1918 ), whose integra­
tion of appropriated objects into the field of the canvas 
was later profitably taken up by Robert Rauschenberg 
and, even more systematicall y, by Jasper Johns, not to 

mention a host of figures in Europe ranging from Yves 
Klein to Arman. In other words, if the initial deploy­
ment of the readymade suggested that the generic object 
of art had sup~rseded the specific medium of painting, 
Duchamp completed a circuit by returning the ready­
made to painting: in Tu m ' an actual bottle brush, a 
ready-made brushstroke, points out directly a t the viewer, 

Jackson Pollock, Echo: Number 25, 1951. Enamel 
paint on canvas, 91 '!, x 86 inches (233.4 x 218.4 
cm). The Museum of Modern Art, New York. 
Acquired through the Lillie P. Bliss Bequest and the 
Mr. and Mrs. David Rockefeller Fund 
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allegorically poking her in the eye. Instead of abandoning 
painting, Duchamp set it beside itself; he pictorialized the 
readymade not only in Tum ' but also in his installation 
designs for various Surrealist exhibitions and, ultimately, 
in the diorama of Etant donnes (1946-66 ). 

If Duchamp's type of transitivity, pivoting on the 
invention and pictorialization of the readymade, is spatial 
in nature, Picasso's is temporal. I am referring to his 
proliferation of styles, within individual works of both 
Analytic and Synthetic Cubism, as well as in the papiers 
colles. His collapse of multiple stylistic devices in a single 
work is matched by a second, serial mode of stylistic 
transitivity: a seemingly wild oscillation from Cubism to 

Divisionism to Ingres-esque drawing. 
Not coincidentally, but nonetheless strikingly, both 

forms of transitivity-the spatia l type centering on the 
readymade and the temporal one hinging on style-occur 
in exactly the same years: 1913 to 1918. Modern painting 
could not sustain itself without confronting the alterity 
of the picture. To survive, it had to move beside itself in 
space (through objects) and time {through styles). 

Because Jackson Pollock's allover compositions 
are the closest painting has ever come to establishing 
a standardized semiotic system consisting entirely of 
nonobjective gestural marks, his work offers a useful test 
of my assertion of the necessary coexistence of passage 
and picture. Clement Greenberg eloquently described 
the "energetic economy" of Pollock's "drip " paintings in 
the following terms: " the 'decentralized,' 'polyphonic,' 
all-over picture .. . with a surface knit together of a 
multiplicity of identical or similar elements repeats itself 
without strong variation from one end of the canvas to 
the other and dispenses, apparently, with beginning, mid­
dle, and ending." 12 Such lack of differentiation establishes 
pure passage, which, like acid, dissolves pictures. 

The particular genius of Pollock's drip paintings is 
that their subject-object oscillation operates identically on 
the micro scale of an individual mark and the macro scale 
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Jackson Pollock, Portrait and a Dream , 1953. Oil 
and enamel on canvas, 58 Y, x 13434 inches (148.6 
x 342.3 cm). Dallas Museum of Art, gift of Mr. 
and Mrs. Algur H. Meadows and the Meadows 
Foundation, Incorporated 

of the painting as a whole. Each of his gestures epito­
mizes the subjectobject: they famously purport to harness 
unconscious impulse as the animating force of paint itself, 
thus fusing subject and object. On the macro scale, a 
field of such marks exists in a perpetual state of coming 
into form and collapsing out of it: here the subjectobject 
aporia is rooted in the viewer's incapacity to make the 
work cohere as a picture. Indeed, at both scales, Pollock's 
elaboration of passage seems to exemplify Twombly's 
description of line as "the event of its own materializa­
tion." In short, Pollock's drip paintings, in their dynamic 
economy of passage, seem to be the antitheses of pictures, 
which are characterized by frozenness, or reification. Yet 
Greenberg famously fretted that PoHock's allover drip 
paintings come "closest of all to decoration-to wall­
paper patterns capable of being extended indefinitely­
and in so far as it still remains easel painting it infects the 
whole notion of this form with ambiguity." 13 Wallpaper 
is an extreme example of a commodified, mass-produced 
picture. As Greenberg's anxiety makes clear, Pollock's 
allover paintings were always haunted by a return of the 
repressed: the eruption of one semiotic system-that of 
the picture-within another, the supposedly liberated 
"relation of dynamic forces" among Pollock's dripped and 
flung skeins of line. 

And indeed, such a return to figuration-to a kind of 
vestigial picture-occurred in Pollock's black-and-white 
paintings of 1951, which were exhibited at Betty Parsons 
Gallery that year. In his 1952 review of this exhibition, 
Greenberg was again feeling defensive: "The references to 
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the human form in Pollock's la test paintings," he reas­
sures his readers, "are symptoms of a new phase but not 
a reversal of direction." More remarkably, the threat of 
wallpaper was still on his mind : "The more explicit struc­
ture of the new work reveals much that was ·implicit in 
the preceding phase and should convince anyone that this 
artist is much, much more than a grandiose decorator. " 14 

It seems that Greenberg sought to reconcile the proximity 
of pure painterly passage to what was clearly the threat of 
a resurgence of pictures. In a text for Partisan Review of 
the same year, he wrote of these works by Pollock: "Some 
recognizable images appear-figures, heads, and animal 
forms- and the composition is modulated in a more 
traditional way, no longer stating itself in one forthright 
piece. But everything Pollock acquired in the course of his 
'a ll-over' period remains there to give the picture a kind 
of density orthodox easel painting has not known before. 
This is not an affair of packing and crowding, but of 
embodiment." 15 

This "density" or "embodiment" is what, according 
to Lee Krasner, Pollock understood as a form of veiling. In 
a 1969 interview, reflecting back on the black-and-white 
paintings, she stated: "The 1951 show seemed like mon­
umental drawing, or maybe painting with the immediacy 
of drawing-some new category .... I saw his paintings 
evolve. Many of them, many of the most abstract began 
with more or less recognizable imagery-heads, parts 
of the body, fantastic creatures. Once I asked Jackson 
why he didn't stop the painting when a given image was 
exposed. H e said, ' I choose to veil the imagery.' Well, 



that was his painting. With the black-and-whites he chose 
mostly to expose the imagery." 16 

It is notable that Greenberg and Pollock-as quoted 
by Krasner-use terms suggesting a second skin: embodi­
ment and veiling. Both imply that something like a picture 
inhabits nonobjective form, and that by way of intimate 
contact pure passage nearly engulfs that underlying figura­
tion. Collapsing the difference between such subjectobject 
marks and an armature of explicit imagery was critical 
for Greenberg if he were to sustain his theory of mod­
ernist painting. Yet, in one of Pollock's last major works, 
Portrait and a Dream (1953), the veil (or skin) is sloughed 
off, resulting in two contradictory images set side by 
side-a dream composed of gestural marks and a por­
trait (or a mask). Pollock, who had fused the ideographic 
picture with an oneiric language of the unconscious just a 
few years earlier, cleaved them apart again in Portrait and 
a Dream; it is a poignant-even tragic-statement. While 
some might explain away such pathos through recourse 
to Pollock's emotional decline near the end of his life, I 
assert instead that he had recognized the impossibility 
of sustaining an allover energetic economy in painting 
beyond a certain point-that, if not leading to wallpaper 
as Greenberg feared, it would nevertheless bring him back 
to the picture. Instead of hiding from this realization, he 
faced it head-on. 

Between 1948 and 1953, Pollock negotiated the 
relations between subjectobject gesture and pictures in 
two ways; first, by veiling, or embodiment, wherein the 
picture "wears" gestural form (the subjectobject marks) 
like a textile that veils an underlying picture, and, sec­
ond, by dichotomous juxtaposition, whereby the inti­
mate adjacency of the veil is rendered as a contradiction 
so that body and dream are no longer fused but are set 
beside each other. Though Pollock was not exceptional in 
working under these conditions, he pressed the art of pure 
passage further than anyone else, before openly declaring 
a confrontation between passage and pictures. 

Network Painting 

What constitutes the relation between passage as a 
deobjectifying force and pictures as forms of reification? 
Passage, as manifest in the subjectobject painterly mark, 
captures a pure expanse of relationality resulting from 
an artist's exertion of force onto paint in the absence of 
any representational intent or effect. The subjectobject 
quality of passage therefore might describe any contin­
uous action that refuses to achieve its object, whether 
painted on canvas or not. Transitivity, on the other hand, 
denotes an action that carries onto an object-especially 
pictures (which must consequently have crystallized out 
of painterly passage, or otherwise entered the field of the 
work, as, for instance, Duchamp's bottle brush enters into 
Tu m'). By these definitions, a painting composed of pure 
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passage, such as Pollock's allover drip paintings, cannot 
be considered transitive because there are no objects to 
act on-they capture only a perpetual state of subject­
object flux . 

If the project of modern art is to remap the relations 
between subjects and objects through reconceived models 
of aesthetic labor present in the readymade, collage, and 
the monochrome, something analogous happens in the 
phase of modern painting from 1960 to 2015 wherein 
passage and transitivity combine to form networks: the 
paradigmatic form of the information age. A "network 
painting" establishes a field in which the force encoded 
in subjectobject marks passes over onto objects, which, 
as in my examples of Duchamp's and Picasso's centrif­
ugal modes of transitivity, appear either as readymades 
(including the subset of commodified pictures) or as a 
multiplication of styles In network painting, aesthetic 
labor consists of carrying objects from one historical, 
topographic, or epistemological position to another (and 
back again). Instead of forming a neo-avant-garde, as 
art of this period is often condescendingly labeled, net­
work painting continues modern art 's task of redefining 
the relation between subjects and objects through new 
modalities of aesthetic work. Here such labor consists of 
the circulation of images through successive thresholds 
of attention and distraction-arguably the most import­
ant new source of value in the postwar period, whose 
economic engines range from television to the Internet. 17 

Unlike the early-twentieth-century works in which 
Duchamp and Picasso established largely unilateral 
vectors-the former causing an object to move out of 
the painting and the latter initiating a successive chain 
of stylistic postures-network paintings are multilateral: 
a diagrammatic profusion of relations among pictures is 
established. 18 Perhaps the best example of the transition 
from unilateral transitivity to multilateral networks lies 
in Robert Rauschenberg's Rebus of 1955, a painting that 
seems to animate the dichotomous stand-off of Pollock's 
"diptych," Portrait and a Dream, as a fluent and poly­
semous "sentence of pictures"-literally a rebus-whose 
diacritical marks, as it were, are subjectobject painterly 
gestures. What was particularly new about network 
painting has more to do with scale than with structure: 
it demonstrates a proliferation of pathways on many 
registers-i .e., the diagrammatic condition. 

The kind of painting I am describing renders the plas­
ticity of networks visual and palpable. Unlike those unin­
formative images of networks that map the Internet by 
visualizing global connection as a kind of vapor-a cloud 
of interchangeable constituents with varying intensities­
this kind of painting imagines heterogeneous articula­
tions, embodying a wide variety of receivers, channels, 
and modes of connection. Such works correspond more 
accurately to the networks we actually inhabit, even if none 
proclaims itself to be a map-much less an illustration-of 
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Robert Rauschenberg, Rebus, 1955. Oil , synthetic polymer paint, 
pencil, crayon , pastel , cut-and-pasted printed and painted papers, 
and fabric on canvas mounted and stapled to fabric, three panels: 
96 inches x 10 feet 11 V. inches (243.8 x 333.1 cm). The Museum of 
Modern Art , New York. Partial and promised gift of Jo Carole and 
Ronald S. Lauder and bequest of Virginia C. Field , gift of Mr. and 
Mrs. Peter A. Aubel , and gift of Jay A. Braus (all by exchange) 

• 
such territories. Rather, contemporary painting explores 
the affect of networks: notably, the experience of fee ling 
alternatively like a subject and an obj ect-a person and 
a picture- since one of the fundamental character istics 
of actually existing networks is subjective and obj ective 
elements (humans and things) in motion. 19 

Throughout its history, the circul ation of modern 
art has taken place at the intersecti on of th e lifeworld 
of art production and the art mar ket. While th ese dua l 
networks may appear to stand in stark opposition to 
each other, there have always been multiple connections 
between them, especially fo llowing the exponential 
expansion of art sa les after 1960.20 

Andy Warhol's studio of the early and mid-1960s, 
w hich he ironica lly du bbed his Factory, staged a mimetic 
circuit between the lifeworld of the arti st and capita li st 
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production. The Factory was an assembl y line of sorts, 
where a reproducti ve process (s ilksc reen and later cinema) 
took place on a rela ti ve ly large scale. Thi s workplace 
was perpetually populated by an effervescent crowd of 
glamorous participant-observers drawn from down-
town gay communities, uptown society, and the worlds 
of fas hion, music, and art. In a sense, these onlookers 
were the Factory's raw materia l, since, more than any 
arti st before him, Warhol took as his subject both the 
" human picture" (i.e., the celebrity, whose fa me derives 
from either stardom or mediagenic disaster) and the 
"obj ect p icture" (commodity packaging ra nging from 
the "universal" commodity of cash to products, such as 
Brillo scouring pads and Coca-Cola, associated with the 
explosion of American consumption after World War II). 
Participants in the Factory's social world seemed to mimic 



the celebrity machinery represented in Warhol's paint­
ings, and they appeared regularly in his Screen Tests (see 
p. 184) and other cinematic work. Regardless of such 
indirect and direct connections, the strategy of seriality 
in his silkscreens, characterized by grids of pictorially 
identical images rendered unevenly on account of varying 
pressures and quantities of ink, themselves constituted a 
kind of crowd-a multitude of images that coexisted with 
Warhol's fantastically eclectic social scene. Commercial 
pictures, whether derived from celebrities or cleaning 
products, cannot claim to be unique-indeed, their 
very existence is predicated on the multiplication and 
reproduction of pictures. What is disruptive in Warhol's 
reification through multiplication is the countercurrent of 
passage he introduces through the unevenness of inking in 
the silkscreens. This visual noise establishes a particular 
kind of transitivity-or action on pictures-by suggesting 
a form of singularity that attaches onto even the most 
homogeneous mass-produced thing. 

In 1963 in Dusseldorf, artists who identified 
themselves as Capitalist Realists staged an action that 
delineated the circuit between the artist's lifeworld and 
capitalist consumption, this time in the Berges furniture 
store rather than a "factory." 21 Living with Pop-A 
Demonstration for Capitalist Realism, organized by 
Konrad Lueg and Gerhard Richter, consisted of three 
distinct spaces: an anteroom, whose atmosphere was 
enhanced through the inclusion of deer antlers and 
pine-needle scent, where visitors were handed a pro­
gram and a number for admission into the second 
space; a main room, where the artists were "exhibited," 
ensconced in a living-room vignette raised on pedestals 

Andy Warhol filming Screen Test: Kellie at the 
Factory, New York, 1966. Photo by Nat Finkelstein 
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and watching an evening news report on a television 
that was presumably for sale; and in the ordinary Berges 
showrooms, which were appropriated as galleries that 
presented four paintings each by Lueg and Richter, 
along with a set of Joseph Beuys's garments tagged with 
brown crosses. In this tripartite structure, Lueg and 
Richter thus established three kinds of passage of value 
across thresholds that were simultaneously spatial, 
ideological, and socioeconomic. First, the passage of 
an audience from the street into a store through which 
one set of expectations (shopping freely for ordinary 
goods) was interrupted by having, quite formally, to 
wait for entry into the next space, as though for a per­
formance or special event. In the second, or main, space 
of the "demonstration," an ordinary living room was 
elevated to the status of art through its placement on 
pedestals, while simultapeously, by the same action, the 
artists who inhabited this scenario, Lueg and Richter, 
pass from the exotic lifeworld of artists to the prosaic, 
domestic world of the middle class. Finally, avant-
garde works of art were recontextualized through their 
placement within a commercial display: the decorative 
or photomechanical qualities of Lueg's and Richter's art, 
which were perceived as avant-garde strategies within 
the art world, could here, in a down-market surrogate 
for the commerce of art, be read simply as decoration, 
as a cognate of Greenberg's wallpaper. And indeed 
paintings by both artists play on this shifting of value 
register or regime: Lueg, who, among other things, 
created patterns aligned with the pleasing designs of 
products, as in his Washcloth paintings (p. 190), and 
Richter, who blurred a photographic source both to 
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render it "aesthetic" and to cancel its status as "pic­
ture." The works themselves, in other words, crystal­
lize the actions of passage and transitivity that literally 
bring people off the street and into the presence of art . 
It is as though the paintings by Lueg and Richter spin 
out into the street through the filters of their demon­
stration, joining everyday commerce and art in a single 
integrated network. 

Warhol's Factory and Lueg and Richter's store 
pursue a strategy of mimetic exaggeration: they stage 
a collapse, albeit an ironic and critical one, between 
the ostensibly separate and separable realms of the 
artists ' lifeworld, on the one hand, and art markets, 
on the other. Painting makes this near elision of art 
and commerce visible, and even palpable, by marking 
a physical distance between a commodified language 
of celebrity or domesticity, for instance, and an artist's 
self-conscious citation of such codes. Passage inheres 
not only in the physical events of paint (as in Warhol's 
uneven inking) but also in the dislocation of persons 
within painting's overa ll life-market assemblage, as 
when Lueg and Richter's ordinary domestic actions are 
placed on pedestals in the Berges furniture store. In other 
words, the passage of an image, like the actions of a 
person, is a kind of performance-a performance of 
citation-that renegotiates the relationship between 
persons and pictures, or subject and objects. 

Rather than performing a mimetic circuit between life 
and market as Warhol, Lueg, and Richter had done, the 

Gerhard Richter and Konrad Lueg, Leben mit 
Po~Eine Demonstration fur den kapitalistischen 
Realismus (Living with Po~A Demonstration for 
Capitalist Realism), 1963. Action at Berges furniture 
store, Dusseldorf, October 11 , 1963. Photo by 

Reiner Ruthenbeck 
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Members of A.I.A. Gallery, 1973. Photo by 
Mary Beth Edelson 

feminist A.LR. Gallery, founded in 1972 in New York, 
refigured and occupied gaps between existing formation s 
of art's lifeworld and its commercial circulation in order 
to fashion new networks. A.LR. addressed the glaring 
absence of opportunity for women in an art world whose 
sexism largely excluded them from exhibiting and selling 
their work. A.I.R.'s founding members invited women 
to join the ga llery after extensive research, which was 
enabled in part by a slide registry compiled by critic Lucy 
Lippard that documented work by some six hundred 
women.22 Rather than A.LR.'s conforming to a coher-
ent aesthetic, the gallery's priority was to include artists 
active in a range of media and idioms, united only by 
quality. In this sense, it was committed to the kind of 
rigorous judgment characteristic of the most prestigious 
institutions of the wider art world. As critic Daniela 
Palazzoli wrote in Domus in 1973, "By fostering this 
internal circulation of artistic dialogues and experiences 
this gallery founded and run by women artists is trying 
not simply to set up its own system of linguistic refer­
ences and to develop a store of instruments of its own, 
but to escape from outside appropriation of its intellec­
tual capital and its creative games." 23 

Palazzoli's point is worth underlining. Not only did 
A.LR. seek to initiate new networks of exhibition and 
discussion-new circuits of information-but it also 
sought to retain control of "its intellectual capita l and 



its creative games" rather than allowing the market to 
appropriate them, which would risk draining the work 
of its feminist content. By no means were all of its mem­
bers painters; nonetheless A.LR., during its early years, 
fostered at least two important discursive challenges to 
painting, both rooted in an implicit or explicit critique 
of the masculinist values traditionally associated with 
the medium. Nancy Spero's frieze-like collage-drawings 
staging atavistic scenarios of historical and mythic vio­
lence interspersed with text, among many other things, 
critiqued heroic modes of oil painting. As critic Corinne 
Robins wrote in 1975, Spero "had begun to dislike the 
' importance of oil painting' and found herself opposed 
to its 'notion of progress and its fine art look.' As a 
complete departure she started doing spontaneous works 
on paper." 24 In a converse move, artists like Harmony 
Hammond, Howardena Pindell, and Mary Grigoriadis 
introduced into painting patterning and repetition that 
was derived from traditional "women's work" like 
sewing and rug hooking. If the gender politics of avant­
garde painting could be summarized by Duchamp's 
implicitly sexist staging of the passage from virgin to 
bride, a different kind of passage and transitivity is 
enacted here, recognizing and honoring women's work 
without turning women into objects. 

On the face. of it, the work of many artists associ­
ated with a group active in Cologne during the 1980s 
and 1990s was in direct opposition to the objectives 
of A.LR. Indeed, several of its most prominent fig­
ures, such as Martin Kippenberger, were notorious for 
macho posturing, and their social world was known 
for extravagant partying and intricate infighting 
rather than collaboration and institution building. But 
like A.LR., this circle of artists forestalled a collapse 
between lifeworld and market-in this case by empha­
sizing the former as a means of flouting, evading, and 
deriding the market's conventions. Central to the ethos 
of Cologne during the 1980s and 1990s was what artist 
and critic Josef Strau has called the "non-productive 
attitude," 25 or the capacity to be an artist without 
placing one's emphasis on making objects for sale or 
even for wide circulation. As Jutta Koether has put it, 
"I understand Cologne as a place, as a very specific 
climate that had already produced and had been favor­
able to these kinds of personas, to these fictional or 
semi-fictional identities, to people who just showed up 
and tried to do something, and to other people who just 
laugh about it, or find it relevant . " 26 

This mode of fictionalization was a fundamental 
means for the Cologne artists to deflect attention from 
the production of marketable objects, whi le retaining 
control over what Palazzoli called, with regard to A.LR., 
the community's "intellectual capital and its creative 
games," through the semiprivate codes of the in-joke. 
Kippenberger's Heavy Burschi (Heavy Guy) of 1989/1990 
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Martin Kippenberger, Heavy Burschi (Heavy 
Guy), 1989/1990. Installation view, "Martin 
Kippenberger," Tate Modern , London, 2006 

is exemplary in this regard. It consists of a "dumpster" 
holding the remains of fifty-one painted reproductions of 
works drawn from each of the artist's catalogues, ordered 
from an assistant rather than executed by Kippenberger 
himself. Surrounding this pile of image refuse are pho­
tographs of the same fifty-one paintings, exposed before 
their destruction, then printed at the scale of the source 
paintings and hung in frames on the walls. Part of Heavy 
Burschi's multilayered joke comes at the expense of 
Kippenberger's assistant, whose work was deemed inade­
quate and destroyed; part of it is on Kippenberger himself, 
who is revealed as an imperious faker whose creative act 
is delegated to others; and part of it arises from a forma l 
slippage between media: the transposition from painting 
to illustration to fai led painted illustration to documen­
tary photograph. In fact, the joke operates as a kind of 
perpetual passage; it moves rapidly through different 
states of the "same" pictures. Gregory H. Williams has 
likened Kippenberger's work to "a joke without a punch 
line." He writes: "The ... slippages between distinct 
categories are funny in themselves; the viewer is caught in 
a stalled dialectic." 27 

Such a stalled dialectic is analogous to the subject­
object mark, whose exertion of force onto paint indef­
initely forestalled the appearance of an object. The 
stalled dialectic in Heavy Burschi unfolds not through 
the material of paint but in the migration of the viewer's 
attention through chains of pictures, which never resolve 
into a stable, singular object. Kippenberger forecloses any 
possibility of an authentic form of painting by replacing 
the singular work (the actual source paintings) with sec­

ondhand representations cycling through several distinct 
registers. Painting cannot be reduced to any one of these 
states of form but rather denotes the unstable and perpet­
ual circulation between them. 
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The practi ces of each of these examples-Warhol's 
Factory, Lueg and Richter 's Capitalist Rea li sm, the A.LR. 
Ga llery, and the Cologne group-can be loca ted in that 
cha rged space between art 's lifeworld and its market. In 
each case, paintings , as di screte o bjects, assume meaning 
through their positi on in networks- complex assemblages 
of persons and things. 

Reassembling Painting 

I began by definin g passage as a force exerted through 
paint, w hose unfolding res ists representation. I then 
specified that transitivity is a particul ar kind of passage 
acting on obj ects, particul a rl y those paradigmatic modern 
o bjects, pictures. In a third move, I asserted that by 1913, 
Duchamp and Picasso had each a lready begun to set 
painting bes ide itse lf by spinning it o ut o f its standa rd fo r­
mat into the rea lms of image circulation and performance. 
These ex trapainter ly stra tegies have continued to ta ke 
place within th e discourse of pa inting and under its name 
ever since . It can be argued that this di scourse consists o f 
four constituents: P.1 ) passage o f force thro ugh pa int (the 
subjectobject); P.2 ) passage of attenti on th ro ugh pictures; 
T.1 ) tran sitive acti ons o f subj ecto bject pa interl y ma rks 
on pictures; and T.2) transiti ve actions of hum an subjects 
onto pictures (including pa intings) . 

When Picasso decentered Cubism through his anach­
ronistic pro liferation o f styles in the teens and twenties, 
he linked the subj ectobject marks invented in the An alytic 

phase of Cubism (type P.1) with a plurality of different 
sorts of p ictures, or styles (type P.2). When with his read y­
mades Duchamp set pa inting beside itself by marking its 
ostensible abandonment, he ph ysicall y acted on commod­
ities to reloca te them (T.2), and when he reintegrated one 
of these read ymades-the bottle brush-into Tu m' he 
situated the reified obj ect in a di ve rse fi eld of heteroge­
neous marks (T.1 ). 

The moment of the mid-1950s, commonl y accepted 
as a turning point in twenti eth-cenwry art, equa ll y marks 
a transformation in the kind of assemblage arti cula ted by 
the four-part field o f passage and transitiv ity. This shift 
ca n be recognized in the difference between Po ll ock's 
dichotomous Portrait and a Dream , wh ich sets one pa int­
erl y idiom squ arely beside anoth er in a kind o f endga me 
standoff, and Rauschenberg's more semantica ll y complex 
Rebus, which expands into a diagrammatic network. 
Rauschenberg's crucial acco mplishment is to a rticulate 
all fo ur elements-P.1 , P.2, T.1, and T.2-within the same 
work. He integrates an economy o f marks (P.1) with a cir­
cuit o f pictures (P.2) , and a llows the fo rmer to punctuate 
the latter (T.1 ), which themselves are appropria ted from 
various sources as ready-made pictures and rel ocated 
within the painting (T.2 ). 

P.2, or the passage of attenti on through pictures, 
became a wid espread and heterogeneous strategy 
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beginning with Pop a rt in the ea rl y 1960s and exponen­
ti a ll y expanding a fter the widespread adopti on o f app ro­
pri ation as a stra tegy in the wa ke o f th e so-ca ll ed Pictures 
generati on, which was acti ve in the late 1970s. 28 H eavy 

Burschi re presents o ne in stance of such passage th rough 
pictures: as a who le, it sets in moti on a perpetu al circuit 
of images rendered in different substrates, or for mats, 
some o f which are virtual (only implicitl y cited, lik e th e 
initi al source paintings) and o thers quite materia l like the 
destroyed pa inted copi es. Sherrie Levin e is another in ven­
to r of this type of passage : in works such as her After 
Henri Michaux: 1-10 (1985, pp. 224-25), consisting 
of ten watercolor reproducti ons of Mich aux's seri es o f 
dynamic ideograms titl ed Mouvem ents (1950-51 ), the 
viewer is enj o ined to move from one piece to another, 
witho ut ever being a bl e to sec urely light upon a defini ­
ti ve representative of the w ho le. After Henri Michaux : 
1-10 is a pa rticularl y sophisti ca ted laye ring of P.l and 

P.2, for each o f the M ouvements cha t Levine copied is a 
special kind of liberated mark-as Mich aux himself put 
it, " [ see in them a new language, spurning the verbal, 
and so I see chem as liberators . " 29 Through her copies 
and re-presenta tio n o f these liberated marks as a group, 
Lev ine encl oses the fr eedo m o f pa interl y passage (P.1) 
within the se ri a licy of viewing a multitude o f pictures 
(P.2}: passage takes place in a compl ex network th at 
imbricaces the circul ati on of a ttention among di screte 
images with ph ys ical fo rce pass ing th ro ugh pa int. 

T.2- or th e tra nsiti ve acti ons of human subj ec ts 
o nto pictures- encompasses a w ide range o f perfor­
mative acti o ns that spin o ut from the wo rk o n ca nvas 
while feeding back into it. A prominent exa mpl e o f 

such a strategy is Andrea Frase r's May I Help You? 
(199 1), in w hich the a rti st gives a ga llery to ur, shift­
ing sea mless ly but hil a rio usly fro m di ffe rent personae 

Andrea Fraser, May I Help You? , 1991 /2013 , 
performance in an installation of thirty Plaster 

Surrogates by Allan McCollum, Museum Ludwig 
Cologne, Apri l 21 , 2013 



Still from Ei Arakawa and Shimon Minamikawa, 

PARIS ADAPTED HOMELAND episode 6 , 201 3. 
Video, color, sound, 16:40 min. 

with very different relations to the art world. Another 
is Ei Arakawa and Shimon Minamikawa's recent PARIS 

ADAPTED HOMELAND episode 6 (2013), in which 
Arakawa balances paintings by Minamikawa in front 
of his face like a mask while running on a treadmill, in 
surroundings that are periodically transformed via the 
magic of a video green screen. There are many subtle 
and hybrid examples of P.2 and T.2, as when Thomas 
Eggerer integrates a vast world of "workers"-each of 
whom is also drawn from commercial pictures-into 
the fields of his Grey Harvest (2013, p. 230) and Heavy 
Harvest (20 14, p. 231) and when Jutta Koether trans­
ports paintings in time and space via appropriation 
from earlier moments in art history and/or physically 
transports them through performance. 

What this expansion of passage and transitivity 
allows us to see is painting's articulation of two dynam­
ics: it sets pictures within circuits, and it negotiates the 
relation between persons (as agents and individuals ) 
and pictures (as stereotypes or fictionalized personas). 
The subjectobject of painting, like other great modernist 
forms-the readymade, collage, and the monochrome­
responded to modernity's tragicomic condition: the 
subject's transformation into an object, and her heroic 
(and sometim es ridiculous} efforts to find new spaces of 
agency within this dynamic of spectacularization and 
self-spectacu larization. In short, painting ma y be defined 
as circuits of human action interlocking with, biting 
into, or embracing circuits of images. 

Reassembling Painting 

Why Painting Now? 

Modern painting's negotiation and remapping of subjec­
tivity and objectivity-its mode of interweaving passage, 
which suspends the division between subject and object, 
with pictures, which conversely reify both persons and 
things-was closely linked to political revolution and 
subjective revolt in the early twentieth century. In asso­
ciation with radical politics, the historical avant-garde 
visualized utopias, as in Malevich's Suprematism, and it 
produced new forms of visual culture for revolutionary 
polities in Soviet Productivism. In the realm of affective 
experi ence, the Surrealists indexed psychic liberation 
through a wide variety of pai nterly techniques ranging 
from automatic drawing to dream works. 30 Such revo­
lutionary projects are now considered obsolete. Yet, if 
painting's capacity for political engagement arises from 
its visualization of historica lly specific forms of incom­
mensurability (which before World War II included 
the political vertigo dividing actually existing social 
conditions from revolutionary projections, as well as 
the affective disjunctions between a body and its uncon­
scious impulses ), then it is possible to claim that painting 
remains engaged with such representational struggl es , 
albeit on different fronts. 

Passage, as I have defined it, is a form of materi­
alized time; it is duration lacking both a starting and 
an ending point but nonetheless unfolding in space. 
Transitivity is the action of dislocation , which can rean­
imate pictures drawn from anywhere and conjoin them 
diagrammatically in configurations that defy geometric 
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logic and geopolitics. Their combination into networks 
after the mid-twentieth century thus meets the defini­
tion of a chronotope-a culturally specific configuration 
of time and space.31 In the course of its long history, 
painting has joined the incommensurable in innumerable 
ways: it has allowed spectators to see gods and humans 
in the same space; it has vivified myths and realized 
dreams. In the information age-a period in which 
pictures have dramatically proliferated in space and 
accelerated in time-the discourse of painting remains 
uniquely relevant. It can visualize the imperative of 
networks to make everything into a consumable picture 
easily transmissible in time and space. Painting embodies 
dislocation, the affect of networks. 
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