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Thirty-three years have passed since
Douglas C rimp curatcd Pictures at Art­

ists Space in New York. The exhibition
contain ed work by just five artists: Troy

Brauntuch, Jack Goldstein, Sh errie

Levine. Robert Longo, and Philip
Smith. In 1979, two years later, Crimp
published a revised version of his

catalogu e essay in the journal October,
expanding it to incorpo rate discussio n
of Louise Lawler and Cindy Sherman. I

In 200 I Artists Space re-hun g the ex­
hibition a nd included later works by
th e five original participants as well as

new work by fou r contemporary a rtists,

triggering ripples of critical responses

that joined a wave of reevaluations of

the art of that earl ier period." And last
year, again d rawing on the renown, if

not notoriety; of the original show,

the Metropolitan Museum of An's

photogr aphy curator Douglas Eklund
presented The Pictures Generanon, 197-1­
/98-1, a large-scale exhibition of more

than 250 ' vor ks by 30 artists, From
C rimp's mo destly scaled but a mbitious

show, then , emerges a fascinating mise
en abyme around how a nd ,....hy futures
ca n help histcrici ze the an of the 1970s

and 1980s.
This mirror pla y of refere nces suits

Crimp's claims for the works he includ­

ed. Pictures argued that its artists staged
represen tation in unresolved circuits of

identi fication and desire, thereby fram ­

ing subj ectivity a nd our experience
of the world a" increasingly medi ated

by images we ca n never trul y possess.
Crimp went further in his Octoberfollow­

up, arguing that the appropriation of
mass-c ultural images-a strat egy fa­

mili ar from Pop an d earl ier- had ell-

te red a crucial new phase in the group

he assembled. Pictures wo rks challenged

the vie'ver with an uncomfortable am­
bivalence: ' ~\ narrative ambience sta ted

but not fulfilled" enac ting a "spiral

of fragmentation, excerp ta tion, quota­
tion." The wor ks impa rted a sense of

a nticipation tinged with an xiety; the y
created a "des ire for signification that is

known to be absent."!
In a now -fam iliar formulat ion,

Crimp argued tha t the wor ks them­

selves operated as a kind of recursive

miseenafD.",u--tha t they were pictures of
pictures: "T hose processes of qu otation,

excerptation, framing, a nd staging th at

constitute th e strategies of the work

I have bee n discussing necessitate

uncove ring strata of represen tation .
Needless to say, Wt~ are not in search

of sources o r origins, bu t of stru ctures

of signification: Underneath eac h

pictu re the re is always another pic­

tur c.:" At thi s early moment of the

reception of French M arxist and Post­
structural theory in the United States,

Crimp was synthesizing Guy Debor d 's

sense of the "soc iety of the spectacle"

as a world of images unm oored from

history a nd alien ated from their pro­

du cers, what J ean Baudrilla rd would
soo n the ori ze, and hyperbolize, as the

simula cral experience of a cop y without

an original ."

In expa nding Crim p's argumen t to

a wide r group of artists, the Met exh i­

bition seem ed to adopt the app arent
plural ism of what Crimp an d others

we re beginni ng to call post modernism .

Cri mp himself was wal)' of extend ing

such arguments too far ; for him the tem­
poral "stratigraphic act ivity" of Pictures
artworks rela ted spec ifically to techno l­

ogies of mechanica l reprod uction.v It is

important to keep in mind that Crimp's

o riginal shovv concen trated on app ro­

priation str ategies in ph otogr aphy and,
to a lesser extent, film. The .\.Iet show

largely maintained this emphasis, un­

de rsta ndi ng as C rimp did tha t the play

between sim ulat ion an d origina lity ' ....as

a key ga mbit of much of the wo rk on

display.
By broadening the ar gumen t to 30

artists, the Met showcase did result in a

certain loss of focus. It did an excellent

j ob of historicizing th e importance of

Cal Art s figures such asj ohn Baldessari ,
but th e move to incorpo rate a broader

range of \Vest Coast practice s, includ­

ing carly work by Barbara Bloom ,

Paul Mcivlahon, Man Mullican , Davi d

Salle, and J ames \ Velling as well as
New York - based performance work by

Dara Birnbaum and Michael Smith , at

times overext ended the Crimp para­

d igm, identifying appropriation as any

kind of reference to po p culture or

adve rtising, or as a ny sort of adoption
or staging of identity on the part of

an artist. Ultimately, the capable M et

show held thi s expansion in productive

tension, but it do cs indi cate a tende ncy

toward mor e fan ciful form s of revision ­

ism th at has crept in to other recent

curator ial endeavors.
T hat is, if the appropriation strate­

gies exemplified in photographic prac­

tices of the late 1970 s came to define

the a rt o f the period , what happened

to everything else? Other proje cts
of the 1970s a nd 1980s - Xeo-Geo,
Xco-Exprcssionism, " Bad Pain ting"­

were never critically popular, nor have

they been cri tically redeemed ill the

years since. If the M et's The Pictu res
Generation extended the pa rameters of
Crimp's origi nal selec tion to include a

wider range of period practices, at wha t

po int does th is bread th become unten­

able, a loose claim tha t all the art of the

1970s a nd 1980s applied appropria tion

strategies?
To ansvver that qu estion, consider

a show up in spring 20 lOin Xew York
at Hau nch of Venison Gallery, lour
History Is ~\ot Our History. Curarcd by

two mega-successful figurative pain t­
crs , David Sall e an d Richard Phillips,

it juxtaposes works by other me ga­

prominent male figurative painters of

the 1970s an d 1980s [jean-M ichel
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Basquia t, Fran cesco Clemente, Carroll
Dunh am , Eric Fischl , Julian Schnabel.
and Terry Winters) with ronrempora­
neous photography and text works by
female arti sts Den ny Hol zer. Barbara
Kruger, Louise Lawler. Sherri e Levine,
Ci ndy She rman, an d Lau rie Simm on s).
This awkward marriage exp lores, ac­
cording to Salle and Phillip s, the works'
sha red concern with " the pictorial ,"
whose "rea l subject is lon eliness." These

and other claim s arc stra nge: How is
Holzer 's litany or fanat ical cultural
stereo types in the aphoristic lnflamma­
wryEssays (1979- 82) a pictorial project?
\Vhy red uce Lawler 's photos of a rt­
' ....orks seen in the quotidia n context of
collectors' homes to a me re figuration
of loneliness? It is also worth consider­
ing j ust who the "you" of the show's
title interpcllates. Salle and Phi llips
say they are laying to rest "one of the
mo st entrenched crit ical conceits of
the last 30 yea rs: tha t the 1980s a re
cleaved between painting, which wass
seen as regressive and market-dri ven,
and the so-called 'critique' strategies,
which took the for m of photography
and/or text."

So "you"r-r-the had subjects here­
are materialist and femin ist critics (such
as Crimp) who see in these photo- and
text -based works a broader criticism of
the propriet ies of looking, maki ng. an d
owning inherent in traditional notions
of beauty, artistic subject ivity, and. yes,
painting. There is little doubt that at
the time these two strains of art making
coex isted side by side, someti mes under
the label of appropriation. And it may
be the case that this kind of critiq ue
' vas. or is, still po ssible through paint­
ing. Yet Salle and Phillips cannot side­
step the pe rsuasive histories of the an
of that time simply thro ugh an art of
curato rial wish fulfillmen t. Nor doe s the
cynicism of trying to spin Fem inism 's
"your history is no t our histo ry" as a
persecution of painting injec t any new
evidence tha t would counter the view
of 1980s Expressioni sm as a commer-
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cially driven masculine enterprise. It
seems like they're trying to haw tha t
ever-elu sive treat: the cake of market
success eaten with the icing of cri tical
approval.

That poses the question s: Has The
Pictures Generation spa wned a Pictures de­
generation? Can the project of Pictures
be revi sited without misunderstanding,
or, worse yt't, casually misrepresenting
its argu men t? T he original exhibition,
a tou chsto ne of its period. surely de­
serves con tinuing reconsi deration s. But
we must weigh the interests and desires
motivat ing such reeva luations, lest they
tra ffic in ungrounded , anything-goes
revisionism. That is preci sely the sor t of
Po 'vlo pastiche Crimp feared.

Notes
1. See Crimp, "Pictures ," October 8

(sp r in g 1979): 75-88.The October essay
was subsequently anthologized in Brian
Wallis's influential volume Art Afler
Modernism : Rethinking RepresentGtion
(New York: New Museum of Contemporary
Art , and Boston: David R. Codine, 1984).

Crimp would go on to write about Richard
Prince ,Jenny Holze r, and Laurie Simmons.
three artists who were associated with
lale-1910s and early-19809 appropria-
tion practices and were included in The
Pictures Generation at the Met .

2. Se e for example Ihe October 2001
Artforum , which contained responses
10 the Artists Space re-hanq by Scott
Rothkopf and David Rimanelli . See also
Howard Singerman's challenge to the
Artforum series in "Th e Myth of Criticism
in the 1980s," X-TRA 8, no. I (fall 2005) .

3, Crimp, "Pictures," 83,

4 , Ibid. , 87 .

5. The popularization of Baudrillard's
"simulacral" in the fiel d of art writing, and
his disproportionate inDuence in the art
world, sorely requires more research. In
particular, Crimp differs from Baudrillard
in that he does not lame n t the lost origi­
nal, but rather emphasizes "stru ctures of
signification" that open up to questions
of power in production, reproduction,
enunciation, and appropriation (eventu­
ally in a more explicitly Foucauldian
way in On the Museum:SRuins) .The later
popularity of Baudrillard's notion of the
triumph of the simulacral may in fact
obscure other possible implications of
Crimp's "un de rnea th each picture there

is always another p icture" as it leads to
questions of power. In particular, Crimp
un de rscores the politics of framing and
quotation in the work of Louise Lawler, an
artist he seemed to find most re levant as
he continued to develop that argument.

6, See Crimp, "Pictures ," 87. interest ­
ingly, this is a position from which Crimp
began to withdraw by the early 1990s
as he moved toward practices that were
directly engaged in the social effects of
representation. In the introduction to his
1993 co llectio n of e ssays On the Museum :S
Ruins (Cambridge, Massachusens: MIT
Press). Crimp explained that the order
of the hierarchy of the two forms of ap­
propriation he had argued for in the early
198Os-a more traditional appropria-
tio n of style (argued in Mapplethorpe's
mere adoption of Modernism's codes of
aesthetic mastery) superseded by the
postmodern appropriation of material
(embodied in Levine's rephotographing
of Edward Weston "or iginal" nudes in the
Creek style)-had in actuality become
inverted by the politics of AIDS activ-
is m in the Iate 19809 .The homophobic
responses to Mapplethorpe's work in and
about gay subcultures indicated "that
Mapplethorpe's work interrupts tradition
in a way tha t Levine's does no t" (p . 7). In
an important way, Crimp was arguing
that the interpretation of works changes
over lime.

DOWNTOWN
GOES UPTOWN:

PICTURES
AT THE MET

Robert Storr

There is no denying the import ance of
Douglas Crimp's 1977 Pictures exhibi­
tion at Artists Space in New Yor k. A
small hut pivota l landmark in the history
of late-Zurh-cen rury vanguard a rt-v-I
,\;11 leave it to others to quibble over
the absence of the prefix " nco" when
applyi ng the label "vanguard" to works
or tendencies of that period- the show
was C rimp's pre scien t and persuasive
bid to define the turning point at which
"modernism" morphed into "post-mod­
crnism" and to frame the circumstances
prompting tha t metamorphosis.
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