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Chapter One
Introduction

Serial Iteration in Modern Art
This book is an analysis of the theoretical and historical
relations between modern painting and seriality. While
many modern artists have created and presented their
works in the form of series, for the artists I analyse, namely
Edgar Degas, Piet Mondrian, Francis Bacon, Egon
Schiele, and Andy Warhol - artists who are representative
of such diverse styles as Impressionism, Expressionism,
Neoplasticism, and Pop Art - seriality is an overarching
feature of their work. I present a twofold thesis on this
shared characteristic: it is my contention both that seriality
is crucial to the meaning of their images, and that seriality
defines the structure of reality as it is presented in their
work. As the artists themselves attest, their art explores
"the means through which we can know the universal and
contemplate it in plastic form" (Mondrian, 42), the
"[assimilation of] what is happening, what is around one
and alive" (Degas, 21), and "sensations, feelings...the way
life is" (Bacon, in Sylvester, 48). The following chapters
analyse the different roles seriality plays in these artists'
descriptions of the real and lead to a concluding account of
the connections between the distinct modes of seriality
they employ and the modernist aesthetic they both reflect
and critically address.
To indicate at the outset the importance of the
modes of seriality employed in modern art, I will briefly
consider them with reference to the different models and
1

theories which best explain their meaning. This will help to
show how the artists I discuss sought to articulate
something significant in their art and how their art
articulates something significant to viewers now.
As a structuring principle in modern art, John
Coplans suggests that seriality is a "particular interrelationship, rigorously consistent, of structure and syntax
... that links the internal structure of a work to that of other
works" or that links the elements within a work of art to
other elements of that work (11). 1 The particular
interrelation central to my group of artists is that of
iteration, where the result of each stage in a series is the
basis of the next stage. Serial iteration is like repetition in
that the antecedent terms in a series play a role in the
establishment of new ones. Repetition, however, is usually
understood in its minimal sense of mere numerical

1

A series is minimally defined as asymmetrical,
transitive, connected, and irreflexive. A relation is asymmetrical
when, for example, if a is earlier then b, b is not also earlier than
a. Asymmetry is the property of being incompatible with the
converse (whenever aRb, it is not the case that bRa). A relation
is transitive if, when it holds between a and b and also between b
and c, it therefore holds between a and c; so that, for example, if
a precedes b and b precedes c, then a must precede c
(whenever aRb and bRc, then aRc). A relation is connected
when, given any two terms, there must be one which precedes
and another which follows in a single unified chain (for any a and
for any b, either aRb or bRa is true). A relation is irreflexive when
no term of the series has those relations to itself which it has to
other terms of the series (for no object a is aRa true). In addition,
when a series of events is understood as a series of distinct,
dynamical acts, then each event is unique. Thus, as will be
explained below, such a series is, like the series of natural
numbers, intransitive as well as transitive. A relation is intransitive
when the relation of a to b is not the same as that of b to c. See
Bradley (2002) and B. Russell (1993).
2

difference, the exact duplication of a pattern, structure, or
any other visual element that differs from the first instance
only by being the second. Yet in the artists I discuss
iteration involves much more than the mere numerical
repetition of terms. The modes of serial iteration they
employ require to be interpreted in a constructivist way as
essentially a matter of an activity of construction.2
Here serial iteration is an active process in which a
new term in a series is constructed out of an antecedent
term, and their relation is a matter of an act of
construction. Iteration in this way involves repetition, for
antecedent terms are employed in the construction of a
new ones. But this repetition does not wholly determine the
new term. Because the new term in the series is
constituted by a constructive activity of relation, its nature
is not exhaustively traceable to its antecedent. Serial
iteration is thus a matter of iterative acts of construction
which are free. The activity which makes them what they
are is their activity of actualization, and this cannot be
referred away from themselves to anything else.3 As a free
activity of actualization, serial iteration is intrinsically a
structure of becoming and novelty, a process in which the
free construction of new terms is the very actualization of
order and each serially iterative act of construction is a free
event of construction, an active, irreducible event in the

2

As will become evident in what follows, particularly in
the chapter on Mondrian, the role of constructive activity in serial
iteration is a central matter of debate in the philosophy of
mathematics. This is obviously not a debate that will be
commented upon here.
3

It is in this sense and this sense alone that the concept
of freedom will be employed throughout.

3

becoming of the series.
So understood, the process of serial iteration is a
structuring or ordering activity of actualization, but not one
which involves hierarchy, teleological development, or the
unfolding, cumulative sequence of episodes characteristic
of the continuities of temporal narrative. No serially
situated element has any special status within the series;
but as situated, any antecedent element provides the
conditions for the next. In this way, serial iteration is
historical in the sense that its differentiating process
involves the reception of antecedent structures in the
active construction of present structures, and the open
possibility of constructing future structures out of the
present. Serial iteration is thus a particular kind of process
that, as I will show, sheds light not only on the nature of
continuity and difference but also on the interrelation of
activity and freedom in modern art.

The Meaning of Serial Iteration in Modern Art
The fact that the work of the artists I discuss serial iteration
is intimately related to the activity of actualization is
semiotically provocative for two reasons. First, serial
iteration in visual art is provocative from a semiotic
perspective because its emergence as a meaningful
feature of modern art is intimately related both to major
issues in the history of art and to broader cultural
developments of considerable significance. There is a
veritable explosion of concern with serial iteration as a
fundamental feature of activity in modernist culture. It
takes a variety of forms in modernist literature, speculative
philosophy, the mathematics of both the function and the
continuum, modern music, and aspects of psycho4

analysis.
Seriality is a primary formal structure in modernist
literature such as Virginia Woolf s, where her signature
style is created through the repetition of phonemes,
phrases, rhythm, and point of view. The symphonic
structure of Proust's A la Recherche du temps perdu is
made by shifting images and multiplied associations
amongst characters, situations, places, moments,
emotions, and patters of behaviour. Similarly, iteration is a
key to the use of memory, stylistic references, and the
differentiating perceptions of characters in James Joyce's
Ulysses and to Gertrude Stein's gradual, unwinding and
mesmerizing rhythm that presents the time of living back to
the reader in Three Lives and The Making of Americans. 4
In the minimalist music of Steve Reich, Philip Glass, and
John Adams, the features of time, change, and process
emphasize the listener's participatory role of noting
differentiations within strictly structured patterns.
In speculative philosophy, Bergson's theory of
duration, which will be discussed later, is by no means the
only analysis of serial iteration (Bradley, 2003:2). There is
the triadic series of Firstness (spontaneity), Secondness
(existence), and Thirdness (rule or relation) of C.S. Peirce,
which is the basis of his account of the iterative nature of
events (Peirce, 1. 284-353). There is also A.N.
Whitehead's series of active or actual occasions which
constitute a complex account of iterative exchange. In
mathematical philosophy, Bertrand Russell devotes a great
deal of space to the analysis of series, arguing that "a

4

See Moore (1998), Wilson (1967), and Elliot and
Wallace. On visual iteration in Proust, see Bal (1997). On Woolf,
see Lord.
5

discussion of order... is lacking in the current
philosophies" and that the mathematical continuum is to be
defined in terms of the logical relations of ordinal series
(Russell, 1992:199). 5 Seriality in psycho-analysis is found
in Freud's notion of repetition, the compulsion to repeat a
trauma in new ways or new situations. 6
In visual art, serial iteration is directly related to
controversial art-historical issues such as the
impressionists' treatment of time and change and the
relation between visual art's use of the grid and notions of
the infinity and continuity of the real. 7 The recognition that
modern visual art's deployment of serial iteration occurs
within a common field of concerns surrounding the

5

In his Principles of Mathematics, Russell devotes eight
chapters to the concept of series and its variations, focussing on
the key issues of order, relations, continuity, infinity, transitivity,
and progressions. Elsewhere, Russell offers a definition of
series, in terms of "the essential characteristics of a relation" that
gives rise to order where in "any two terms in the class which is
to be ordered, ... one 'precedes' and the other 'follows'" (1993:
31). For discussions of the continuum, series, and iteration in
mathematics see A.W. Moore and Russell (1992, 1993).
6

In his Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Freud explains
that while patients cannot remember repressed events, they are
still obliged to repeat, act out, and deal with the trauma, even if
the ego under the sway of the pleasure principle resists dealing
with the unpleasure. Repetition reveals the presence of the
repressed event without directly attending to it. Freud's theory
can serve as a model for my treatment of the theme of seriality
itself in twentieth century culture: the structure of seriality itself is
iteratively analyzed over and over and over throughout twentiethcentury culture. For a cultural analysis of traumatic iteration, see
Lam.
7

See Krauss and McNamara, who will be referred to
throughout.
6

treatment of the real in terms of concept of the activity of
actualization opens up the examination of serially iterative
visual art to considerations that go far beyond standard
formalist analyses about (for example) the use of grid
structures or the reliance on altering perspectives.
Secondly, through their use of the structure of
serial iteration, the artists I discuss are semiotically
provocative because they articulate specific
understandings of the activity of actualization and its
bearing on related issues such as difference, freedom,
subjectivity, and community. The theme of serial iteration
thus allows a reading of this art in terms of its content. It
becomes possible to examine exactly what the serial
structure of this art articulates. Viewers can look at the art
propositionally, in terms of what serial iteration means in its
various modern manifestations.
This need not imply that the artists were aware of
what propositional content their art articulates or of what it
can mean for the different perspectives and concerns of
twenty-first century viewers. Meaning is produced between
the art and its viewers within a cultural context. Yet the
artists' use of seriality links the meaning of aesthetic
structure to issues bound up with the activity of
actualization. Their serially structured works express
specific structures of repetition and time: how things come
to be through the repetition of the present out of the past
and through the persistence of the present into the future,
as well as how each moment of existence is a unique and
ephemeral event within a continuum of active existence.
While statements made by some of these artists, for
example Mondrian, show that they may have sought to
articulate specific accounts of the nature of actualization in
their art, it is also the case that in bringing our historically

7

different interests to bear on the structural and conceptual
elements found in that art takes its interpretation in new
directions. The articulations of the past can be understood
in a new way which makes the art pertinent to similar
concerns in the present. I contend that the iterative seriality
of the artworks I analyse provide accounts of activity,
actualization, difference, and time which re-define those
issues and take them in new directions, thereby
illuminating our current understanding of them.
My analysis of the prevalent use of serial iteration
in twentieth century visual art considers the different ways
in which seriality is employed structurally and semantically
in Europe, Britain and North America in the approximately
one hundred years between Edgar Degas' serialized
impressionist canvases and Andy Warhol's serial
silkscreens. By an examination of the different ways in
which seriality is taken up and put to work by modern
artists in the twentieth century, the significance of serial
structure as a formal feature of their art is revealed. A
serially-oriented investigation of the images of such
stylistically and ideologically disparate artists as Edgar
Degas, Piet Mondrian, Francis Bacon, Egon Schiele, and
Andy Warhol thereby reveals interconnections and
overlaps that alter interpretations of twentieth century art,
interpretations that engage with and question previous
narratives and histories of modernist art. An analysis of
this art in terms of the concerns it raises makes my
analysis more thematic than historically oriented. I interpret
the meaning and cultural significance of the art in terms of
how serial iteration constitutes its structure, content and
central themes. This involves three crucial considerations.
First, the emphasis on the activity of actualization
presented in serially iterative artworks is to be considered

8

on its own terms. The presentation of the activity of
actualization through a structure of serial iteration is not
reduced to other, more general issues, such as the avantgarde experimentation of the early twentieth century, 8 the
modernist embrace of the two-dimensional surface nature
of the picture plane, 9 the commercialism and consumerism
of late modern capitalism, 10 or the neo-romantic,
existentialist expression of the nature of the self.11 These
considerations, which tend to characterize accounts of
modernism, are to be understood in terms of what I
maintain are the more fundamental issues that surround
the structure of serial iteration. 12 In my analysis, the
serially iterative structures of this art are considered to be
just as fundamental a feature of the artwork as the material
and formal features of, say, medium, facture, perspective,
or modernist theoretical concerns with autonomy and
contingency.
As fundamental to the artworks, serial iteration is
treated as another sign or meaning-producing feature of
them. Whatever else they may be, the serially iterative

8

For such an account of Schiele, see Knafo and Smith
(2000); of Degas, see Callen (1992), Kendall (1996), and Pollock
(1992); of Mondrian, see McNamara and Krauss.
9

For this account of Bacon, see van Alphen; of Warhol,
see De Duve, Crow, Foster (1996a).
10

For this account of Warhol, see Crone, James, and
Maharaj; for Degas, see Lewis.
l1

For this account of Schiele, see Knafo, Smith (2000),
and Wilson (1980); of Bacon, see Hatch and Nochlin.
12

Drucker and Schapiro provide summaries of the usual

account.
9

artworks I examine are propositional in the sense that they
articulate specific ideas about the activity of actualization. I
show that their serially iterative structures do not merely
affect but centrally inform the artworks' meaning. To
consider serial iteration as an integral feature of the
artworks rather than as, say, an accidental property or
trace of the artist's methodology, completely alters the
propositional claims these artworks have hitherto been
understood to make.
It follows, secondly, that the importance of modern
uses of serial iteration is due to the particular nature of its
deployment, not only as a structural but as an insistently
semantic feature of their visual imagery. The role of serial
iteration in the work of Degas, Mondrian, Seniele and
Warhol, for instance, has always been problematic. Degas'
iterative series of dancers and bathers is not adequately
understood either in terms of temporal narrative, as with
Monet, or of perspectival differentiation, as with Cezanne.
While there are features of both Monet's focus on temporal
change and Cezanne's concerns about difference and
perspective in Degas' work, his serial iteration will be
shown to offer an explicitly independent account of the
nature of activity. Degas' serial iteration is therefore crucial
to understanding the meaning of his style and facture. It
will also be found to affect the interpretation of his
controversial treatment of the female nude. Attending to
the serial structure of the artworks transforms what those
images are understood to mean and so what role they play
in art history and in relation to their cultural environment. It
is because serial iteration has specific propositional
content of this kind that I take it to be an insistently
semantic feature of the artworks I examine. The claim
made here is that the use of serial iteration in modernist

10

visual art achieves specific theoretical results. These
achievements are not the pragmatic perfecting of the
image or its successful proliferation. They are not to be
understood as historically specific cultural expressions,
temporal narratives, literal narratives like story-telling, or
perspectival variations. Seriality is taken to be an integral
semantic element of much modern art which directly
influences contemporary visual art in specific ways that I
will probe in the chapters that follow. The influence of and
interest in modern art is more fully understood when the art
is seen in terms of its adherence to serial iteration.
Thirdly, while the iterative seriality of these artists
has been understood to be somehow important to its
images, seriality has up till now primarily been discussed in
terms of whatever theoretical apparatus happened to be
historically and culturally analogous to the modes and
conditions surrounding its production. For instance,
Mondrian's seriality is interpreted in the context of the De
Stijl programme and its role in the European avant-garde,
while Schiele's is interpreted in terms of psycho-analysis
and existentialism, and Warhol's series are given Marxist
readings. In all the analyses and explications of the
numerous artists who employ serial imagery, very few
connections have been made between them either in
terms of the issues they articulate or in terms of the
semantic interconnections of their work.13 Even fewer
connections have been made between serial iteration in
visual art and its presence in other areas of modern and

13

In this respect, Krauss' essay "Grids" is a pre-eminent

exception.

11

contemporary culture. 14 Serial iteration is not considered to
be a significant theme or structure in visual art, and
therefore not a theme or structure which can be analyzed
in relation to its intersections with other areas of thinking
and cultural activity. It is partly for these reasons that
Warhol's series are analysed largely in terms of theories of
consumerism and pop culture, and that Schiele's images
are generally examined in the light of Freudian psychoanalysis and Nietzschean existentialism. Similarly, Degas'
iterative images are usually discussed in terms of humanist
and naturalist philosophies of the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, or analyzed with reference to feminist
theories without interrelating his structure and his subject
matter. Again, Mondrian's late neo-plastic paintings are
usually read as avant-garde aspirations toward universal
order or as illustrations of both his version of Hegelianism
and his theosophical beliefs. The analyses of Bacon's
images, apart from those of Gilles Deleuze and Ernst van
Alphen, are largely biographical or socio-historically
specific, treating Bacon's art as that of a marginalized gay
man documenting the trauma and pain of post-war Britain.
My analysis shows that the significance and implications of
modern serial imagery clearly emerge only when it is
situated in the context of broader cultural and theoretical

14

Of the few analyses explicitly linking serial structures
with modern visual art, the most revealing are Coplans (1969),
Armstrong (2001), and Krauss. In Franses' discussion of the
modernist grid understood as a framing device, he argues that
the grid is a structural mise en abyme: there is no rational order
to the iteration of the grid. He follows Krauss' reading. Welchman
briefly discusses repetition, linking it with the instantaneity and
unrepresentability of speed and light. Again, Welchman suggests
that repetitive and grid structures prioritize change by forsaking
order. These positions I find to be untenable, as will emerge.

12

issues than those provided by its immediate historical
environment.

Serial Iteration as Modernist Innovation
I do of course situate each example of serially iterative art
in a historical context. It is hardly surprising that the
philosophical and cultural environment of the latenineteenth through to the late-middle twentieth century
informs the work of Degas, Mondrian, Bacon, Schiele, and
Warhol. My claim is that the serially iterative structure of
their art can be understood in terms of their historical
environment principally because the issues connected to
the activity of actualization presented by their specific
deployments of serial iteration are fundamental to
modernism. For when modernism is understood as the
predicament of "past consciousness living in the present",
the serial iteration of past events in the continual
actualization of the present not only represents but
embodies the structure of modernism itself (Spender,
x:78). Relating the artworks to their environment helps to
show not only what those fundamental cultural issues are,
but also how serial iteration lends itself so well to
modernist and post-modernist articulations of those
issues. 15

15

Stephen Spender describes modernism in terms of
this iterative predicament and claims that the modernist "with his
intellect is committed to criticizing that present by applying to it
his realization of the past" (x:78). According to Spender,
modernism involves a distrust of progress and a faith in art to
fuse past values with modern culture's contemporary sense of
fragmentation (x). Art foregrounds formal experimentation,
enacting the self-referential, self-sufficient wholeness missing in
the mere present. Understood in this way, modern art is art which

13

The work of the five artists I discuss is notoriously
difficult to understand. I take their work to show how
distinct styles in modern painting can be re-interpreted and
understood in terms of their shared structures of serial
iteration. This in turn explicates their visual articulations of
the nature of the activity of actualization and the critical,
cultural and conceptual presuppositions which shape
modernism and our understanding of it. Thus some
consideration of Henri Bergson's influential Introduction to
Metaphysics will help to explain Degas' seriality. Similarly,
Mondrian's seriality is discussed with reference to the
mathematical constructivism of L.E.J. Brouwer,
Mondrian's contemporary and a considerable influence on
the mathematics of the time. 16 In addition, I will refer to
theories of repetition and seriality expounded by Gilles
Deleuze for closer definition of the notion of seriality as it is
expressed in the work of Bacon, Warhol, and Schiele.
These considerations will allow me to spell out the
significance of serial iteration as presented in the work of
these artists and how they use it in different ways to
articulate the activity of actualization and related issues
such as subjectivity, community, and history.
For example, Degas' late pastels are expressly
about the active nature of the real. His dynamic facture,
contrived figurations, layering technique and iterated
iconography attest to this. Iteration, as found in The
Bath, 1890-4. Before the ballet. 1890-2. Nude on the edge

demands to be reintegrated with life; it is critical, not decorative.
See also Schwartz, Crowther, and Elliot and Wallace. For
criticism of this position, see Cheetham, Jameson, and Lukacs.
16

For the relation between Mondrian and Brouwer, see
Cheetham and Baljieu.
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of her bath drying her legs,1900-5, and Frieze of
dancers, 1893-8, reveals points of similarity which become
points of qualitative difference. The iterated act is no more
authentic in one image than in another; while each serial
moment is related, it is also unique. Reference to
Bergson's contemporary theory of duration, the continuum
of existence from which differences spontaneously
emerge, helps to uncover the metaphysical implications of
Degas' seriality. My general argument is that in modern
visual art, iterative series is structurally and semantically
important. In significant ways, seriality constitutes the
representational structure, subject, and theme of these
artist's work.

Serial Iteration and the Originality of the Avant-Garde
There are further reasons for historically situating the
iterative seriality of the art I discuss. Serial iteration
undeniably emerges as a particular convention with the
rise of modernism. Serial iteration is an explicitly modernist
structure which is connected with modernist concerns
about the activity of actualization and carries those issues
over to influence contemporary art practice and theory.
Thus I endorse the claim put forward by Rosalind Krauss
in her influential essays "Grids" and "The Originality of the
Avant-Garde" that recognition of the role played by seriality
is fundamental to the understanding of modern art.
Notwithstanding the cogency of this claim, I take issue with
her treatment of seriality in modern painting.
Krauss traces the pre-war emergence of serial grid
structures in the art coming out of France, Russia and
Holland: Pablo Picasso, Piet Mondrian, Kasimir Malevich,
Mark Rothko, and Jasper Johns, for example. Krauss
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discusses it in terms of modern visual art's "hostility to
literature, to narrative, to discourse" (9). She claims that
"development is precisely what the grid resists" in two
ways: spatially and temporally (9). Because the grid is
"flattened, geometricized, ordered, it is antinatural,
antimimetic, antireal" (9). It presents itself spatially as an
"order of pure relationship" that is "at once autonomous
and autotelic" (10). She argues that the grid is not about
anything in the world, it is "the staircase to the Universal"
(10) because it logically extends to infinity, offering a space
for a "secular form of belief" which involves a fundamental
paradox: the grid presents itself in terms of the values of
science and logic and simultaneously provides a release
into the values of belief and religion (12). Krauss therefore
holds that the twentieth century's structure of the grid is
solely about the metaphysical, denies any relation to the
mundane, and resists development in both theme and
form. It is modernist in the sense that it autonomously
defines itself in terms of the two-dimensional purity of its
form and so structurally insists on its absolute rupture with
the art preceding it.
In critical response to this approach, I hold that the
structure Krauss discusses is less accurately described as
grid-like than as serially iterative: primary to an
understanding of it is not the mere fact of its geometrical
structure, but an analysis of what that structure means and
what it can do. I argue that serially iterative structure is
emphatically discursive, is intimately connected to the
serial iteration found in modernist literature and music, and
presents a narrative only insofar as it is minimally
understood to evince propositional content that engages in
debates about the nature of the real. Serial iteration does
not presume a distinction between the metaphysical and
16

the mundane. It is indeed closely tied to notions of infinity,
but, as will emerge, those notions are inseparable from the
treatment of the structure of the mundane. Moreover, there
is no necessary relation between the flattened, ordered or
geometricized features of serially structured visual art and
the antinatural, antimimetic, or antireal meaning Krauss
ascribes to it. I argue that quite the opposite is the case:
the ordering process presented in the serially iterative
structure of visual art is dynamic, ongoing, and persistent.
Serially iterative ordering, whether it is Mondrian's
strict geometry within an image, Warhol's inexact
repetitions of the same amongst images, or Schiele's
differentiations between images, emphasizes, as I will
show, the activity of ordering: it articulates the ordination of
order itself as that which makes things continually what
they are while making them different. Hence, serially
iterative art prioritizes relations, which Krauss conceives in
a nominalistic way as undefinable, inexpressible,
unrepresentable and hence loosely indicative of a
mysterious theological or metaphysical presence. Yet such
art prioritizes relations not at the expense of, but rather in
terms of, the mundane. It takes the analysis of the active
nature of the mundane as its theme. This art is therefore
fundamentally mimetic: it enacts and instantiates its own
processes of realization. It not only mimetically represents
the serially iterative and durational process of its own
construction and reception, but mimetically thematizes
those processes as representing a universal order of
actualization. Its serial logic is not a formal logic, but a
logic of the order of actualization, a logic of the real.
Serially structured visual art thus installs within itself its
own activity of seriality: it presents itself as a mimetic
instance of the universal exchange of differentiating serial
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order that it articulates. This is what my analysis aims to
demonstrate.
I situate the structure of serial iteration of modern
art in the historical context of modernism in order to reveal
the specific theoretical issues at stake here. The concepts
attached to the structure of serial iteration have a long
history of increasing diversity and sophistication which is
nevertheless not always known to the artists who use it.
Serial iteration is linked to issues about the structure and
processes of becoming which, as I will show, are part and
parcel of accounts of the activity of actualization. Often,
despite the artists' stated intentions, the works of Degas,
Mondrian, Bacon, Schiele, and Warhol offer visual
accounts of those issues. Not surprisingly, therefore, while
I do make historical and even biographical links between
individual artists and their theoretical tools, I am more
interested in uncovering what the iterative seriality of their
art means and how it affects the interpretation of their
work.

A Distinct Modernist Tradition of Serially Iterative Visual Art
In the work of the five visual artists I analyse, each
different use of serial iteration provides a visual account of
the activity of actualization which relates to specific
concerns about the nature of the subject, of community,
and of history. This, I suggest, is what distinguishes their
serially iterative art from that of modern artists who employ
repetition, like Claude Monet, Paul Cezanne, Josef Albers,
Kenneth Noland, Agnes Martin, or Frank Stella. The
seriality of the artworks I analyse is not a matter of
repeating subject matter, iconography, patterns, or colour
schemes to illustrate temporal narrative, perspectival
18

differentiation, perception or colour theory, psychoanalytical or primordial schemes of consciousness, or
abstract variations. The serially iterative structures I
discuss are not a matter of a Greenbergian quest for the
purity of painting. Nor are they a matter of presenting a
putatively under-analyzed story of the creation of the world
and creativity in general as found in, say, abstract
expressionists like Barnett Newman, Jackson Pollock and
Willem de Kooning. 17 Rather, the distinct uses of serial
iteration found in the work of Degas, Mondrian, Bacon,
Schiele, and Warhol present the serially iterative structure
of the activity of actualization not just (or sometimes not at
all) in terms of the content, but within the very structure of
the images. For this reason, their art exemplifies the
different uses and effects of serial iteration in the
modernist period.
A focus on seriality destabilizes the usual
boundaries made between modernist styles, schools, and
programmes, and between modernism and the art that
comes after it. This is because seriality thematizes these
distinctions, orienting the enquiry towards similarities and
overlaps of meaning rather than toward developments of
styles, schools, or projects. 18 Further, the focus on serial
iteration broadens accounts of modern art, for the issues
raised through an attention to seriality are associated with
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On creativity and creation in abstract expressionist art,
see Polcari, Fineberg, and Rosenblum. Fora modernist
explanation of creativitiy, see Hausman.
18

Nochlin's analysis of fragmentation and Cheetham's
analysis of purity also question the frame of modernism.
19

modernism in general. 19 Key issues raised in accounts of
modernism include a critical renovation of aesthetic
language and the language particular to each art form, the
foregrounding of novelty as a primary virtue conceptually
and structurally (recall Ezra Pound's credo "Make it new!"),
and the preoccupation with visual perception, particularly a
perception - f o u n d in a style - of one's own. Furthermore,
modernism maintains an adherence to the present,
exploring the experience of time and change as a continual
hie et nunc. Modern artists seek to explain in their art how
things come to be out of the past into the present, and how
the present persists into the future. 20
There is of course nothing novel in the claim that
iterative seriality is a significant shared concern in modern
Western culture. The extensive theoretical literature on
postmodernism is dedicated to analysing the structure of
subjectivity, the nature of history, the structure of the real,
and the structure of temporality or temporal being in terms
of an iterative, process-oriented, open-ended, and aleatory
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Art historians and art critics roughly place modernism
between the mid-nineteenth century and the middle-late twentieth
century. Modernist critics such as Clement Greenberg, Roger Fry
and Clive Bell describe what they see as the modernist project in
terms of "purity" and formal self-criticism. These critics also
shape the way modernist art is understood through their formalist
pursuit of increasingly more systematic theories of change and
development. As Greenberg argues, the function of modern art is
"to find a path along which it would be possible to keep culture
moving in the midst of ideological confusion and violence"
(1984:5). This is where serial iteration comes into play, for
seriality is understood according to the time-consciousness of
this unidirectional, active, developmental, and novelty-based or
change-oriented formalism.
20

See Medina, 12, Moszynska, 45, and Elliot and
Wallace for critical analyses of these principles.
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structure. 21 Yet the convention of serial iteration in the
visual art of this period has hardly been considered. The
analysis of this convention in the art with which I am
concerned will serve to draw out important aspects of
twentieth-century art. Examining the various types of serial
iteration presented in twentieth-century visual art reveals in
the artworks themselves debates about the activity of
actualization that are articulated but often missed in
analysis, a neglect which closes off the art to renewed
cultural significance.
For example, it is almost taken for granted in
modern and contemporary theories of language, culture,
subjectivity, and cultural practice that the structures of
these phenomena are embedded in matrices, power
relations, performative structures, relational structures,
differential structures, language games, or discursive
practices. 22 One issue that I argue is raised by the serial
artworks I discuss is this: given the above rule-following
mechanisms (discursive practices, performative
structures), what is it that follows the rule? The artworks
themselves, in various ways, suggest that a principle of
freedom or free activity is fundamental to these matrices.
The type of freedom they articulate is not one of gaps or
fissures, as is often thought, but is the freedom of the
activity of actualization itself.23 The reality shown and the
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For examples of these debates about subjectivity and
history, see Brennan, Smith (1988), and Cadava etal.
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Van Alphen's work provides a good example of this,
for his critical analysis of Bacon's art involves an account of the
subject as a product of power relations and discursive structures.
23

The accounts of free activity in the following chapters
make reference to various gap accounts of freedom.
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meaning generated by these artworks is not to be
understood as an algorithmic mechanism which relieves
the constructed instance, such as the subject, of the
responsibility of making a decision. The free activity most
often presented in these images is not to be understood as
an absence or futurity, but is the ongoingness of rulefollowing activity. These serially iterative artworks reveal,
for instance, that the subject, understood in terms of free
activity, is a condition as much as a result of rule-following.
The structures of the artworks themselves seem to reject
the claim that subjectivity constitutes a directing, mastering
subject that follows a pre-ordained telos. In various ways,
the telos they articulate is the realization of free activity
itself. Thus I argue that the artworks present themselves
both as theoretical articulations and as realizations of free
activity.
The artworks I discuss offer distinct propositions
which cannot be smoothly glossed into a cohesive unity.
Nevertheless, there is a striking similarity to the meanings
of the images that is due in part to the intimate relation
between the structure of seriality and the notion of
actualization. What at least became clear during my
research into the remarkable employment of seriality in
modern painting is that the images address the question of
the nature of the real, and do so in terms of an
examination of the structure and interconnections of
activity, freedom, and differentiation.
Each chapter that follows presents an analysis of
the different ways in which the structure and role of serial
iteration is presented in the visual art of Degas, Mondrian,
Bacon, Schiele, and Warhol. Many modern artists employ
seriality in their work. These five have been chosen
22

because they represent a variety of different ways in which
seriality is used to articulate an account of the activity of
actualization as fundamentally iterative. Serial iteration is
shown to be a primary feature of their art, the prism
through which the treatment of issues such as subjectivity,
freedom, community, and history is refracted.

Degas' Durational Reality
My analysis begins with an interpretation of Degas' late
serial images of bathers and dancers. I argue that the
active quality manifested in these images can be
understood in relation to the serially iterative structure of
his late oeuvre, from approximately the 1880's onward. My
claim is that Degas offers a specific account of the activity
of actualization in his serially iterative images of female
figures. The active quality found in each charcoal drawing,
pastel, or oil painting presents the figure in a process of
continual, iterative actualization. This iterative activity of
actualization differentiates the figure within images and
across them. Thus the viewer's role in relation to Degas'
late serial images is performative: as the viewer moves
through each image or across a series of images, the
viewer iteratively enacts the activity of actualization which
continually shapes and differentiates the figure.
The account of the activity of actualization found in
Degas' late serial images is interpreted with reference to
Bergson's metaphysical notion of duration, the continual
coming-to-be of all things. Bergson's theory of duration
fuses the concepts of time and existence, so that the
activity of actualization is understood as the continual
construction of the present out of the past. Bergson's
duration is a cumulative, intransitive process whereby the
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past endlessly constructs the present in a continuous,
indivisible series of becoming-events. On this theory, the
past does not disappear; it is actualized anew in the
present. Novelty is a matter of new acts of actualization
that are actualized out of the past into present events.
Degas' late serial images present a Bergsonian
understanding of the serially iterative activity of
actualization, in contrast to certain series of artworks by
contemporaries like Claude Monet or Paul Cezanne.
These three artists are indeed alike in that they share
colour and perception theories about the constructive
nature of vision and they emphasise the active and
constructed surface of their images. The work of all three
artists reveals a common interest in time and change.
Nonetheless, Degas' seriality does not exhibit Monet's
overt and sequential temporal narrative of different
moments in the day, as revealed through different qualities
of light on Rouen Cathedral. Similarly, Degas' use of
perspective does not offer a narrative itinerary of differing
perspectives such as Cezanne employs for a scene like
Mont St. Victoire. He does not situate the activity of
existence in a prior narrative structure at all. Rather, both
the form and content of Degas' images present the activity
of existence as continually differentiating its own order.

Mondrian's Ordering Activity
The serial structure of Mondrian's late paintings presents a
different kind of challenge. What emerges out of the
stylistic and representational variations in Mondrian's
oeuvre is the increasingly grid-like structure characteristic
of his late works. Yet the structure of the grid does not
emerge as a flat and static motif. The grid is a dynamic
24

structure of interconnectivity, particularly in his last painting
Victory Boogie Woogie. My analysis will concentrate on
this last painting, where the serially iterative structure most
expressly articulates the activity of actualization.
Like Mondrian's other late New York paintings, the
structure of Victory Boogie Woogie has been discussed
not only in terms of his interest in the Hegelian notion of
the absolute and in theosophical principles of world unity,
but also by way of his modernist disavowal of
representation in favour of the pure expression of a
universal spirit or order. Against these analyses, I will
argue that Mondrian's late images manifest the activity of
actualization as the free construction of structure itself.
This is because, unlike other artists notorious for
championing the grid (or its variations), such as Agnes
Martin, Josef Albers, Frank Stella, or Jasper Johns,
Mondrian's grids are dynamic structures of relational
differentiation which specifically involve the viewer in their
activity.
Victory Boogie Woogie presents interconnectivity in
terms of the ongoing construction of order. Mondrian
embraces the grid and includes the frame in the image's
structure. Thus he incorporates the implied infinite
movement of his lines into finite actualizations of order,
made by the eruptions of coloured squares and the
difference in their speed and trajectory. Yet the image is
not a rule of algorithmic repetition. On the contrary, the
image shows how new rules of ordination are differentiated
out of previous ones. Horizontal and vertical bands
interconnect at various points in Victory Boogie Woogie,
and in virtue of their interrelation those lines can
differentiate into new trajectories, intersections,
accelerations, and gaps.
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Mondrian's late images thus present the nature of
the actualization of order in terms of spontaneously
differentiating acts of interconnectivity. Because the viewer
can enter or leave off moving through the relational
interconnections of Mondrian's structures at any point, they
are open structures. The actualization of these open
structures by the viewer is the process of an ongoing
differentiation of new orders: to visually move along any
particular line is to respond to differentiations in speed,
tone, and size, as well as spontaneous intersections with
other lines. There is no prior unity, no determining rule, no
telos here. The activity of viewing the image is the serially
iterative construction of order itself. Visually engaging in
the dynamic movement of Mondrian's lines means visually
enacting the ongoing process of iterative differentiation
that the structure performs.
The dynamic differentiations enacted in Victory
Boogie Woogie reveal that the activity of ordering relations
is distinct from the construction of any particular order.
There is no specific order or relation that is repeated in the
image, only the activity of constructing order or relation.
The image manifests the activity of actualization as the
actualization of specific structures, rather than as the
repeated instantiation of a specific structure. Here, serial
iteration articulates the free construction of order itself.
Notwithstanding Mondrian's own statements about his art,
there is no suggestion of a hierarchical order to any
element in the picture plane. On the contrary, any event in
the dynamic actualization of the picture, including the
viewing subject, is defined as both the condition and the
effect of the iterative activity of actualization. I will argue
that it is specifically in terms of the serially situated nature
of free constructive activity that Mondrian articulates the
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process of actualization.

Bacon's Immanent Iteration
Francis Bacon's paintings are disturbing. His images
present active figures who are defined by their activity, but
their activity is fraught with violence. The activity of
actualization is shown to be a serial process both of
construction and destruction in which the viewer
participates. It is a process of relating one element to
another in the construction of the figure, where each
iterative construction differentiates previous constructions.
Thus the activity of actualization presented in Bacon's
images is an immanent process of serially iterative
constructive activity.
Bacon's figures appear to be moving, whether or
not they appear to be doing anything. They are both
realistically represented and destroyed by Bacon's
representational acts. The figures are situated in mundane
places that are also uncanny. They are presented as
confined within frames, screaming, or distractedly gazing
in reflective concern. While the structure of Bacon's
images is confusing, it encourages the viewer to engage
with them. Bacon's images are often interpreted to be
traumatic expressions of the post-war British psyche,
where the ongoing destruction of the figure represents the
violence, isolation, and pain of modern subjectivity. I argue
that the activity of the figure is both its destruction and its
emergence: it is an image of the serial activity of
actualization as violent and painful process.
The figures express pain, and thus have the
inferiority of subjects. But Bacon's figures do not solicit the
viewer's sympathy, for they gaze into the distance without
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addressing or engaging with the viewer. Instead, the
formal properties of his images, such as skewed
perspective and indexical signs, address and engage the
viewer's participation. They tell the viewer where to look
and how to look, directing the viewer towards the figure's
activity of actualization. There the viewer is presented with
the juxtaposition of realist representation and destructive
marks and smears which involve the viewer in
constructively relating them in order to actualize the figure.
Participation in the activity of the figure is a constructive
process of relating one part to another, yet each relational
construction both changes or destroys previous
constructions and leads to further constructions. Thus the
figure's activity of actualization is a serially iterative
process of continual becoming and continual dissolution in
which the viewer participates.
The viewer can never completely realize Bacon's
suffering figures into stable forms because they are
defined by the serial activity of actualization. Moreover, by
participating in their actualization activity, the viewer is
shown to affect the figure: the figure appears to be hurt by
the process. Thus my analysis will refer to those by
Deleuze and Ernst van Alphen, who argue that the activity
presented in Bacon's images is that of sensation or
affectivity: they show that it is not only the figure that it
affected, but also the viewer. By visually enacting the
figure's destruction, the viewer is shown to affect the
figure, which leads to the realization that viewer too is a an
affective subject. Both Deleuze and van Alphen argue that
by making perception a theme which implicates the viewer,
Bacon generalizes perception as a model of sensation or
affectivity itself. They argue that the activity of actualization
is the active process of affectivity; both figure and viewer

28

are uncontrollably made and unmade by the affective
process of receiving and responding to sensation. With
them, I hold that the subject of Bacon's image is an
affective subject. Yet I contend that the activity of Bacon's
figures is not simply a matter of the interaction of physical
forces. The figures' violence and suffering transcends the
physical and places them in an ethical dimension where
concern is paramount. In Bacon's paintings, the serially
iterative activity of actualization presents a model of
affective and participatory subjectivity.

Schiele's Iterative Subject
Egon Schiele's massive series of self-portraits is usually
seen in terms of the existentialism and psycho-analysis of
the artist's pre-war Vienna. They are rarely analyzed in
terms of the meaning and significance of the serial
iteration that shapes their basic structure. Yet it is this
serial structure which defines the self-portrait figures'
identity. I argue that Schiele's serially iterative series of
self-portraits articulates fundamental modernist concerns
about subjectivity which continue to inform contemporary
understandings.
The figure in Schiele's self-portrait paintings
differentiates throughout the vast series of images. It
continually manifests a structure of becoming through the
activity iterated across the images. In each serially related
image, the figure is defined and individuated by its activity:
the figure is what it does. Schiele's self-portraits thereby
construct a specular relationship with viewers: each figure
both looks like Schiele's mirror image and functions as the
mirror image of the viewer. The figure is discerned to be a
subject with an interiority that mirrors its structure back to
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the viewer as uniquely her own. The iterative structure of
active becoming is simultaneously enacted before and
reflected by the image to the viewer in a series of unique
actualizations. The viewer is thus implicated in the
becoming structure of the subject. Yet Schiele's figure
reflects a serially iterative structure that is active, open,
and incomplete. Schiele's self-portrait series is shown to
offer a particular account of subject formation that is
ongoing.
While Degas exploits the tradition of the female
nude, Schiele takes the nude itself to task. He rearticulates
the canonical traditions of the male and female nudes in
terms of trans-gendered performative figures. By referring
to the Lacanian theory of the mirror stage and by analyzing
Schiele's treatment of the nude, I show that the
participatory and communal features of Schiele's images
are inherent to their structure. As with Degas' late images,
formal features in Schiele's self-portraits like perspective,
colour juxtaposition, and facture involve the viewer in the
active structure of Schiele's series. The figure is a visual
subject that stands in a formative and erogenic relation
with the viewer, a relation which is disturbing because, as
with Bacon's imagery, Schiele's self-portrait figures are
often grotesque. This effect draws the viewer visually to
feel the image and to move with the activity of the subject's
actualization. It also emphasizes the finite, everyday nature
of the subject who is presented in terms of his activity.
Schiele's images provide an account of the dynamic
structure of the modern subject in terms of the formative
interactions between subjects.
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Warhol's Mundane Differences
Andy Warhol's serialized screenprints present an account
of the activity of actualization as serially iterative and
spontaneously free differentiation. The key to this account
is found in Warhol's mistakes. Warhol's screenprints lend
themselves to historical materialist interpretations, which
have dominated the treatment of his work. 24 The
connection between Warhol's use of serial structure and
his use of mundane subject matter is usually seen as
either a criticism of mass consumption and commodity
fetishism or as an emulation of industrial mass production
by iteratively presenting the same commodity. Both
accounts miss the irony of Warhol's self-description as a
machine working in a factory. My analysis shows that the
serially iterative structure of Warhol's images is both an
ironic comment on the modernist principles of authenticity,
novelty, and autonomy and a re-interpretation of those
principles. His practice of screenprinting is a process of the
mechanical reproduction of images. Yet Warhol
undermines the repetitive process with his signature: the
serial iteration of printing imperfections. Warhol creates
series of almost exact duplications, and the difference is
profound. For the differences make the otherwise flat
images interesting. When surface, ground, and image are
united, the difference of the imperfection is foregrounded
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1 will refer to these interpretations in Chapter Six, on
Warhol. However, those by Buchloh, Crone, James, and Crow
stand out. The prevalence of marxist interpretations in Warhol
scholarship has recently been surpassed by queer theory. It reinterprets the obvious relationship between art and life in
Warhol's practice and analyzes the imperfections or differences
as sites of resistance. See Meyer (1994), Meyer (2002), and
Crimp.
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as the only engaging aspect of the work. I argue that the
meaning of his serially iterative images lies in their
differences.
Warhol's series of mundane and familiar objects
are flat, unengaging, and diverse. He subjects anything to
his serially iterative screening process. By relating his
images to other forms of iconography, such as
renaissance holy face images and gay camp icons, I show
Warhol to be putting the mundane in the place of the
divine and involving the viewer in the construction of its
meaning. Furthermore, I show how Warhol's series share
crucial features with Monet's serial images: both
foreground the differentiating articulation of the surface of
their serial images. Yet while Monet's series are united in a
temporal narrative, Warhol's are related in a narrative of
serially iterative differentiation.
A look at Warhol's Brillo Boxes provides a good
example of how serial structure in his work manifests the
activity of actualization as the activity of differentiation. Any
one of his copies of Brillo's standard manufactured boxes
can be taken as just that: a copy of a manufacturer's box.
It is made mechanically to look identical to the
manufacturers box in dimensions, colour, and textual
display. While this may be regarded as a tour de force of
extreme representationalism, such an account does not tell
us anything interesting about either the artworks, the
artistic process, the artist, or the viewing subject who is
meant to recognize the mundanity of the Brillo Box. The
significance of Warhol's Brillo Box is not primarily in its
relation to the authenticity of the manufacturer's box, but in
the serial relations between Warhol's boxes.
Albeit situated in a North American field of culturally
recognizable everyday objects, Warhol's serialized Brillo
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Boxes emphatically proclaim their differences from on
another. This is where Warhol's boxes tell viewers
something about sameness and difference through their
differentiating relations to one another. For closer
inspection reveals that Warhol's boxes are not identical
and so not simply numerically different. In fact, they differ
precisely in the ways they are expected to remain the
same, namely the application of colour and textual display.
Their differences reside in the differences between how
the screened design is applied to the ground, differences
which are accidental and only revealed when the boxes are
presented in series. Difference here is presented as
spontaneous, individuating, and relational. It is
fundamental to the series, but mundane, a point reenforced by the mundane subject matter of Brillo box.
Warhol's Brillo Boxes drive home the Deleuzian point that
in serial actualization the only sameness is difference. The
point of relation between any two or more of Warhol's Brillo
Boxes is the point of their difference. Difference is where
Warhol's boxes are artworks, statements which reveal and
tell us something about the world.
Warhol's accidents in his silkscreens are surface
differentiations which distinguish his serigraphs by
revealing that the activity which articulates the subject is
spontaneous and immanent activity. Because the activity
of serial differentiation ultimately refers back to Warhol's
practice, his serial images are to be understood in terms of
his constructive activity, his spontaneous printing
imperfections, and his mundane subject matter. Each
mundane print in an unordered series is a differentiating
repetition of a previous print. Thus I argue that Warhol's
serial images present the serially iterative activity of
actualization as mundane and spontaneously free activity.
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It is the actualizing activity of the mundane which,
continually the same, is always different. As with Schiele's
serial self-portraits, this applies not only to objects and
movie-stars but to the artist himself. Warhol's selfdescription as a machine working in a factory becomes an
acutely ironic account of his constructive activity.
Degas, Mondrian, Bacon, Schiele, and Warhol are
representative of major traditions in modern art history. But
this is not my main reason for concentrating on them. Their
art clearly presents five different articulations of serially
iterative activity in structure, theme and content. Part of my
point is to analyse concerns and debates central to
discussions of modernism and its subsequent effects on
contemporary art and analysis. By selecting the work of
artists held to be central to modernist debate, I hope to
position my analysis in medias res. The continuing debates
about Degas. Mondrian and Warhol and the relative
scarcity of analysis of the more mystifying Bacon and
Schiele offer a stimulating critical challenge. My analysis of
serial iteration offers a new interpretation of what is now a
recognized set of modernist concerns and of the
significance of those concerns for contemporary
developments. For serially iterative imagery is also found
in the work of Katarina Sieverding, Gerhardt Richter,
Arnulf Rainer, Jurgen Klauke, Jenny Holzer, and Mariene
Dumas. They, like the five on whose I work I focus,
present their work in terms of serially iterative structures
and an artist like Sieverding even claims her work to be
"the artistic revelation of the inner structures of nature"
(298). When the modernist use of serial iteration is seen to
provide accounts of concerns such as subjectivity,
community, history, and the activity of actualization, new
light is shed on contemporary uses of seriality.
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Chapter Two
Edgar Degas' Female Nude and
the Nature of Activity

Interpreting Degas' Series of Female Nudes
In 1996, Richard Kendall curated the exhibition "Degas:
Beyond Impressionism" at the National Gallery in London.
To my knowledge this was the first contemporary
exhibition of the artist's work to present his images in
series. Kendall wrote a catalogue for it which provides one
of the few analyses of Degas' use of serial iteration. He
shows how Degas' serial practice is grounded in his
practice of tracing. He maintains that "certain practices of
transfer and repetition had been used by Degas for many
years" (1996:71), with the result that "tracing provided the
generating force of Degas' late career" (1996:81).
Methodologically, tracing the forms of previous sketches to
produce new ones allowed Degas to perfect his images,
re-use certain successful forms, and re-situate those forms
in different contexts in order to explore their further
possible effects (Kendall, 1996:81). Degas' seriality shifted
from practical exercise to his "self-conscious and selfcontained statement" (1996:71). For Kendall, the trace is
central to Degas' seriality, the form through which the
meaning of Degas' late artworks is articulated.
Kendall understands the serial structure inherent
to Degas' use of tracing techniques primarily in terms of
form. The form in each image is primary because form
defines Degas' images and renders them endlessly
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duplicatable. Form is the most manipulable aspect of
Degas' images whereby the formal properties of tracing,
like line, mass, and volume, are open to endless
permutations in the continual re-invention of his subject
matter. Kendall explains that the physical properties of
drawings executed on tracing paper strengthen Degas'
adherence to serial iteration because the paper's shiny
surface allows the artist to copy forms with heightened
precision. Tracing paper's lack of texture discourages
novel stylistic flourishes. This allows formal line alone to be
repeated; content is subordinate to the preservation of that
line (1996:77). The precision of the trace and the
properties of tracing paper maintain the integrity of form,
which, according to Kendall, is the central feature of
Degas'art (1996:115,156).
Degas' tracing practice includes the practice of
pasting together different traced images onto the ground
and adding new cardboard backings to enlarge the image
with more pasted tracings. Together, the perceptible joints
of additional backings and the obvious grid-like notations
of his pasted networks emphasize two further aspects of
Degas' images: the articulation of the surface and
therefore the traces of the artist's activity of articulating it. It
is not the form, but the generation of that form which is
iterated in Degas' late works. Thus, the practice of tracing
allows Degas endlessly to repeat certain key forms
throughout his images and self-consciously to reveal
traces of his own activity in each repetition.
Degas' move from traced drawings to tracing with
pastels brings together form and the activity of
constructing form with the naturalistic colouring effects of
pastels. Pastels allow for the combination of line and
colour, therefore allowing Degas to distinguish between
36

"static and active elements in his images with more
fluidity", to "bring animation to a contour [and] ease a
spatial transition" (Kendall, 1996:97). Degas' use of fixative
to hold his coloured pastel grounds not only makes
possible the addition of more traced pastel repetitions, but
shapes the viewing of any late image into "a heterogenous
or cumulative one, simultaneously engaging a variety of
hues, layered textures and competing directional strokes"
(Kendall, 1996:100). In Kendall's analysis, the seriality
achieved through tracing is developed by Degas from the
mere repetition of significant forms to the iterative
actualization of those forms by the inclusion of explicit
traces of his own making activity. The viewer is led to
follow Degas' dynamic facture, and therefore the
generation and differentiation of forms across series of
images. This further develops the seriality of the work by
emphasizing the viewer's iteration of Degas' making
activity. 1
Thus Kendall analyzes Degas' serialized late
images in terms of his practice of tracing. Kendall begins
by examining Degas' serial iteration historically, through
his use of canonical forms like the female nude. Degas
consciously repeats historically significant styles, such as
Ingres' strong lines and Delacroix's romantic use of colour,
in order to develop his signature impressionism through
the vehicle of the female nude. Kendall then examines
Degas' seriality practically, through the evolution of his
tracing technique. He concludes that Degas' serially

1

These results are continued in Degas' oil paintings
which, like his pastels, unite line and colour in an active, fluidity of
contour and facture that reveals the continual activity of the
artist's revisions (Kendall, 1996:23).
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iterative tracing technique allows him to manipulate
differences in similar forms and to reveal his makingactivity through the images' surfaces.
Kendall's analysis of Degas' serial imagery makes
use of three distinct critical oppositions: a form/content
distinction, an original/copy distinction, and an
activity/stasis distinction. These oppositions are not new;
they are employed by a variety of commentators on Degas'
work and have shaped its analysis. Yet they have
obscured the meaning of seriality in his oeuvre.
According to Kendall, Degas subordinates the
content of his images to their form. Kendall distinguishes
the traditionalism of Degas' female nude from the novelty
of his formal, serial practice. Yet it is the female nude that
most critics find to be both innovative and troubling. 2 The
figurative content of Degas' late images consists almost
wholly of anonymous, non-individuated working class
women who never return the viewer's gaze. 3 Griselda
Pollock and T.J. Clark argue that while the figures are
situated in intimate but everyday spaces, such as baths,
those spaces are presented in an improbable and
voyeuristic viewing context. 4 Anthea Callen maintains that

2

As I will show, Kendall's formalist analysis, the
historical-materialist analyses of Pollock, T.J. Clark, Callen, and
Broude, and the semiotic analyses of Amstrong, Sidlauskaus,
Thomson, and Lipton reach opposing conclusions about the
female nude, but start from the same form-content opposition.
3

Pollock (1992), Callen (1992), and T.J. Clark argue that
in the culture of the time women were socially proscripted from
returning the gaze of men.
4

Female prostitutes, working class models bathing in
improbable conditions and often impossible physical positions,
ballet dancers performing for the wealthy, male members of the
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in Degas' images viewing and touching the body are
analogously sexually charged acts. 5 Degas' female nudes
are not only self-absorbed with their bodies, they lead the
viewer visually to touch them too. Thus Degas' images
conform to male and bourgeois hegemonic viewing
practices. In contrast, Carol Armstrong holds that, while
Degas' figures are sexualized, they are also grotesquely
de-eroticized, disorderly, active, and unreadably closed to
the viewer. 6 Degas shifts the viewer around in impossible

Jockey Club; these almost exclusively comprise the subject
matter of Degas' serialized late images (Pollock, 1988:74).
Pollock and T.J. Clark argue that only middle class men would be
privy to such a view. Yet Degas not only puts the anonymous,
working class, female body on display, he arguably shows her to
be either oblivious or indifferent to it. However, Pollock argues
that women especially of this class in this period would ordinarily
never be noticed, and certainly not seen in mundane contexts
like bathing, stretching, or resting backstage. (1988:56, 62, 73,
78; 1992:33, 107, 111). Not only would women not be so
indifferent to voyeurism, but they would usually not be seen in
such public spaces at all.
5

Privately, women would not have engaged with such
absorption in acts like bathing, for bathing, Callen argues," was
directly associated with lascivious sexual activity" (1992:173)
Callen's essay "Degas' Bathers: Hygiene and Dirt - Gaze and
Touch" provides a very strong argument for the relevance to
Degas's images of the contemporary cultural proscriptions
surrounding women's bathing.
6

Armstrong (1986) argues that the gender trouble found
in Degas' images links not only the issues of class and sexuality,
but also sociological and epistemological issues about feminine
lack of self-awareness, self-consciousness, and self-reflection
with the formal properties of Degas' images. The female nude is
presented as a dynamic, chaos of colour, line, mass, and volume
structured by Degas' style. She is the matter at once shaped and
obfuscated under Degas' formal innovations. The viewing subject
is utterly distinct from the art object, denied an aesthetic union
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perspectival relations to the images: above, yet below, and
too close to the figural form in a disembodied gaze. 7
Armstrong argues that there is no hierarchy of form over
content as Kendall's analysis suggests. Rather, Degas'
facture is the screen that separates form from content, and
it is his modernist emphasis on style and facture that
heightens the gender disparity inscribed in his images.
While the political analyses of critics like Pollock, Clark,
Callen, and Armstrong see Degas' formal manipulation as
an activity that imposes on the female nude, all
nevertheless agree with Kendall to the extent that they see
Degas' work in terms of the opposition of form and
content.
Kendall employs the original/copy distinction to
show how Degas' originality paradoxically emerges sui
generis out of his copying practice. Degas' originality lies in
his activity of constructing new images out of old ones. His
images are genealogical, characterized by assemblage. 8
His acts of painting and piecing his images together are

with the female nude.
7

Armstrong (1986) insists that Degas presents the
canonical image of female figures as disorderly and requiring
aesthetic restraint within formal devices. This interpretation of the
canon is presented in Clark (1956: chs.1, 2 ) and critically
discussed by Nead (1992:5-33 ). For an alternate view, see
Dawkins (2002) and Salomon.
8

Degas re-uses and reconstructs previous forms from
his own repertoire and other artworks by copying, superimposing,
and transferring from one image to another, between media and
across genres.
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explicitly manifested in each image [Fig. 1]. 9 Thus, vision
and touch are connected in the images' structure because
viewing is emphatically the activity of feeling the surface feeling not only voluminous colours and energetic
hatching, but feeling the joints, edges, and pasted on
paper. 10 The viewer gets caught in the skewed
perspective, moves with the momentum of the facture, is
raised to the fractured surface, and then led back onto the
figure's sculpted body. Degas re-invents by explicitly
reconstructing the female nude to make the erotic figure a
touchable, visual object.
This leads to the third of Kendall's distinctions, that
of activity and stasis. Kendall shows dynamic activity,
transformation, and movement to be fundamental to
Degas' seriality, his imagery, and his style. Through
tracing, dynamic activity is iterated in new images which
re-actualize the figure in different situations, activities, and
moments. Degas' iteration of form is the iteration of the
novel actualization of form. Each iteration is different due
both to the difference of Degas' constructive activity
actualizing the figure and to the viewer's visually tactile
experience of looking. Yet Kendall discusses all this

9

See Kendall (1992), Callen (1992), Thomson (1992) for
distinct readings of Degas' activity as constructive. Lipton argues
that Degas' compositional devices are carriers of meaning. I
argue they are the site of the construction of meaning.
10

Vision and touch are thematized in both content and
structure. Callen argues that "Several studies could be combined
during the various stages towards a definitive image - a final
mise-en-page itself often modified by cropping or adding extra
fragments" (1992:167-168). For Callen this shows that
fragmentation defines the image; I argue it shows that
constructive activity defines the image.
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activity in terms of the stability of the figurative form: it is
acted upon; it does not act. 11 There is neither a temporal
narrative nor a sequential narrative of events either within
an image or between serial images in Degas' late oeuvre.
The only narrative is that of the repetition of submissive
and vulnerable poses (Thomson, 1992:153). This
underscores the stasis of the figure who is offered to the
viewer's active and physical gaze. 12

11

It should be noted that in Kendall's analysis, there is
movement in the images because movement is given to them via
traces of the artist's work. Kendall does not suggest that Degas'
images move. Rather, activity in the image is presented in the
activity of the artist. Kendall rarely suggests that Degas' images
have any active quality to them, whether they stand alone or are
seen in series. Thus he discusses the serial iteration of the
works, which would be sure to heighten any active quality in
individual serial images, in terms of revisions (1996:123),
improvements in the "refinements of format and nuances of
surface" (1996:104), capricious "invention" in changing a form:
"Running the gamut of the available palette, Degas toyed with
'increasingly violent...harsh colours'" (1996:104-105).
12

Kendall discusses Degas' serialism in terms of reinventing and exploring the formal nuances between repeated
images (1992:19). In the cultural context of the nineteenthcentury proscription of the woman's gaze (at men in particular),
Pollock claims Degas' personal disdain at being seen or looked
at, and his fascination with looking at others, can be understood
in terms of the formative, maternal gaze which, after the famous
mirror stage, is forever lost yet always pined for (1992:121-125).
Degas' continual repetitions tame that formative gaze, reforming
the frightening absence of the mother (and her formative look) in
order to master it. For Pollock, Degas' serialized images of
women are his way of mastering the threat he perceives in
women by controlling their presence in different formulations
within the controlled environment of the artist in his own studio.
Callen's analysis makes the same move: "In his subject matter
and its very repetitiveness. in his pictorial structures, and in the
public reception, Degas' work constitutes this same fear of, and
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Kendall's three basic distinctions are fundamental
to analyses of Degas' late images. No matter how they are
read, the formal elements of Degas' work are radically
distinct from the iconography. Each of the three
distinctions shows different ways activity is basic to the
images: in the artist's constructive activity, in the dynamic
articulation of the figure's body, and in the viewer's looking
activity. But each also shows that it is the element of
activity which resists any reading of Degas' subject matter
as fused with his formal innovations. The female nude is
either the vehicle for Degas' innovative practice or she is
subordinated and defined by his active style. This is what
is claimed to be encoded in Degas' presentations of the
female figure, his specific development of impressionism,
and his use of seriality. 13 However, if activity is taken as
basic in the interpretation of Degas' late artworks, these
critical oppositions are avoided and harmonized. When
seriality is shown to define both the female figure and the
formal structure of Degas images, a new interpretation of
his work emerges. Serial structure is used to articulate the
key themes which Degas embraces of early modernist art:
the novel and constructive activity of the artist, sexuality,

desire to control, a female subject which resists fixity"
(1992:163). None of these commentators see a narrative or
theme in the series. See also Kuspit (1989), Sidlauskas, Lipton,
Cailen (1995),and Broude.
13

Callen's analysis still treats Degas' serial iteration as a
side-effect both of his personal problems with women, and of
contemporary social conditions which brought working class
women out of domestic realms and into visible, public positions
as, for example, barmaids, dancers, and laundresses.
Transgressions of space by women, both Pollock and Cailen
argue, threatened the sanctity of typically male terrains. Cailen
(1992:162) and Pollock (1988: ch.3).
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and the constructive activity of looking.14

Constructing Visual Contact: Activity and the Female
Figure
The crux of my interpretation of Degas' serial imagery is
that activity is basic to the making and viewing of his late
images, to their formal properties, and to his serially
iterated subject matter. The subject matter of Degas' late
works, after 1880, is almost exclusively female ballet
dancers and female nudes, with a great deal of formal
iteration between the two genres.15 Figural forms are
swapped back and forth, such that the same one appears
as a dancer tying her shoe, then a bather drying her leg,
then a bather washing her leg, and so on. What unites
them is their activity. Here, gender, activity, and serial
iteration, certainly the most conspicuous elements in the
structure of his late work, are related. How they are related
and what meaning arises when they are seen in relation is
the focus of my analysis.
Degas produced cycles or suites of variations of
women bathing, women climbing into the tub, women
drying their feet and dancers lacing their shoes, women
drying their hair, women combing their hair, women having
their hair combed, nude women standing, dancers
standing, dancers dancing, dancers stretching, dancers
resting, and so on. The serial iteration in Degas' oeuvre is
easily recognized. To illustrate Degas' explicit use of

14

Sidlauskas makes a similar argument in her analysis
of narrative in Degas' Interior, 1868-9.
15
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See Kendall (1996: 126).

seriality, Kendall follows the path of the drawing Three
Nude Dancers,1893-8, private, a charcoal drawing on
tracing paper. This, he explains, was traced on a second
sheet Three dancers in the wings, 1900-10, private, and
also Three standing women, nude studies, 1893-8,
unknown. Study of a nude, hands on hips,1893-8,
unknown, pulled the foreground woman into a drawing of
her own, while the foremost two were included in the
drawings Two standing dancers, 1893-8, unknown, and
Two dancers, 1893-8, unknown. This image was then
transformed into Two dancers, 1893-8, Chicago, and also
Dancers in the wings, 1893-8, unknown. "Almost twenty
additional varieties of this versatile theme can be identified
and more than thirty compositions linked back to their
shared roots" (Kendall, 1992:82). This series of dancers is
representative of Degas' late iterative series, such as the
after the bath series [Figs. 1-6]. Their general structure is
that of a single motif of one or more minimally active
female figures iterated in multiple images genetically
related to each other in composition and form.16
The figure in Degas' Breakfast at the bath. 1893-8
[Fig. 1] is iterated in After the bath, woman drying herself.
1895-1905 [Fig. 2] and in Woman seen from behind, drying
her hair, 1905-1910 [Fig. 3]. The figure's right arm and her
head are lowered in Woman drying herself, 1893-8 [Fig. 4],
and After the bath, 1900-1910 [Fig. 5]. In Woman at her
toilette, 1900-5 [Fig. 6], only her arm is raised. Each image
presents the female figure as a body particularized by her
context - here it is bathing - rather than individuated as a

16

While my analysis concentrates for the most part on
this series, its structure can be generalized across Degas' late
serial iterations.
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subject. The figures are not presented with individuating
interiorities but are merely bodies that perform various
acts. Each female body is active, moving, and apparently
unconcerned with her viewers. The actions are simple,
mundane and do not appear to be performed for anyone.
Nevertheless, the figures are active. The active quality
iterated throughout the series is made by the dynamic
contours configuring both her form and her context,
sculpting the figure out of perspectival and tonal depths. 17
She is shaped by the formal properties of surface
articulation, multiple perspectives, and layers of mediation.
Kuspit claims that the activity articulates her "internal
reality". 18 Yet there are no signs of interiority; for instance,
she does not address the viewer, even obliquely, which is
why it is so difficult to determine whether or not Degas' late
female figures are oblivious or indifferent to their display.
Without an interiority, the female figure is the product of
Degas' surface articulations; she is an active form but not a
self.
While the female body is the dominant form, it is
not radically distinguished from any other object in the
image. Female figure and context are treated in the same

" Different images of the same unselfconscious female
figure perspectivally position the viewer beside or almost below
the figure to act with her and to feel her body as she touches it.
But the viewer is also kept outside and on the surface of the
image, in a distant, voyeuristic position of mastery. Touch and
gaze are combined by the simultaneous perspectives. Callen
argues that the desire for physical, tactile engagement with the
body is encoded through the rational, controlling viewpoint of the
look (1992:169).
18

Kuspit (1989: 61). By internal reality, Kuspit means
more than physicality.
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terms both by Degas' dynamic facture and by the multiple
perspectives which draw the viewer onto and around her
body and her environment. Kuspit argues that activity
renders the "unfixed, shifting boundary between external
and internal reality", intermingling figure and context
(1989:61). In this way, it is the image, not the figure which
addresses the viewer and facilitates the viewer's
participation in the image. She is a form instead of a
subject, for it is not the figure who guides the viewer's
active participation in the activity presented in the image.
The activity which informs her centralized body and her
surrounding context sets the viewer's visual route through
the image. 19 The implausible nature of both the context
and the figure further relate them. For, as Pollock and T.J.
Clark argue, Degas' contexts are ultimately impossible
ones, but are presented as natural, everyday
environments. 20 Thomson adds that the figure's acts are
implausibly awkward and often impossible, yet they are
presented as mundane, everyday activities. 21 The
awkwardness and impossibility of many of the figures'
positions is difficult to reconcile with this prosaic

19

In a general discussion about Degas' visual strategies,
Sidlauskas argues that Degas' project was one of
"conceptualizing a figure's relation to its surroundings" to shape
psychological content (673). In my view, the expression of
psychological content is not at all a feature of Degas' late
images.
20

See Pollock (1988:70, 74-5, 78, 83) and Clark
(1984:146, 253-7).
21

Thomson shows how the acts Degas' figures are
shown to perform, such as stretching, leaning, and bending,
unnaturally and awkwardly distort them, but are contextualized as
normal and routine. Thomson (1992:151)
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dimension. Thus the central problem is how to understand
the activity animating both Degas' figures and their
contexts.
On the one hand, it can be argued that Degas'
figures are representations of women. 22 They appear to be
everyday working class women performing mundane
activities in familiar settings. 23 Yet they do not address or
engage the viewer and the viewer is not led to identify with
them. 2 4 The viewer looks at the figures from many angles,
feels her body, and appears unseen. The figures are not
subjects, but objects of an erotic visual touch that are
repeatedly presented in different scenarios. 25 On the other
hand, Degas' female figures can be read as sheerly formal

22

Kuspit argues Degas' style develops into "subjective
realism" (60)
23

Pollock reads the figures by their size and shape
(1992:28).
24

Kuspit reads the activity of the figure's body as
expressions of her interiority, thus viewing her as a subject
(1989:60). By contrast, Heather Dawkins, like Armstrong (1986),
thinks that the combination of a tactile viewing experience and
dominating viewing positions from above safely distances the
viewer's voyeurism and objectifies the figure (143). Both Pollock
(1992) and Dawkins interpret the viewing positions as male
because women were denied such a view. In their different
essays in Kendall and Pollock's 1992 collection, Pollock,
Dawkins, Thomson, and Callen all interpret Degas' figures as
performing for the viewer.
25

In this way, Degas' perspective differs dramatically
from the types of visual spaces constructed, and the way visual
space is constructed, in the work of his female impressionist
counterparts like Berthe Morisot and Mary Cassatt. See Pollock
(1988:ch.3), Pollock and Parker, Thomson (1992:157), and
Nead.
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pictorial concerns. Presented without signs of interiority,
these figures act as objects both of the artist's aesthetic
manipulations and of the viewer's visual interest. They are
not subjects, but vehicles of Degas' making-activity
(Boggs, 481). These two interpretations of the status of the
female figure in Degas' late images can, in my view, be
connected. For activity is the primary issue in the images,
animating not only the artworks' surfaces but defining both
the figure as intrinsically active and the viewer's activity of
looking. 26 Thus Degas' figures are representations of
activity rather than of individuals. They are active,
unstable, and transforming before the viewer's eyes.
Hence Pollock can interpret the viewer's gaze on the
figures in terms of the flaneur: visual, uninvolved, erotic,
and generalizing everything seen in the same active
terms. 27 In terms of the masculinist discourse that defines
the canon of the female nude, Degas's images
homogenize figure and context into a visual statement

25

Without subjective interiority, the figures are not so
much social beings as they are formal motifs. They are situated
on the same aesthetic plane as any other element, which means
the activity articulating their bodies is no different than that of any
other object.
27

Pollock argues that the "flaneur symbolizes the
privilege or freedom to move about the public arenas of the city
observing, but never interacting, consuming the sights through a
controlling but rarely acknowledging gaze, directed as much at
other people as at the goods for sale. The flaneur embodies the
gaze of modernity which is both covetous and erotic" (1988:67).
Like Pollock, T.J. Clark understands the repetitive insistence on
distancing and mastering devices, such as Degas' perspective
and facture, to reinscribe a stable and assertive, masculine,
bourgeois position on a cultural arena that is socially and
politically shifting and often at odds with how the bourgeois male
previously understood himself (1984:ch.4).
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about the active quality of all things. Therefore the
awkwardness of poses is part of Degas' modernist
aesthetic of representation. His use of the centralized
female figure emphasizes the familiar nature of the activity
he represents, while the poses in which he places her
decontextualize her altogether. Both strategies serve a
generalized representation of the active nature of the
existence of all things.
Understood in terms of Degas' modernist aesthetic
of representing activity itself, the identity of the figure as a
female subject is completely subordinated to the interests
of the artist. The female figure is used as a vehicle for the
artist's reconstruction of the world through an undeniably
masculinist point of view. Degas' modernist innovations are
achieved through the construction of social spaces with
which, historically, no woman could identify. His varying
multiple viewpoints and his artifices of framing and
cropping his figures may indeed help to articulate what
thus far has been called a general thesis about the active
nature of existence. Yet, as Pollock makes clear, they also
succeed in both positioning the viewer in a certain
relationship to the image which appeals fundamentally to a
heterosexual, male voyeuristic point of view (1988, 62-65).
Degas employs conventional geometrical perspective
which so organizes the space of the picture plane that the
viewer is positioned outside of the scene and as the
principle which dominates or orders the scene. 28 The
vehicle for Degas' representation of the activity of all things

28

As Pollock (1988) explains, the point of view given to
the viewer is male because both what the viewer sees and how
the viewer is made to see it do not fit with women's viewing
experience, particularly at the time Degas made and displayed
his images.
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is a specific view of women in particular. Degas treats
women as stereotypically submissive and pliable. I argue
that both an aesthetics and an erotics of vision are at work
here. Degas' repetitive manipulations of the female form
maintain the masculinist thrust of modernist aestheticism
and the female nude is indeed its vehicle. What remains to
be understood is the end to which these strategies are
employed. 29
Returning to the series of images, activity stands
out as an integral feature shared by Degas' serial images.
It is clear that Degas inscribes his own constructive
presence in the images through his hatchings, rubbings,
smears, and signature dynamic contour lines. The activity
of looking is not only shaped by Degas' use of
conventional geometric perspective, but is made
specifically active by Degas' introduction of many points of
view. The viewer's position in relation to the image is
mobile, shifting, and never completely stable. Moreover,
the layered hues of Degas' picture plane, invigorated by
hatching and rubbing, lead the viewer onto the figure's
body, to feel the textures and volumes they create.
Perspective draws the viewer in, while colouration and
handling engage the viewer visually to feel the voluminous
space she is in. The facture, colouration, contour,
perspectives, and layers of picture plane shape the
viewer's visual experience of Degas' late images into a
shifting and tactile looking activity.
Like the figure's elbow in Woman in a tub. 1884
[Fig. 7], various perspectives position objects close to the

29

The masculinist basis of Degas' modernist practice is
argued in different ways in Armstrong (1986); Kendall and
Pollock; Pollock (1988); Callen (1995); and Elliot and Wallace.
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viewer. Following the curves of the delineating contour,
they provide a way in through the image's surface onto the
figure's body. The act of viewing fleshes out the figure and
her environment. In this way, the viewer's activity is
constructive, for the viewer's responses are not just guided
by the image and Degas' handling of it, but by the viewer's
own reactions to colours, tones, patterns and trajectories
as well as the viewer's motivations and desires to see and
feel. Moving into the picture plane perspectivally, the
viewer is led into the activity that articulates the image. The
orange and copper hatching raises areas of the figure's
back in Woman in a tub, making those areas visually feel
both tense and warm in comparison with the muted,
greyish skin tones beneath them and the glistening white
light effects which glance off them. Following the heat of
the orange leads the viewer down the figure's back, in and
out of the ridges of her spine and bottom, around her left
leg and through the creases of her belly which pushes onto
her thigh. The viewer is led erotically onto her body to feel
its volumes, but the contours also draw the viewer back
onto her left arm, which leans against the cool tones and
flat handling of the metal tub, and then onto the richly
mottled and warm tones of the floor.
As Callen maintains, vision and touch are integrally
related in Degas' late images, but this effect is not
restricted to the figures (1992:165). The viewer's moving,
visual touch feels all over the image, raising the tactility of
the smooth floor that is warm in most places but
occasionally gritty, of the thin soaking cloth that invites the
viewer visually to rub her backside, of the smooth lock of
dry hair that lightly falls down her back, and of the crisp
bedskirt that also leads the eye around to try to peek at her
forbidden front. The visual activity that brings viewers into
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the image to feel both the subject matter and Degas'
facture, points to another aspect of the activity of the
images. Not only is the viewer revealed to be active and
participating in the activity in the images, but everything in
them is active. The hatching, blurring, brushing, and
contours which animate the viewer's visual experience also
animate the figure and her entire surroundings. This is
intriguing, for the animation of each object in the image is
not a matter of seeing the image in motion. For example,
while the Woman in a tub's twisting right arm, her right
hand and the cloth it pulls with it, her falling lock of hair,
and her left arm that leans down and tensely holds her
weight, can all be said to be moving, nothing else appears
to be in motion. Yet everything is active -- buzzing, alive,
persistently existing.
Like the activity of the viewer, the activity of the
content enlivens Degas' late images. Nothing is static;
instead, each represented object is in a state of flux,
persistently active in just being what it is. Each
represented thing appears to be in a constant process of
actualization that continually makes it or maintains it as
what it is. The busy, buzzing flux of Degas' picture plane
does not just reflect back the viewer's looking on the
activity of the artist's making, but says something about
those objects represented in the picture plane. Each thing
is in a constant state of becoming represented through the
activity of the artist and traced by the activity of the viewer.
One way of discussing the active state of Degas' imagery
is in terms of the philosopher Henri Bergson's
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metaphysical notion of durée

Bergson's metaphysics of

duration is, of course, contemporary with Degas' artistic
practice. But more relevant than mere contemporaneity is
the fact that the philosopher's ideas help to uncover what
sort of activity is happening in the artist's images. 31 They
also open the larger questions of how the representation of
that activity relates to Degas' presentation of the nonindividuated, anonymous female figure, and what his
characteristic employment of serial iteration means in that
context.

Activity and the Metaphysics of Modernism
For Bergson. existence is ultimate. 32 It is not a

While commentators often refer to Bergson's notion of
durée in the French, I prefer using the English translation of
'duration' and will do so throughout.
31

The interpretation of the active quality of Degas' late
artworks in terms of Bergson's metaphysics of duration is not a
new idea. The fluctuating, active quality of his images particularly
invites such a reading. However, my correlation of the serial
structure of Bergson's duration with a serially iterative structure of
Degas' late images will make it possible to show how meaning is
generated in the process of viewing Degas' fluctuating and
serially iterative artworks, and thus how meaning is related to the
iteration of the female figure in Degas' subject matter.
32

Joyce Medina (32) uses the phrase in her
interpretation of activity in Cezanne's serial images. Medina
employs a Bergsonian analysis in order to show that the ongoing
serial structure in Cezanne's work presents a continual "surplus
of meaning" that defines our relation to the world: there is always
something more (113). By contrast, I argue that there is only
meaning when it is constructed, so that meaning does not
depend upon a "surplus". I should also note that, in the context of
my analysis, while Cezanne's images are serial, they are not
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transcendent property beyond experience, but the activity
which makes all things uniquely what they are. Bergson's
account of active existence is connected with his theory of
time, where he discerns two gauges of time. 33 One is
duration or "inner continuity" where "there is succession
without mutual externality" and the other is spatialized
time, "mutual externality without succession" where we
perceive the divisible motions of the external world
(1927:100,108). Duration involves novelty and qualitative
differentiation through the passage of time. By contrast,
spatialized time leads to "linear representations of
succession, in which events appear to be arranged in coextensive space, which deprives them of their temporal
quality, and their potential for novelty and freedom"
(Crocker, 405). Time is spatialized by describing it in terms
of an order of discrete events. Such narrativity breaks up
the flow of time.
Understood in terms of duration, the antecedent and
successive states of time are not separated. Past, present
and future interpenetrate and qualitatively change with the
unidirectional, intransitive flow of duration. 34 Reading the
spatialization of time back into duration wrongly suggests

iterative. Cezanne's images present a narrative of perspectival
variations; the phenomenological point is that we can never see
the whole of a thing at once.
33

Bergson's theory of time and existence is explicated in
his Time and Free Will, Matter and Memory, An Introduction to
Metaphysics, and Creative Evolution. Bergson's fusion of time
and existence is similar to Heidegger's.
34

As Crocker explains, "the continuous flux of inner
duration lends to external motion the capacity to retain elements
[through memory], and thus to form a sequence that may be
measured with clocks and similar devices" (Crocker, 408).
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that continuous time is a discontinuous structure of
juxtaposed, simultaneous moments. Space is the medium
of extension and quantification, by which externality
enables us to distinguish simultaneous things and
sensations from one another in its homogenous medium
(Bergson, 1927, 95). By contrast, the durational nature of
time is, for Bergson, found in our actual experience as the
irreducible, purely qualitative, cumulative flow of a
multiplicity of states. It forms an indivisible, heterogenous
continuum. Actual existence is nothing else than the serial
indivisibility of durational becoming.35
Activity is fundamental to Degas' facture and style, his
perspectival structure, his layered levels of colouration,
and his roving angles of vision. It is also fundamental to
the reception of his images, for viewing them is a matter of
iterating the activity presented in them. Moreover, Degas'
figures perform actions which are expressly their own, if
only in the active tension of maintaining a pose. Especially
in the late images, the figure's acts do not appear to be for
anyone else, but nevertheless do not suggest any
inferiority. And like every other object included in the
picture plane, Degas' figures vibrate, resonate, or pulsate
through the formal properties by which they are presented,
a resonance that carries no suggestion of a transcendent
principle or overarching narrative in the images. For
instance, there is no suggestion that the scene happens at
a blurring glance as we pass it, that the figure is caught at
a moment in the process of moving, or that she is part of a

5

Bergson's own account of duration develops from a
subjective account of time and consciousness in Time and Free
Will to an objective principle of actualization in later writings like
Creative Evolution and An Introduction to Metaphysics. See
Bradley (2003).
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show or performance even when her figure is iterated
across series of images. On the contrary, the content of
Degas late imagery appears calm and quiet, yet very much
alive.
It is the twofold nature of the activity in Degas' late
imagery, namely the vibrating resonance and the calm
quietude, which most obviously lends itself to a Bergsonian
reading of the images. Neither static nor fixed but actively
existing as just what it is, each thing is an event. The
female figure, the floor, the tub, the hairbrush, the barre,
the tutu - each quietly buzzes with a muted electricity in
its simple activity of being what it is. The dynamic facture,
layers of colour, and traces of Degas' making-activity
inscribed all over the surface of his images make activity
their primary feature. This emphasis is supported by the
looking activity of the viewer, who is brought into the
dynamic presented in the picture plane through the various
angles of vision, and who is in part guided onto the space
of the image by Degas' facture and layers of colouration.
The viewer's visual touch of the image underscores the
activity of actualization happening in it. Here, the activity of
looking sculpts out of the surface the perspectival depths
of the picture plane to feel them visually in the round.
Giving visual attention to different regions of the image
raises their visual relief and brings them into focus out of
the flux that shapes those them into visual events. The
activity of looking at Degas' images therefore involves
participating in the actualization of what is seen. While the
constructive activity of the artist is iterated in the activity
presented in the image, the looking activity of the viewer
iterates that activity and thereby brings it to the foreground.
No element of Degas' late images is stable; everything is
fluctuating. Yet there is no particular source, origin, or
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primary power which gives each discernable thing its
active nature as an event. The artist, whose self-reflexive
handling of the image maintains the presence of his
making-activity, is not presented as its origin. For the
activity is as much a matter of the viewer's impulses to
move in one direction or another, depending on the tonal
feel, perspectival trajectory, or layer of colouration of
various regions, as it is a matter of the non-narrative
immanence of the activity which makes each thing
resonate in and for itself. Indeed, each aspect of Degas'
images has its own active quality. The activity of the tub is
not that of the floor, or the woman's back, or her arm. Each
aspect is presented differently - through different colours,
contours, facture, perspectives - which gives each event
and each region of events a different feel and so a
different dynamic. No matter how small we discern each
region to be, it appears differently depending on how its
activity unfolds in relation to another region. Furthermore,
there is no suggestion that the activity which animates the
various parts of the image and differentially relates them
comes to an end at some point. Activity continually makes
each element of the image what it is.
Each shift in colour, each movement into the picture plane,
each articulation of the surface, is an act that emerges out
of previous acts and moves into new ones. No event of the
image is a fixed thing because every event leads into a
new one: it is actualized differently in relation to where it
emerged from and to what it further relates. At the same
time, no element is reducible to any other. Rather, they all
differentiate in relation to one another in different ways. In
the same image, for example, the fluctuating activity of the
tub is different from that of the floor or the female figure.
But the active quality particular to the tub itself
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differentiates as the viewer moves around it, feels its
different areas, or approaches it from different angles of
vision, trajectories of hatched lines, contours of its
delineation, tones of colour, or movements of the figure's
body. Its continual differentiation is due to a multiplicity of
acts, none of which is basic to its active presence in the
picture plane, but all of which inform it.
Serial Differentiation in Degas' Late Images
The activity of actualization in Degas' images gives them a
moving quality, but not one which suggests anything is
moving in space. Rather, every event in the images
appears to move in time. Of course, each event of the
image, either the making or the viewing of it, takes time.
But the images are also presented as in time, as existing
temporally. The active fluctuation of the image, presented
in the vibrating character of its formal properties, is iterated
through both traces of the artist's activity and the paths of
the viewer's activity. Both are shown to shape the subject
matter: the dynamism of the artist's activity of making and
of the viewer's acts of looking, which are guided by the
artist's activity, bring out the temporality of each event in its
process of differentiation.
For instance, looking at the central white towel in
Woman at her toilette. 1900-1905 [Fig. 6], the dense bright
white rubbings which make the towel area encourage the
viewer visually to rub with them. This participation visually
activates the shimmering activity of the towel. It also
iterates the minimally narrative activity of the female
figure's act of rubbing her neck with it. The towel is
centralized in the picture plane in relation to the viewer. But
the perspectival route into the image that leads the viewer
to enact the figure's activity with her is not found where it is
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expected, specifically at the towel. It is found both at the
figure's left shoulder, which in a skewed use of perspective
is further away from the surface of the image than the
towel, and at the yellow curtain, which is perspectivally too
close to the viewer to be in focus. The curtain acts as a
trajectory into the activity which develops the space of the
picture plane. However, the skewed perspective, the
insistent activity, and the enactment of the viewer with the
figure, foreground the temporal movement presented in
the picture plane. The continual differentiation of areas of
the picture plane from one another and from themselves
sculpts out the activity in temporal relief. For as the viewer
moves from one area of the towel, like that closest to the
figure's head, to another, like that closest to her wrist, the
activity of the towel changes. It differentiates, and the towel
appears different from one region to the next.
The differentiations between regions are achieved
in the course of the viewer's activity of viewing one region
after another, although without any determinate visual
agenda to follow. The activity which differentiates the
image has no beginning or end. The active differentiations
emerge out of one another. This means that in the
presentation of the activity which continually differentiates
the image, there is no guiding or controlling principle.
Neither the activity of the artist, nor the looking activity of
the viewer, nor the activity performed by the female figure,
dominates the differentiating activity of the image. There is
no controlling gaze onto the image. There is also no
controlling gaze out of it. The figure does not address the
viewer by returning the viewer's look. The figure,
remember, is not presented with the interiority of a subject,
much less a viewing subject. Rather, it is the actively
differentiating structure of the figure which addresses the
60

viewer, leading the viewer into the image to participate in
the activity it performs. Neither of the three elements artist, viewer, or image - control the activity presented, but
each is related in the performance of the differentiating
activity.
Each moment of activity in the image is embedded
in the next. Either in making or viewing the images,
previously seen regions are not lost as they inform new
moments of activity or are differentiated in relation to them.
As viewers move through the image, the specific activity
which characterizes different areas is actualized by the
viewer's visual attention. But as the visual movement is led
on, the activity of different areas informs the activity of new
ones. Already seen areas do not cease to be, but instead
provide the antecedent conditions for the activity of the
next moment. Past moments of the activity of the image
are recollected into present moments in a movement of
continual active differentiation which is iterated by the
fluidity of Degas' facture. Looking at one area indeed
actualizes it as part of the image, but the effect of that area
does not end with its actualization. As with the foremost
area of the cloth, for example, the actualization of one part
leads into the actualization of a next without making any
part exclusive of any other. One part differentiates into
another; past areas are differently recollected into present
areas of actualization, harmonizing with them. The
duration of the image is a matter of recollectively bringing
together past regions in the actualization of new
differentiations of it.
It is in this way that the duration of Degas' images
involves the viewer in actualizing the present out of the
past in the context of the image. The movement of viewing
iterates the immanent serial activity manifested in the
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image. For the iterative structure of the viewer's
performance of the differentiating activity in the image is
one of intransitively related, cumulative enactments of the
picture plane in order to follow the actualization of the
image. Thus the activity of the viewer enacts the
immanently serial duration structure of the image by
recollecting the artist's making activity and following the
image's differentiating activity. Viewing activity is
specifically iterative activity. It does not simply repeat the
dynamism of the line and colour, nor simply reconstruct the
artist's acts of creating the image, nor simply move from
one articulated region to the next. The structure of the
viewer's activity is immanently serial because it participates
in the actualization of the spatial and temporal dimensions
of the picture plane in visual acts that iteratively actualize
the activity presented as ongoing in the image.
Duration is the domain of qualitative difference. It is
a process of interconnectivity in which past and present,
existence and temporality, differences and seriality, are
fused in the actualization of new events. The duration of
Degas' images stages the actualization of the process of
differentiation that give them their temporal, moving
quality. Their durational quality is realized in the activity of
differentiating the image from itself, performing the
actualization of the image with it. The space generated in
Degas' picture plane by the artist's shifting perspectives,
angles of vision, layers of colouration, contours and
hatching, also pertains to this differentiating activity. The
performative acts of looking at Degas' images sculpt out
his imagery in both spatial and temporal relief, animating
the images as actively existing temporal and physical
subjects. In terms of the viewer's engagement with the
images, participating with their activity reveals their
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durational quality. The formal properties of Degas' late
images impede the viewer's ability to consider them
quantitatively as, for instance, minimally or numerically
different repetitions of the same. The perspective,
hatching, colour, and shifting tonalities differentiate the
images to reveal that beneath the conceptually similar
iconography of series of bathers or dancers is the activity
of actualization which persistently makes them uniquely
themselves.
Nevertheless, the iconography of the figures and
their contexts is mundane. The ongoing activity actualized
in each image is presented as unexceptional, everyday
activity. As with the Woman at her toilette [Fig. 6], or in
Woman bathing in a shallow tub. 1885, or After the bathwoman drying herself [Fig. 2], Degas' images present the
activity of actualization as the actualization of the everyday
world. The activity is not monumental or world historical,
but significant because it makes the mundane specifically
historical in nature. The fusion of time and activity enacted
by the durational activity of the images and iterated by the
viewer is made basic to the existence of the things
represented. The immanently serial structure, by which the
form and content of Degas' images undergo the
differentiating activity which persistently shapes each thing
spatially and temporally into what it is, extends to the
viewers who performatively participate in that finite and
prosaic activity.
This performativity correlates the structure of the
viewer's activity with the structure of the figure's activity.
Therefore Armstrong's criticism that Degas' female figures
are denied subjectivity because the viewer cannot relate to
them does not hold. The female figure is not hidden behind
Degas' style. She is not mutated into a facet of the pure
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physicality of the artist's handling, in distinction from the
viewer's disembodied gaze. The figure's dynamical
actualization is reflected back onto the viewer who acts
with her acts. This is because the viewer's gaze is
embodied: vision and touch come together in the
actualization of the temporal and spatial dimensions of the
picture plane.36 The viewer's gaze moves into the space of
the image and with the activity of the figure. Viewing
activity iterates the activity of actualization which happens
there.
This reflection back onto the viewer also occurs
because Degas's visual angles and perspectives position
the viewer above and looking down onto the figure, as well
as directly before the figure within the picture plane and
visually touching her body. In addition, the viewer's tactile
gaze is made to move with the figure's usually selfabsorbed and body-oriented actions, like drying herself,
tying a shoe, or feeling the tension of a stretch. The viewer
acts with her acts, guided by the acts actualizing her
existence, without ever coming into contact with the
figure's interiority. The figure remains anonymous,
unidentifiable, and not at all the directing principle or
primary unity of her active existence. She is understood in
terms of the activity of actualization of durational events:
she is presented with no independent interiority or unity
prior to her actualization. Her unity is a matter of the
unique acts of actualization which continually make her
what she is.

36

Brendan Prendeville employs Merleau-Ponty's
analyses of the body to argue for the embeddedness of the
viewer in Degas' images. However, he concludes that the viewer
becomes another atomized participant in a scene. I obviously do
not agree with this view.
64

Degas' late images employ the traditional tactics of
the canon of the female nude which comfortably situate the
viewer outside the picture plane. Pollock, for instance,
shows how Degas adheres to the traditional strategies of
exhibiting the female nude in almost all his late images,
from mundane bathing moments to routine dancing
activities. 37 But the conventions Degas employs always
complicate so many perspectives, layers of colour, shifts of
tone, trajectories of hatching and rubbing, that the initially
supposed voyeuristic distance collapses. The viewer is
brought into and onto the image. Thus Degas' conventions
do not allow the viewer just to caress the figure; they make
the viewer move with her in terms of the activity which
actualizes her existence in her particularized space. They
draw the viewer to identify with the figure's unique activity
of existence.
I therefore contend that the mundane scenarios in
which Degas' apparently unconcerned figures are
presented do not appeal to a voyeuristic viewpoint. They
are not instances of Suzannah and the Elders. The figures
do appear to perform their ostensively routine acts. Yet
except in very few drawings, there is a context which
serves the minimally narrative purpose of placing the figure
in an everyday setting. While this makes her activity
appear normal, it also sets off the distorted tension of her
pose. Not all poses are awkward, but most appear difficult
to sustain for very long. This, of course, manifests the
achievement of the artist in bringing his figure to life, so to
speak. It also subverts any voyeuristic expectations the
viewer may have. Even taking into account the visual touch
for which Callen argues, the visual experience suggested

This point is elaborated in Pollock (1988:ch.3).
65

by the iconography of the female nude is repudiated by the
shift in the viewer's engagement in the image: an erotic
gaze at the female nude is replaced by a sympathetic
enactment of her activity. Their poses are often bizarre,
but Degas' female figures do not appear threatened,
submissive, or victimized. Their poses may be distractingly
tense, but they do not appear ill at ease with the activity
that animates their own bodies. Unexpectedly, the viewer
acts and moves with the figure through the different acts
which actualize her existence in the picture plane. Much in
the way the direct gaze of Manet's Olympia turns the
tables by meeting the viewer's gaze with a visual dare to
look, the activity which quickens Degas' female figures
addresses and draws the viewer to perform the
actualization of the figure on the terms given by their
uniquely actualizing acts. 38

1

This is the case even when the female figure contorts
awkwardly in uncomfortable positions. These awkward positions
have been interpreted to be the sheer product of Degas' visually
controlling, masculinist point of view. However, these poses
occur only in some of Degas' images, like the Philadelphia
Museums' After the bath, woman drying herself (1894-6),
National Gallery. Edinburgh's Woman drying herself (1896-8),
and After the bath (1893-5, private). Furthermore, these images
are more successful in drawing the visual touch of the viewer into
the perspectival plane of activity. This is not because the activity
of the facture, colouration, and perspectival angles that lead
viewers into and through the picture plane are any more
sophisticated. Rather, the activity of the figure is sufficiently
remarkable to draw the viewer directly towards, and into
participation with, the acts which constitute her being. Thomson
sees a narrative in Degas' iteration of imagery both from his own
repertoire and from other sources. For instance, he argues that
Degas turns the female figure from Millet's Two Bathers, 1848,
on her side in his own 1893-5 After the bath and the 1895 The
Bath, woman seated drying herself, thus creating a narrative of
submission and even of victimization (Thomson, 1992:153). Yet
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Because it is the actualization of the female figure
that is iterated throughout Degas' late oeuvre, Degas' use
of iteration is obviously linked to his treatment of the
female form. The presence of the figure is marked by
mobility: by the activity of actualization that makes the
figure what she is and guides the viewer to see her in
precisely the terms of her own actualization. Viewing the
figure is not only a matter of coming into a tactile, visual
contact with the figure, but acting with her activity of
actualization as it unfolds the visual three-dimensional,
active presence of her body. The activity of actualization
performed both by the figure and by the viewer is activity
performed on the figures' own terms. It is her
differentiating activity of actualization which moves the
viewer through the image. This activity does not actualize
the viewer; nor does the viewer actualize the figure. The
figure's activity is the controlling point of view in Degas'
late images.
Degas' serial iteration of specific images makes
explicit their immanently serial structure of intransitively
related, cumulative acts of becoming. It is the activity of
the figure which links series like the dancing series which
includes New York's Metropolitan Musuem's Dancers, pink
and green, 1885-95, Musée d'Orsay's Blue Dancers,
c.1895, and Cologne's Wallraf-Richartz-Musuem's

Degas iterates poses of movement or tension from the tradition
of the female nude. These can be traced back to classical Greek
sculpture, such as Tanagra figurines. Degas abstracts his figures
from contextualizing environments, fills the picture plane with
their bodies, and thus concentrates the viewer's attention on the
figures' activity (Kendall, 1992:190). As I see it, the narrative is
only occasionally about submission but always about activity. See
also Millard, Thomson 1988.
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Dancers, 1900-1910, or the bathing series which includes
Breakfast at the bath. 1893-8 [Fig. 1], After the bath,
woman drying herself, 1895-1905 [Fig. 2], and also the Art
Gallery of Ontario's Woman at her bath, 1893-8, Harvard
University Art Museum's drawing After the bath, 1893-8,
the Kimball Art Museum's drawing After the bath, woman
drying her hair, 1893-8, National Gallery London's After
the bath, woman drying herself, 1890-5, the Norton Simon
Foundation in Pasadena's After the bath, 1890-3. The
differences between the contextual situations in the serially
related images has two effects. One is that altering the
context of the figure's activity minimizes the importance of
context. The performance is generalized across apparently
different women in different environments, underlining its
prosaic nature. The other effect is the generalization of the
iterative structure of the activity that spatially and
temporally actualizes the figure. By iterating the same
structure in different presentations of the same form,
Degas' serial images reflexively emphasise that the
iterative activity which continually differentiates the figures
from their environments, from themselves, and from each
other, is a general structure applicable to all things.
The iteration of figural forms which relates series of
images in Degas' late oeuvre starkly reveals the differential
activity which actualizes those figures. The iteration of the
figure exposes the differences generated by their activity
of actualization. Their differences are not just the result of
situating the figure in a new context or colour scheme.
While the form of each figure in the dancing and bathing
series appears the same, the activity which shapes her
form continually differentiates through the various
perspectival angles leading the viewer through the picture
plane, through the various directions and acceleration of
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the facture which lead viewers in, out, and over each thing
in the picture plane, and through the various tones which
affect how each body feels to the visual touch.
Equally, the viewer's movement from one serial
image to the next iterates the activity performed by the
viewer. Just as past regions are brought to bear or carried
over to inform the actualization of a present region of
visual attention in the activity of viewing any one of Degas'
late images, so each serially situated image informs our
view of the next. Degas' serial images can be viewed in
any order, but viewing each series involves both
participating in the differentiating activity within specific
images and performing differentiations between images.
The already seen, performed, and hence actualized image
becomes a virtually out of which the next serial
instantiation of the form differentiates into actuality. The
past is carried into the present; the process of actualization
is enacted through the differentiations which occur in the
actualization of the next image out of the material of the
past.

Generalizing Over Nature:
The Serial Activity of Degas' Female Nudes
In this way, Degas' serial images present a general
account of the nature of existence. Each image involves
the viewer in the performance of actualizing the figure. The
activity of actualization is directed by the facture, colour,
and perspective which manifest the figure, but this activity
is made perspicuous only when the viewer attends to the
figure and enacts her actualization with her, not for her.
The nature of the figure's existence, as it is presented in
the image, is the ongoing performance of her own event of
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actualization. The viewer enacts the qualitative differences
which actualize the figure's becoming activity, so that
viewing the figure temporalizes her existence by
continually differentiating new moments of her
actualization out of past moments in a cumulative process
of differentiation. This gives each figure her active quality.
Across series, the viewer performs the same sort of
activity, differentiating images of the same figure in
dramatically different ways, actualizing the figure anew
with each serial differentiation from the last. For this
reason, Degas' images are not mere repetitions of one
another. The viewing of each serially similar image
involves new performative acts which differently actualize
the same figure.
Iterating the differentiating activity of actualization
across series of images generalizes it as an account of
existence in general. The commonplace nature of the
contexts, figures, and routine activities performed in
Degas' subject matter suggests that active existence,
understood as the continual novel actualization of temporal
becoming, is neither a transcendent property beyond
experience nor the domain of special limit situations, but
the nature of everyday life. The series of specifically
female figurations only supports this interpretation. For it is
well established that the history of the canon of the female
nude, which typifies Degas' late oeuvre of bathers and
dancers, is marked both conceptually and iconographically
by the identification of women with nature.39 Degas'
exploits the female nude and the discourse that surrounds
it. It is the perfect vehicle for Degas' presentation of the
nature of existence in terms of the activity of actualization.

See Nead.
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As a canon, the female nude is marked by a masculinist
discourse about the nature of the feminine. In this tradition,
the nature, matter, chaos, transgression, and
incomprehensibility that the female body is made to
represent is restrained by the order, form, balance,
harmony and legibility conceived as the domain of
masculine artistic practice. Feminized nature is made
rational by what are conceived to be the masculine
regulatory practices of art history. This makes all the more
convincing the argument that "the woman's body" in
Degas late images, "becomes the landscape; the fusion of
woman and nature is complete" (Thomson, 1992:155). But
Degas goes much further. In the light of the urbanization
and industrialization of Degas' period, modernism
reconceived nature to include, and be represented by,
mass culture. Moreover, mass culture not only represented
nature, but was conceived as the feminine. 40 Degas'
replacement of the traditional Venus-like figure with
figure's like The Baker's Wife, 1885-6, can thus be seen as
a profoundly meaningful manoeuvre. His female nudes
constitute a correlative set of double representations: of
the traditional female nude as working class woman, of
working class women as mass culture, and of mass culture
as nature. The activity of existence, understood as a
matter of free, durational events of becoming, is thereby
best presented in the figure of the female nude.
The hotly debated relation between content and form in
Degas' late serial imagery which has hitherto perplexed
both critics and viewers alike is in fact completely coherent
and intelligible. The female nude is the mode of a

40

See Huyssen's account of the naturalization and
feminization of mass culture.
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modernist ontology of continual actualization that is
expressly articulated in Degas' serially iterative oeuvre.
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Chapter Three
Victory Boogie Woogie and
the Mapping of Freedom

Victory Boogie Woogie
Piet Mondrian's unfinished last work, Victory Boogie
Woogie, 1942-1944 [Fig. 8], was purchased on August 31,
1998 by the Netherlands' Stichting Nationaal Fonds
Kunstbezit for NLG 80 million, about 40 million American
dollars. The purchase was made possible by the
Nederlandsche Bank's donation to the foundation for the
purchase of Dutch artworks from abroad for public display
in The Netherlands. Since October of that year the painting
has been displayed in the Haags Gemeentemuseum as
the gem of the world's largest collection of Mondrian's
works. The foundation's primary aim is the acquisition of
art of "eminent national importance for inclusion in publicly
owned collections in the Netherlands" (Haags
Gemeentemuseum, 1998). With the then imminent
replacement of the guilder by the Euro, this was a unique
opportunity for the Nederlandsche Bank and the
foundation, for it would be the last time they could
purchase an important work of twentieth century art by a
Dutch artist with Dutch currency. As a gift for the people of
The Netherlands, Victory Boogie Woogie is therefore of
supreme cultural and national symbolic value.
Not surprisingly, there were many objections to the
extravagance of the acquisition of Victory Boogie Woogie.
Primarily, however, the most difficult objection to address
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is the question of the painting's significance. 1 Basic to
Mondrian's late neoplastic paintings is a grid structure of
horizontal and vertical lines either composed of or
intersecting with black, gray, white, and primary coloured
squares and rectangles often on a white or pale gray
ground. Victory Boogie Woogie shares this grid structure,
with the distinguishing feature of smaller squares
composing the horizontal and vertical bands rather than
black and gray lines. Mondrian's canvases are usually
square and he often rotates the square to make the
canvas diamond-shaped, as in Victory Boogie Woogie.
The highly geometrical character of Mondrian's nonobjective images distinguishes them from the work of other
painters of his time, such as Kandinsky, Picassso, and
Malevich. For while even Malevich's black and white
crosses can be interpreted in terms of their obvious
similarity to the crucifix, Mondrian's geometrical
constructions do not invite iconographical readings at all.
His late images do not include recognizable subject matter,
sophisticated colouration, nor any obvious traces of his
activity of making each image, something taken to be
central to most modern visual art (Coplans, 1969:44). For

1

To my knowledge, the most constant objection to this
acquisition is the extraordinary sum of money involved.
Considered as a gift to the state, the NLG 80 million spent on the
purchase of the painting could arguably have been better spent
on more and other gifts to Holland. Further objections are
founded on a basic incomprehension of the painting. The press
release and documentation about the painting provided by the
Haags Gemeentemuseum and the foundation justify the
acquisition by focussing on its national importance as the work of
a Dutch artist. In the official press release from the museum it is
discussed as a work of "eminent national importance", but with
little further explanation.
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these reasons, it is difficult to define what meaning the
viewer can find in Mondrian's images. This is why, in order
to interpret the paintings, commentators usually turn to
Mondrian's prolific writings about the meaning of his art,
his neoplasticism, and his theories of the value and
purpose of art.2
Linking the theoretical background of Mondrian's
work with the ideas about the actualization of existence as
the actualization of the universal presented in his
statements and artworks helps us to understand what he
aimed to achieve in his art. It helps to explain many of his
earlier paintings. 3 Furthermore, bringing the fundamental

2

Mondrian's theoretical writings constantly return to the
description of the universal structure of reality as relational,
teleological, evolutionary, dualistic, hierarchical, dynamic, and
essentially harmonious. Yet while I find his writings consistently
address the same issues, I do not find their explanations of those
issues consistent with each other. Mondrian constantly switches
between arguments derived from German idealist philosophy,
various types of theosophy, theories of evolution, formalist
aesthetics, symbolist aesthetics, romanticist aesthetics, and
constructivist mathematics. Often, arguments about similar
ideas are contradictory and this makes his writings difficult to
decipher. For a sophisticated analysis of the influence of Hegel
and Schopenhauer in Mondrian's writings, see Cheetham. For
the Hegelian dimensions of Mondrian's paintings, see Carel
Blotkamp. For what is widely recognized to be an excellent
analysis of theosophical influences on Mondrian, see Robert P.
Welsh.
3

For instance, a painting like Evolution (1911) presents a
figure's awakening consciousness of something divine by way of
its title, its triptych structure, the symbolism of closed and open
eyes, the androgynous figure, and the evolution of the stars into
ovals. The painting offers a certain understanding of evolution
which is surely best explained by reference to Mondrian's
statements about the work and the philosophical and
theosophical influences on his art.
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concerns he sought to express in his paintings into relation
with the similar concerns of other artists helps to define
basic issues traced through modernism and so situates
Mondrian's specific project in its historical context.
Learning why Mondrian painted what he did provides some
clues about how to understand what he painted. 4
Thus Mark Cheetham analyzes the primacy of the
concept of purity both in Mondrian's essentialist accounts
of reality and in his neoplastic paintings with reference to
the primacy of that concept in the work of Gauguin,
Sérusier, Kandinsky, and Klee. Likewise, Paul Crowther
analyzes Mondrian in the context of twentieth-century
visual art by way of what he calls the common "view that
what is fundamental in our perceptual relation with the
world consists ... [in] a shifting and unstable reciprocity
between [perception and object]" (167). Crowther shows
how Mondrian and most abstract and non-representational
artists in the twentieth-century are generally concerned
with "how the world is structured and how we negotiate it"
as embodied beings (3).5 Harry Cooper analyzes

4

1 do not cite specific statements by Mondrian because
ideas such as these are found throughout Mondrian's writings
(1986). Andrew McNamara's analysis of the avant-garde use of
the grid interprets Mondrian's late images in terms of the artist's
statements and their relation to other avant-garde programmes,
argue the images say something quite distinct from the
statements.
5

Mondrian holds that there is an essential, hierarchical
dualism to existence and this leads to his notion of dialectical
self-determination as the structure of the actualization of
existence. Throughout his writings, Mondrian opposes the
immutable, infinite, universal, spiritual, positive, determinate,
abstract, vertical and male to the mutable, finite, particular,
material, negative, indeterminate, representational, horizontal
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Mondrian's oeuvre in terms of how his understanding of
the structure of time and history develops from a
neoplastic attachment to the equilibrium of opposing forces
to a Hegelian dialectic process of synthesizing differences.
Andrew McNamara and Benjamin Buchloh criticize
Mondrian's De Stijl artwork, along with "the Werkbund to
the Bauhaus, Purism, L'Esprit nouveau", as the urge to
impose a rationalist, functionalist universal scheme on the
world that assimilates all things. 6 Finally Rosalind Krauss
analyzes Mondrian's grids in the context of those by
Picasso, Malevich, Martin, Rothko and others in her
discussion of their works as a wholly metaphysical, antimaterial expression of spirit, truth, or being, which I
considered in Chapter One. These analyses are
representative because in different ways they all take
Mondrian's statements about his art seriously and consider
his images to present a particular understanding of the
nature of the universal activity of actualization.
Nevertheless, it is my contention that viewing an
image like Victory Boogie Woogie reveals something other
than the meaning Mondrian explicitly attached to it. The
image presents a structure, but there is no suggestion that

and female. The hierarchy is obvious: the former are positive and
the latter are negative. Many writers on the subject have expertly
elaborated on how Mondrian's hierarchical, dualistic ontology is
in fact subjectivist because he simply assumes this essentialist,
gendered hierarchy. He is considered to offer a significant
contribution to the strongly masculinist flavour of the avantgarde's innovative artistic re-creation. Mondrian identifies
abstraction with determination, spirituality, and universality.
These positive features are opposed to the mere representations
of indeterminate, female nature, negative elements. See
Cheetham, Krauss, and Crowther.
6

McNamara (61). See Buchloh (1986).
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it is spiritual, teleological, or universal in the sense
Mondrian's writings give those terms. Similarly, the viewer
is drawn into that structure, but the viewer's engagement
with the image is quite contrary to the intuitive,
disinterested, or contemplative stance Mondrian seems to
suggest. This is because Victory Boogie Woogie presents
viewers with a structure that minimally includes
iconographic references in its colour scheme by which to
interpret that structure. Notwithstanding Mondrian's
intentions to present a particular understanding of the
structure of the universal or spirit, what we are given by the
image is a matrix that is actively organized as viewers
visually explore it.
Victory Boogie Woogie is an emphatically twodimensional image constructed in the strictly geometrical
terms of orthogonally oriented points, lines, and planes
and the chromatic values of the primary colours plus black,
white, and gray. Viewing the image involves nothing other
than traversing the vectors which the viewer can construct
out of those geometrical elements by way of whatever
iconic value can be ascribed to each chromatic
presentation. The geometrical structure presents the
viewer with an ordered surface, but one that awaits the
viewer's visual construction of that order. The points, lines,
and planes which define the structure are open to the
viewer's serially iterative acts of visually relating them any
way she chooses. There is no determinate order to the
presentation. Further, this visual relating activity is guided
by the meanings viewers can attach to each chromatic
difference, speeding up or slowing down the viewer's
movement along vectors and through the image. The
momentum by which viewers move through the structure
and the choices they make in relating one structural
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element with another are a matter of visual acts unique to
each viewer: the associations they make with various
colours and trajectories inspire them to move up, down, or
across the image. Hence viewing Victory Boogie Woogie
involves serially constructing the relational order of the
image by iterating, or iteratively actualizing, an order of
relations, one after another. The viewer participates in the
ongoing activity of actualizing the painting's structure. The
order of relations cannot be actualized without the free
constructive activity of the viewer. So how the viewer is
affected by the chromatic values presented in Victory
Boogie Woogie is a matter of whatever culturally
influenced values she gives to them, and is therefore
independent of the image. Here, it is significant that,
because the orthogonal structure of Victory Boogie
Woogie extends beyond the frame of the image, the
structure of the image extends indefinitely onto its
environment. This suggests that the activity of actualization
which occurs when we view the image can be projected
beyond the structure of the image and onto the structure of
the world.
When the image is seen solely in terms of what it
presents, it does in fact bear some relation to Mondrian's
descriptions, for Victory Boogie Woogie prioritizes issues
of activity, structure, tension, balance, and construction.
However, there is no suggestion in the image that those
issues must be understood according to principles of
idealist philosophy ortheosophy. Rather, the principles by
which the image can be interpreted reside in its very
structure, a structure that I will argue presents a particular
ontology that situates Mondrian in a modernist tradition of
serially iterative art. Where Degas' images were found to
define individuals as events of becoming in terms of a
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structure of serially iterative activity, Mondrian's Victory
Boogie Woogie offers an account of the nature of serial
iteration itself. For Victory Boogie Woogie not only
presents a dynamic serially iterative structure. It also
stands as the last painting in an oeuvre which is itself
defined by seriality, starting from Mondrian's series of
paintings of the Farm at Duivendrecht (c. 1903-1908),
through his iteration of Monet's series of haystacks
(c.1908), to his neoplastic compositions. Victory Boogie
Woogie is the integration both of serial imagery and of
serially iterative structure. 7

Mondrian's Neoplasticism and Constructivism
Mondrian described his late, non-objective paintings as
neoplastic images. Neoplasticism is a crucial term, for in it
is found the central principles of his theory of reality and of
his paintings. The term neoplasticism comes from a
mathematician and key influence on Mondrian ideas, Dr.
Schoenmakers. 8 Schoenmakers introduced Mondrian to
the term plastic through his book Principles of plastic
mathematics, in which he develops ideas about
mathematical construction. The term plastic means
extension-creation, image making, volume structuring, or
simply construction. Neoplasticism is thus to be
understood as a reading of art in terms of structure and the
activity of structuration, the making of structure.
Schoenmakers develops a theory of reality similar to

' In this respect, the genealogy of Mondrian's series is
similar to that of Warhol's, for both refer back to Monet's
impressionist serial images.
8
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See Cheetham, 47, Baljeu,116, and Blotkamp, 59.

Mondrian's. Both state that there is a duality of
counterparts which can be brought together in a unity of
equilibriation through constructive relationships of tension.
Both hold a universal force to be the principle structuring
the constructive tension that defines reality, and both hold
this structure to be universal and transcendental. As a
result, they describe the everyday appearance of the world
as illusory, for its apparently chaotic multiplicity hides the
fact that the "basic principle of diversity in material reality
[is] 'formative' or 'plastic'" (Baljeu, 116).
Mondrian's viewpoint amounts to a particular
description of the nature of existence as the activity of
actualization. This activity is relational and constructive of
order. It is universal in that according to Mondrian it
actively structures the existence of all things. It is timeless
in that Mondrian holds that it structures the order of time.
Mondrian reifies the activity of actualization and calls it the
universal force. But as a force Mondrian's universal is the
principle of the activity of the actualization of the real. In
this way, Mondrian places himself in a tradition of
speculative philosophy: he seeks to explain the structure of
reality in terms of the activity of actualization that
constructs it.9 The basic argument recurring throughout
Mondrian's writings claims that there is an "immutable"
principle which generates the differentiating multiplicity of
existence. He allows for change, but insists that change is
not random. Difference is a matter of the activity of
actualization which constructs it. For this reason, Mondrian
claims that change follows a certain structure (94).

9

See Chapter One and Bradley (2003a) on the tradition
of speculative philosophy.
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Without denying that Mondrian's written
elaborations of this basic argument are indebted to idealist
philosophy and theosophy, I contend that it is only the
primary principles of Mondrian's theory of the activity of
actualization or the structuration of structure which relate
to what is actually presented in his images. Mondrian's
visual presentation of the activity of actualization is best
understood with reference to the constructive mathematics
of the philosopher L. E. J. Brouwer. Although Mondrian
was familiar with Brouwer's non-mathematical work Life.
Art, and Mysticism (1905) and he employed Brouwer's
metaphysical ideas in his own writings, 10 it is not the ideas

10

Brouwer's first work, the mystical and nonmathematical Ufei_ArX_ajTdJ\/lysiicjsin, 1905, is thematically
referred to in Mondrian's treatise on neoplasticism "Natural
Reality and Abstract Reality" See Baljeu (115-8) and
Cheetham(47-48). Brouwer and Mondrian share the belief that
the universal and nature are opposed: the universal is certain,
determinate, timeless, and true, while nature is vague,
indeterminate, and false because it veils the true nature of reality
in materiality. Knowledge of the universal structure of reality is
knowledge of the perfect state of "repose", where all things that
exist are held in a relational tension - repose - that is stable,
tranquil and continual. Both believe one can only come to know
the truth of the universal through aesthetic intuition - the
withdrawal into the self and private contemplation of the world.
In Life, Art and Mysticism, Brouwer claims that when
one disinterestedly contemplates reality, one realizes the illusory
nature of the true material world and the truth of the universal,
and finds one's true, purified self (1975:7). Intuition reveals the
nature of the self: not as an individual but as an equilibriated
instantiation of the eternal, unchanging universal that is the
essence of all existence (1-2). Intuition involves a turning inward
on the self. With the resignation of the self, one comes to realize
the true, universal nature of the world and thus one's own true
nature. According to both Brouwer and Mondrian, art above all
can help us to perform this intuition and actually express
universal repose, but when and only when it is devoid of all
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found in this book which help explain the activity of
actualization as it is elaborated in his art. Rather, it is key
elements in Brouwer's mathematical philosophy which
provide a model for understanding Mondrian's account of
the activity of actualization, especially as presented in his
late images. 11
Brouwer's intuitionism conceives of mathematics as
an activity of mental construction. Mathematical sentences

cultural, material and natural references. Art which expresses
this truth expresses the relational repose of the universal by
bringing the material and universal, the most difficult to unify,
harmoniously together.
11

Cheetham explains how Mondrian develops his ideas
about the universal, about relational counterparts, and about
repose in relation to Brouwer's Life, Art, and Mysticism and how
images found in Brouwer are incorporated into Mondrian's
"Natural Reality and Abstract Reality". Cheetham argues that
while "Brouwer's writings were likely one of the most immediate
inspirations for the doctrine that Mondrian espouses ... they
would only have worked as reinforcements for ideas... that
Mondrian learned from an array of neoplatonic, Theosophical and
more strictly philosophical texts" (47). For this reason, Cheetham
not only downplays the significance of Brouwer's work in his
interpretation of Mondrian's visual and written production, but he
restricts his reading of Brouwer chiefly to his non-mathematical
writings. Cheetham's argument is that Mondrian's "theoretical
texts and paintings are ... equal partners in a common enterprise"
(xv). Because he is interpreting Mondrian's paintings and
writings in relation to one another, Cheetham restricts his
analysis to the theories and ideas explicitly discussed by
Mondrian. Since I argue that Mondrian's images present an
account of the activty of actualization closely related to but
nevertheless different from that found in his writings, my analysis
is not restricted to what Mondrian claims to be doing in his art,
but pays attention to what is actually presented there. Hence, I
refer to Brouwer's constructivist mathematics in my interpretation
because it provides a useful model for understanding what is
happening in Mondrian's images.
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are considered real; they are meaningful statements to
which the notions of truth or falsity can be applied.
Moreover, mathematical existence is identical with mental
acts of construction and therefore not mind-independent.
In order to exist, a mathematical assertion must be
constructed. Further, Brouwer insists that mathematical
constructions are temporal acts. He defines what he calls
the first act of intuitionism as the grasp of the invariant
before-after structure of time. The primordial intuition is the
perception of what Brouwer calls "two-ity", the mind's
perception of a "move of time, i.e., of the falling away of a
life moment into two distinct things, one of which gives way
to the other, but is retained in memory" (1975:510). Two-ity
is revealed when the content of perceptions is reduced to
the "common substratum" or basic before-after structure
ordering all perception. In terms of mathematics, the
intuitive before-after relation of two-ity is primarily the
genesis of the series of natural numbers. Mathematical
construction is serially structured because it follows the
given structure of our temporal order of perceptions.
Brouwer's second act of intuitionism is the
constructive activity of the mathematical subject. In the
serial construction of infinitely proceeding mathematical
sequences, the mathematical subject is free to choose
how and to what extent any new term added to the
sequence derives from antecedent acts of construction.
What comes after develops out of what came before
without being directed by it. Thus, in Brouwer's
intuitionism, time and freedom are the conditions of
mathematics (Bradley, 1996:240). Mathematical
constructions are identical to mathematical acts of
construction. This position has two significant
consequences. First, the primacy of construction in
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mathematics means that the truth and falsity of
mathematical propositions must be constructed.
Mathematical proof is an act of constructing a
mathematical proposition as true or false. Thus
mathematics is the activity of constructing relations that
are fallible and subject to continuous revision and change.
Secondly, the primacy of construction in mathematics
means that there is no real infinity of number or
mathematical structure. All infinity of structure is a potential
infinity which is realized only by acts of construction. 12
Brouwer's intuitionism is thus a theory of serially
constructive activity that actualizes the potential infinity of
structure through a cumulative process of differentiations
of that structure. On this account, to exist is to be
constructed. Further, the intuition of the serial, before-after
structure of reality reveals that every instantiation of that
structure always gives way to a further term which builds
on the previous two, "one of which gives way to the other,
but is retained by memory" in the series of cumulative acts
of construction. Every event is the antecedent basis for the
next event in a serial structure of acts of actualization.
My claim is that Mondrian's images generalize the
free, serially constructive activity of intuitionism as the
activity of actualization itself, released from the special
domain of Brouwer's theory of mathematical construction.
The structure of Victory Boogie Woogie encourages

12

Brouwer's intuitionism draws support from Gödel's
incompleteness theorem, which shows that it is not possible to
give "explicit expression to all the principles of a proof that we
can recognize as correct". This means that "the totality of
methods of proof is an indefinitely extensible one and subject to a
continuous process of change" (Bradley, 1996:241). See also
Dummett.
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viewers to participate in the activity of the actualization it
presents by positioning the viewer as its principle of
freedom and construction. The viewer becomes an
element of the relational interplay that constructs the twodimensional structure of the image and projects that
structure onto the world beyond the image. The basic
features of the image's structure can be understood in
terms of planar geometry: the two-dimensional surface of
the image is articulated in terms of the relations which hold
between points, lines and planes.
Planar geometry is usually understood in Euclidean
terms as a formal, logical structure based on definitions
and rules of how space is organized. Following Hubert
Damisch's description, I would argue that the geometrical
aspect of Mondrian's structure is better understood in
terms of the earlier geometry of classical Greece, which is
concerned with the boundaries and surfaces relating finite
elements (xvii). On this model, the infinity of the structure
is not a real but a potential infinity which as such is
dependent on its actualization. However, when the viewer
is revealed to be the principle which freely constructs those
relations, the geometrical structure of the image is found
also to be topological, a matter of mapping relations onto
those elements.
Generally, topology is the study of shapes and their
properties which are not changed by transformations of a
particular type. Thus it is the study of the relations of a
figure without any reference to height, depth or length.
Therefore, unlike geometry, topology is not concerned with
measurement but with how relations are ordered in a given
structure. Topological transformation involves deforming a
structure in any way, providing it retains the same number
of vertices, edges, and faces (points, lines, and planes) in
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the same relative positions. This can be applied to an
understanding of how the viewer actualizes an order of
relations within the given matrix of Victory Boogie Woogie:
the structure is mapped without changing any of the given
properties of the image. Because topology is the study of
the properties of topological spaces that do not change
when those properties are mapped to relation, or ordered
into structure, the viewer can be said to stand in a
topological relation to Victory Boogie Woogie. Viewing the
image is thus a matter of actualizing an order of relations
in terms of the topological possibilities given in the
structure of the image and the viewer's specific position in
relation to them.

The Active Structure of Mondrian's Late Paintings
Victory Boogie Woogie presents the viewer with a dynamic
structure of differentiation. The image is composed of a
large diamond-shaped canvas overlayed with black, white,
gray and primary coloured planes of paper and plastic
fragments, oil painting, and black chalk. These rectangular
planes are juxtaposed one next to the other to make the
numerous grid lines which, as in the slightly earlier
Broadway Boogie Woogie, 1942-3 [Fig. 9], structurally
dominate the image. But in Victory Boogie Woogie, the
continuity of the grid lines is interrupted by the individual
planes, for they vary in size and often overlap, while the
relations between colours vary the speed of the viewer's
visual attention to them. Further, the organization of the
planes raises the white background of the picture plane
into the activity of the coloured surface by incorporating the
coloured fragments into lines. Surface and ground become
indistinguishable in the interplay of horizontal and vertical
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articulations of the picture plane. Yet the resulting image is
not the delineated grid viewers come to expect of
Mondrian's neoplastic arrangements. Victory Boogie
Woogie presents a varying structure of differentiating
trajectories, speeds, and intersecting relations through the
lines constructed by the coloured planes. This structure
draws the viewer into the differentiating activity of the
picture plane.
Viewing the image is emphatically a matter of
following the differentiations of its surface. Because
Mondrian's linear fragments deny naturalistic
representation, and with it any development of naturalistic
space, there is nothing to appeal to in order to explain the
differentiating activity except the differently coloured
rectangles juxtaposed beside one another. These present
the viewer with different colours which encroach on each
other with varying intensities along horizontal and vertical
axes. The viewer thus reacts to different parts of the image
in different ways as she is led around the picture plane.
There are at least four reasons for this.
First, each colour suggests a different speed and
intensity to the viewer. While each plane presents nothing
but itself, denying even any sense of volume achieved in,
for instance, naturalist paintings, the colours do have
iconic value. In Victory Boogie Woogie, the large red
rectangles which punctuate the central area of the canvas
draw the viewer. The red rectangles, for example, seem
larger than the blue or yellow fragments, as well as
brighter and more visually attractive than the large white
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and gray areas. 13 However, the colour red suggests
different speeds and intensities. This is due to the iconic
meanings attached to it. Red can mean stop, and so the
viewer's activity of looking at the canvas is momentarily
halted. Red can also mean danger, passion, love, and
death, for red is the colour of blood. The large red areas
initially attract the viewer's attention because of their iconic
warning to yield at their presence and watch out for
danger, thereby leading the viewer into the structure of
which she is part. The large red planes address the viewer
by alerting her attention, drawing her into the context of
that address. Yet red has also vital and passionate
connotations which serve to quicken the viewer's interest
in its contextual surroundings. The rectangular shape of
the five largest red fragments further activates the viewer's
visual participation in the image because, unlike the full
stop of a square, the rectangle is a form of line; it has a
trajectory. The red rectangles move the viewer's visual
attention towards more coloured planes.
The colours blue and yellow bear similarly iconic
values. A darker colour, blue suggests depth, darkness
(night), and peace (due to its traditional associations with
the virgin in blue). In this way, it has less of the punctum
effect of red because it slows down the viewer's looking
activity. It feels cooler, deeper and absorbs the viewer's
attention, even if only momentarily. Yellow, on the other
hand, is brighter, hotter, less dangerous than red and more
surface-oriented than blue. While blue absorbs the viewer

13

Regardless of which colours or patterns strike the
viewer, my claim is that the dynamic structure of the image is
seen to operate in the way that I describe. For another account of
the dynamism of Mondrian's images, see Riley.
89

in the picture plane, yellow brings the viewer back onto the
surface of the image. Not surprisingly, iconic readings can
be made of white, gray and black as well. White, of course,
suggests cleanliness, emptiness, purity, and clarity. It
presents a pristine void of colours in the spaces it
occupies. Like blue, visually it feels cool; like yellow, it
keeps the viewer's eye on the surface of the picture plane.
The gray areas are foggier, cloudier, and murkier than the
white, giving a certain volume to the picture plane, not
least because gray is the only hue that functions here both
as the image's ground and as an articulated element of the
picture plane. Moreover, gray is the only hue that
undergoes adumbrations: there are different shades and
intensities of gray throughout Victory Boogie Woogie.
Understood as a mixture of all three primary colours, each
shade of gray fills the visual space at each corner of the
diamond-shaped canvas, but gray is included in the
repertoire of the fragment hues. Finally, black bears the
usual connotations of death, darkness, and depth, as well
as infinitely receding space, the emptiness of a void, and a
lack of colour in the spaces it occupies. Each hue has its
own intensity and as such visually affects the viewer
differently: attracting or deflecting the viewer's attention,
encouraging the viewer to pass a fragment quickly or to
dwell on it longer, absorbing the viewer's visual attention or
intensifying the viewer's visual progress toward the next
fragment.
The second way by which the viewer's visual
attention is differentiated as she sees differently coloured
fragments is due to how each fragment is juxtapositionally
related to another. The iconic value of each colour is
modified both by its placement beside other colours and by
the size of each coloured fragment. In the context of an
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image composed of five basic colours of rectangular
pieces, size and position matter. Larger fragments visually
hold the viewer longer than smaller ones do; they also
stand out as individual areas within the canvas. They tend
not to compose lines as continuously as do the smaller
planes, and the short lines they do compose interrupt, and
are interrupted by, lines composed by smaller planes.
Like the larger planes, the small ones affect the
viewer in terms of the iconic value of each colour.
However, they are rarely set off as individual points.
Instead, they more readily compose orthogonal lines
horizontally and vertically through the picture plane. Except
when they are set off by their placement one on top of
another, most smaller fragments in Victory Boogie Woogie
are similar in size and shape and are immediately
juxtaposed beside one another, thus constructing the lines
which define Mondrian's famous grid structure within the
image. Their edges merge to form single-edged horizontal
and vertical trajectories which intersect with, halt at, and
even move through, the larger ones.
Thirdly, the lines composed by Mondrian's smaller
fragments are busy. The activity animating the lines is due
not only to the interplay of different colours which define
each linear composition, but to Mondrian's practise of
pasting on rectangular bits of paper and plastic rather than
only painting the shapes onto the canvas. The effect of
Mondrian's multi-media pasting technique underscores the
constructed aspect of each linear trajectory by visually
fragmenting the fluidity of the line with the visible edge of
individual rectangles of colour. This fragmentation is
supported by the colour differentiations which permeate
the similarity of shape that forms the edge of each line
and, related to this, the iconic value of each plane of
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colour. The construction of linear trajectories by large and
small coloured rectangles and by the interrelations
between them render the structure of Victory Boogie
Woogie active.
Fourthly, in addition to colour and size, the diagonal
shape of the canvas helps extend the horizontal and
vertical axes of the image beyond its frame. There are no
diagonal or curved lines that pull back and hold the
structure within its frame. The orthogonal drive is projected
outward, indefinitely beyond the canvas and into its
environment, for lines extend to each edge of the picture
plane, rather than the corners of the canvas' diamond.
Planes are cut off by the edge as they move up and across
the canvas. Yet Mondrian prevents the movement of the
coloured planes in particular from following the central
axes to each corner. In this way, the orthogonal emphasis
of the linear structure cannot mimetically enact the
diagonal frame of the canvas and thus projects that
structure beyond it. The activity raised by the iconic value
of each colour, their linear assemblage, and their mutual
intersections and interventions is therefore emphasized by
their projection into the context surrounding the image
itself.

Mapping the Structure of Victory Boogie Woogie
However, the dynamism of the image is above all located
in its effect on the viewer. The image presents a plurality of
coloured planes juxtaposed in such a way that a grid-like
assemblage of lines is formed with differing intensities and
continuity. Yet the pattern established by the image is not
what gives its various lines their different momenta. It is
the viewer who constructs the lines into trajectories
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because it is the viewer who is encouraged to work out the
pace of each colour and the linear direction in response to
the iconic value, relative size and position of each coloured
plane. While the linear continuity formed by the
juxtaposition of coloured planes follows horizontal and
vertical coordinates throughout the picture plane, the
viewer is free to decide how and to what extent a linear
path will be followed. The viewer is free to halt a line's
trajectory, change direction at any right-angle junction, or
merge a slighter line into a larger one. 14
Yet, although visually encouraged to follow the
paths of the structure, there is no way the viewer can
trace any trajectory without being interrupted. The size and
distribution of coloured planes draws the viewer's looking
activity through the image at various speeds and in
continually changing directions. But the viewer's activity of
tracing the structure of the image is continually thwarted.
Just when one path seems fixed, it then splinters into
others, or it comes to an end and forces the viewer to
backtrack, or it moves beyond the canvas entirely. There is
no stable resting place for the viewer because there is no
determinate pattern to the image. The colour values, linear
directions, speeds, and intersecting relations encourage
the viewer to continue moving through the image on its
surface.
By moving through the image, the viewer
constructs the structure of the image by relating lines,
planes and colours into patterns of various speeds and

14

In this respect, I agree with Cooper when he argues
that viewing Mondrian's New York images involves time and
motion and cannot be undertaken in terms of "classical pictorial
goals of unity and instantaneity" (125).
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directions. The orthogonal combinations which the viewer
can visually construct are innumerable, for Victory Boogie
Wooqie's tightly organized arrangement of a few basic
elements - points, lines, planes, and c o l o u r - interact
endlessly. Their interaction, however, is precisely what
makes the image so two-dimensional. Structure and
ground are perfectly harmonized. No matter how they are
assembled by the viewer, no line, colour, plane, or pattern
is more authentic or primary than any other. For instance,
while some coloured planes initially stand out and attract
the viewer, such as the large red or yellow rectangles, they
immediately direct the viewer's looking activity towards the
construction of relationships with other planes. The viewer
is brought into the relational interplay of the image's
structure. Likewise, no element of the image is raised or
reduced beyond any other to create a sense of depth. The
geometrical structure of the image notwithstanding, there
is neither a linear, geometrical, nor a multi-point
perspectival, system operating to create a sense of threedimensional space in the image. Perspective is denied as
a representational structure.
The viewer does not stand in relation to the image
as an ordering or unifying principle, as a link relating the
spaces of the image and the world with one another, or as
a constructive principle building up the space as the viewer
moves through it.15 The two-dimensionality of the image is

15

In Damisch's discussion of space in neoplastic and
suprematist images, he argues that the delimitation of one-point
perspective was shattered "into a thousand pieces ... to arrive ...
at representing intervals of depth not extensively ... but
intensively through the juxtaposition of coloured fields of different
values and tonalities" ( 30). I argue that depth is not a result of
the juxtaposition of different colour values and tonalities in Victory
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maintained even where rectangular planes overlap and
their pasted-on edges lift from the surface of the canvas,
for in both cases depth is denied in favour of relatedness.
The unfinished quality of the image emphasizes the theme
of construction because the pasted on pieces of plastic
and paper act as traces of the artist's constructive activity.
There are often numerous pieces pasted one on top of the
other. Rather than adding the dimension of depth to the
structure of the image, these pasted-on pieces
paradoxically emphasize that it is the two-dimensional
space of the image which is under construction. Instead of
raising the viewer's looking activity to a foreground space,
these pieces encourage the viewer to relate them as
planes to the structure of lines, points, and planes in which
they are elements. This emphasizes the topological
relation between planar surfaces without inviting the viewer
into perspectival depths because the plane acts only as a
flat plane. Moreover, although certain colours and their
combinations can be said visually to "feel" deeper in
relation to others, in the context of the image their effect is
one of differing intensities, levels of visual absorption, or
resonance. They move the viewer's looking activity across
the surface of the image without opening a space into the
image. In this way, the viewer is brought into the relational

Boogie Woogie; rather, velocity - the speed and the direction of
how structure is actualized - is the result of intensive depth. Thus
the lines constructed are more properly called vectors, for they
produce the speed and direction by which structure is actualized,
a speed and direction which continually differentiates.
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interplay of the image's structure as a principle of
construction that articulates the surface as pure surface. 16
The visual activity of the surface structure of Victory
Boogie Woogie is not only projected outwards beyond the
canvas frame but also centralized quadrilaterally around
the centre of the diamond. The linear activity of the
structure is balanced within the limits of the canvas as well
as indefinitely projected beyond those limits. In this
respect, the linear activity determines the extension of only
a single surface or plane out from the image onto its
environment, but always with reference to the image as its
starting point. The structure of Victory Boogie Woogie is
both extensive and centripetal. In Mondrian's earlier
neoplastic images, Rosalind Krauss shows, the structure
functions as a fragmented view of the world, "arbitrarily
truncated" but still continuous with the world and so linked
to that of the world (21). Yet it also acts as an "internally
organized" object of vision, for the structure of the image
does not always extend beyond the canvas edge but turns
back on itself at the edge of the frame (21). This is most
notably the case in the left and right corners of the
diamond shape, where the structure of planar contiguity
leaves off in a field of gray. These corners are the only
place where spatial depth could be implied by the
structure, were it not that the top and bottom corners
suggest that the gray fields can just as easily be seen to
be larger, rectangular planes which are themselves
arbitrarily truncated by the frame, like the more obviously

16

Bois argues that the pasted on pieces reveal part of
Mondrian's intention to shape the viewer's movement through the
image by revealing Mondrian's own decision-making process in
constructing the matrix of the image in a particular way (160, 171,
182).
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truncated small and coloured planes. Ultimately, the
structure makes the image both an individual object with its
own organizational system and a view on, or feature of, the
world.
Because it organizes the surface of the image in
terms of points, lines, surfaces, and their interconnections,
the structure of Mondrian's Victory Boogie Woogie can be
understood in terms of planar geometry. This is first of all
because the image represents nothing but its own
structure, which can then be projected onto the
surrounding environment of the image without representing
that environment. Because the image does not employ a
representational system of perspective, it is found to apply
to the world without representing it. The image presents
how the world external to the image comes to be
structured without imposing a specific structure onto the
world. The structure presents a matrix of inter-relations
which can be endlessly re-organized by the viewer.
Secondly, the structure can be understood in terms
of planar geometry because it is ordered by the extension
of lines between points which construct various surfaces in
the articulation of the two-dimensional space of the
canvas. It is a two-dimensional schema of points, lines,
surfaces and their endlessly differentiating extensive
relations: the points, lines, and surfaces are related
differently by the viewer as the viewer visually moves from
one area to the next. A change in direction up or down the
canvas can re-organize the structure at any point.
The extensive relations which are visually
constructed out of the basic elements of Victory Boogie
Woogie have a further defining property: they are nonquantifiable. Because the orthogonal lines of the image
and the canvas edge meet at the frame, the image is
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arbitrarily fragmented. This means its structure can be
externally projected into the world beyond the frame
indefinitely. Thus, although the image within the picture
plane can be measured, the differentiating relationships
between lines, colours, surfaces, and points are not
measurable. There is no determination of the structure as
it extends beyond the frame of the canvas. For this reason,
the image can be understood in topological terms. It is a
structure of extensive relations which can be analyzed
without any reference to quantification. Basic topological
relations are found in Mondrian's last image, such as
contiguity, overlap, and whole-part relations. These are the
relations which inform its structure and which define the
construction of its two-dimensional space.
Victory Boogie Woogie is a topological structure
because the construction of linear order out of its given
organizational elements maps its various points, lines and
surfaces. 17 Following a linear path involves constructing
the coloured fragments into lines which organize the
surface of the image in a particular way. Yet no particular
organization determines the structure of the image.
Because the points, lines, and planar surfaces are fixed,
any organizational structure the viewer visually constructs
is a topological transformation of the matrix of relations
offered by the image. The points, lines, and planes of the
image do not alter; but the viewer's mapping of the
relations between those elements differs continually. For
this reason, topological transformation is the basis of the

11

What I refer to as points, lines, and surfaces are
referred to in topology as vertices, edges and faces. In the
context of this analysis, using the topological terms neither adds
nor detracts from the argument, so I use the more familiar
terminology in my analysis of the painting.
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active or dynamic nature of Mondrian's image and
topological transformation defines the viewer's looking
activity, which is the basic constructive principle
dynamically actualizing its structure.
Denied any mimetic system of figuration,
perspective, or volume in the image, the viewer of
Mondrian's Victory Boogie Woogie is visually encouraged
to construct trajectories of different directions and speeds
within its relational structure of coordinates and colours.
Both the iconic value of the colours and the planar
topological relations of contiguity, overlap, and whole-part
urge the viewer to move through the visual elements of the
image, one after the other. The viewer's visual movement
from one element to the next is determined by the image's
structure only insofar as she is led either horizontally or
vertically through it. The speed with which the viewer
visually moves is determined by the way she is individually
affected by the colours of the planes, their combinations,
and their relative sizes. The viewer is invited to form lines
out of certain contiguous planes. For instance, the
juxtaposition of small, coloured rectangles aligned at the
edge along the same axis encourages the viewer to merge
those rectangles into a line. Further, the viewer visually
constructs such a line at a varying pace depending on the
size and colour of the rectangle, moving more slowly at
some places than at others. In addition to this, however,
the viewer is also given choices along the construction of
her route: she can turn from a horizontal linear
construction to a vertically contiguous plane or she can
work in the edge of a differently sized rectangle and thus
broaden, lengthen, and decelerate the pace of her viewing.
As the viewer moves through the image, she is free to
choose how, to what extent, and at what speed she
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visually constructs the linear structure of the image. The
viewer is thus the principle of free construction in the
actualization of the structure of the image.
In her commentary on Mondrian's Victory Boogie
Woogie, Dee Reynolds explains that the "dynamics of
perception are transferred onto" the basic elements of the
image "which appear to move as the spectator perceives
them in different configurations" (185). Thus she claims
that activity is given by the viewer to the elements of the
picture plane. Yet Reynolds' argument can be made more
trenchant: the constructive activity of the viewer makes the
structure dynamic because it participates in that structure.
Looking activity is not transferred from the viewer to the
image. It is involved in the structure of the image. Pulled
into the image's topological relationships, the viewer's
visual engagement with the structure is made into an
active, relational element of its composition. As such,
looking activity becomes another feature of the structure's
two-dimensionality. Looking activity is involved in the
construction of Victory Boogie Woogie's structure and is
not the expression of its structure. The viewer's looking
activity actualizes the differentiating relations which
determine the structure of the image. As already noted,
these relations are not stable for there is no end point,
telos, or pattern to be generated that is not arbitrary.
Visually to follow the structure of the image is to construct
it, and the construction of the image's structure is a matter
of the free, constructive activity of the viewer.
In this way, Mondrian's image puts viewers in a
curious position. Denied access to the image in terms of
linear or geometric perspective, the viewer is denied her
traditionally defined relation to the work as simultaneously
external to its system of representation but still the
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principal axis by which it is ordered. Instead, the viewer is
brought into the image as an element of its structure,
namely as the principle of free construction which
actualizes its order of relations. Because the image is a
strictly two-dimensional structure, the viewer is not
positioned within the representational space of the image.
Rather, she participates in the activity of actualizing its
spatial order as the basis of its free construction.
There is no constructive activity to Mondrian's
structure without the looking activity of the viewer. But this
activity neither determines nor is prior to any other element
in the image; it is as essential to the image's dynamic
structure as are the points, lines, planes, and colours.
Because the activity of the viewer participates as a
relational element in the dynamic structure of the artwork,
the activity of the viewer is an immanent principle of that
structure, not a transcending or directing principle.
Moreover, the viewer's free, constructive activity is not any
more authentic or important than any other feature, for
each element of the artwork operates in relation to every
other in the construction of the dynamism of the image.
Free, constructive activity is one feature of the work which,
among others, makes the artwork what it is: a dynamic and
differentiating structure of interrelations. Contrary to
Mondrian's own statements about his work, there is no
gendered iconography to the image because the viewer is
free to "project her own associations onto the colours and
forms" presented. This means the viewer's associations
are motivated by the iconic value of the colours and forms
that impel the viewer to perform different visual acts of
relation within the structure of the image (Reynolds, 155).
Thus the visual activity of the viewer is the constructive
activity of the image's inter-relational structure of
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differentiation. It actualizes the differentiating relations
between points, lines and planes; it activates the topology.

Freedom and Serial Differentiation
Viewing Victory Boogie Woogie actualizes the
differentiating relations of the image's structure. The order
of relations changes as the viewer moves through the
image, relating elements of the picture plane to construct
trajectories of different orientation and speed. However,
this does not imply that the formal properties of the image,
such as the position of planes or their colours, change.
There are two reasons for this.
First, considered independently of the viewer, the
image is a matrix of possible orders of relations for
construction. This matrix is not a fixed, necessary, or ideal
order. It is an open scheme of possible orders of relations.
It represents a potential infinity of possible orders relative
to any determined order. Although all elements are fixed in
place on the canvas, there is nothing in the image which
defines how any one element stands in relation to any
other element. Any specific order of relations is actualized
only by the viewer. That is, the image is an open universal
which is actual only in virtue of its particular realizations.
Only because the viewer's acts of construction operate in
the context of the given matrix of colours, their relational
contrasts, and the orthogonal position of the points, lines
and planes on the picture plane, are the potentialities of
the scheme of the image actualized. Moreover, because
there is no ideal order of complete realization inherent in
the given matrix that is the image, the constructive activity
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of the viewer has no pre-given telos nor any final end
point.18
This leads to the second reason why the activity of
actualizing structure does not change the formal properties
of the image. While the given matrix of the image does
not determine the actualization of any specific order of
relations, it does provide a matrix of elements to be
relationally ordered and situates the viewer as the principle
of the actualization of their order. The process by which
the viewer constructs new relations in the image can thus
be understood in terms of Brouwer's model of

18

Damisch holds that the modernist shattering of onepoint perspective leads to axonometric perspective, a system in
which perspectives are based on various axes or reference lines
associated with geometric elements, and that this implies that the
traditional vanishing point is "cast into the infinite" (30). Insofar as
this system of representation positions the viewer in an active
and changing relation to the image, axonometric perspective
holds because the viewer's position in relation to Victory Boogie
Woogie is defined in terms of how the next relation of speed and
direction is constructed. But insofar as axonometric perspective
casts the viewer' position into the infinite, I would have to reply
that the only infinity presented in the image is the potential infinity
of its matrix. The activity of actualizing the structure of the image
positions the viewer's looking activity, but not at an infinite
vanishing point or even at a potential infinity of vanishing points. It
positions the viewer in relation to the image as a principle of the
free, constructive activity of the structuration of the image's order.
There is no space to the image until the viewer participates in its
construction. When the viewer participates in the actualization of
the image's structure, she is neither a mastering subject in
relation to it nor subject to its matrix. In relation to Victory Boogie
Woogie, the viewer is shown to be a free and constructive
subject in the specific sense that she participates in the
construction of the order of reality without either being reducible
to its structure or becoming the point to which the structure itself
is reducible.
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constructivist intuitionism; it follows the basic before-after
structure of Brouwer's primordial two-ity.
Any act of relation requires two terms. There
cannot be a successor act without an antecedent, nor can
there be antecedent acts without successors. Each act of
relation is distinct because it is not reducible to the other: it
is a free act of construction and as such cannot be
exhaustively defined in terms of anything but itself. But
each act is intrinsically related to the next because the
antecedent is the condition of the successor, developing
out of it. In the context of Victory Boogie Woogie, no visual
act of relation constructs another, but each act of relation
is the basis of what comes after. The activity of
constructing relations is therefore serially ordered. Inherent
to this serial structure is the activity of the viewer who
constructs those relations. Within the given before-after
structure, the viewer's act of constructing a new relation
develops out of what came before without being directed
by it. On this model, the rule of construction presented in
the image is one of serially ordered free acts of
construction which actualize the structure of the image
through a cumulative process of differentiations of that
structure.
This involves a further set of concerns regarding
seriality. First, in the construction of any visual route
through the image, any given antecedent act of
construction is fixed, completed, and unchanging. What
alters with a successor act of relation are the relations in
which the antecedent acts stand. The addition of novel
differences, namely successor acts of relation, makes a
difference to the antecedent series of relations. Each
antecedent member of the series is a completed and so
unchangeable act of construction. But the relations of the
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antecedent members alter in the light of the new construct,
taking on new values or significance in the light of
successor acts of relation.
Secondly, for instance, when the viewer freely
takes as her starting point the large red rectangle at the
top right of the image, she can choose to direct its
trajectory further to the right to the small, black rectangle
contiguous with its right edge, then move down from that
rectangle through successively contiguous planes at the
varying speeds with which viewers associate their size and
colour. The actualization of that serial order of relations right, then down - is the constructive activity of the
viewer's visual movement through the image. Yet the
actualization of each serially ordered relation has as its
basis the previously constructed relation. Its construction is
both a free act and a development out of the past. The
construction of a series of relations fixes those relations as
serially ordered terms. For this reason, they are complete
and unchanging once actualized: the route has been
actualized as right, then down from the red rectangle.
Equally, however, in the third place, each serially
antecedent relation is open and vague with respect to its
future relations to any successor acts of construction.
Antecedent acts are the basis of, but do not determine, the
construction of new acts of relation. New acts of relation do
not alter the serial order of antecedent relations, but they
do alter their value within the series. With the addition of
new relations, those defining the antecedent series alter
their significance in the construction of that serial order.
For instance, in the above route the viewer moves
vertically down from the black plane, to the adjacent
yellow, to another black plane. The viewing subject can
choose to turn left to the yellow plane immediately beside
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it, through the next eight planes, then up to the large
yellow rectangle. The red rectangle is thus not only
situated as the starting point of the serial order but given
new significance as the determining edge of a new,
broader vertical vector. Similarly, the smaller planes are
not only fixed as a route around the red rectangle, but are
reconfigured into parts of a larger, multi-coloured whole
situated adjacent to the large yellow one in the new,
broader line.
Serial order in Victory Boogie Woogie is thus
established as a spontaneous, free constructive activity of
cumulative differentiations. The viewing subject's acts of
relating construct the serially differentiating relational
structure of the image. As such, the viewing subject
constructs the image's structure in terms of serially
iterative acts of differentiation because each act of relation
is an act which takes the past act as its basis in the
construction of a new one. Each act of relation iterates
what came before in a new way; it is constructed out of the
antecedent serial order, but as a free act it is not reducible
to that antecedent order. Each serial iteration is thus
qualitatively different from what came before in virtue of
the free act that constructs it, the different serial history
drawn upon by each event of construction, and the
difference the novel event gives to the antecedent series.
The actualization of relations in Mondrian's image is
therefore not determined by numerical difference because
the addition of new relations qualitatively changes the
image's structure. 19

19

In terms of Mondrian's oeuvre, Victory Boogie Woogie
can thus be seen as the apex of his neoplasticism or the new
construction in art. As commentators like Cheetham, Crowther,
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Thus the activity of actualization carried out by the
viewer when she engages with the image is the serially
iterative actualization of order, the iterative structuration of
structure, which as such is essentially dependent on the
viewing subject. It follows that the ordering principle of
Victory Boogie Woogie cannot be understood to be a rule
in the sense of an automatic, algorithmic operation which
requires no decision-making process on the part of a
subject. The reasons for this are twofold. First, the activity
of actualizing the image's structure is performed by the
viewing subject who is drawn into the image to participate
in its structure as its principle of free construction. This
activity has no end, except for the viewer's arbitrary
decision to end it, and so her activity continually actualizes
the serially relational structure anew as it constructs new
relations between the given elements of the image.
Secondly, this activity of actualizing structure is itself
serially iterated as the viewer visually moves through the
image. The viewer constructs new relations as she
constructs her visual route through the image, and with
each new relation the order or structure is differentiated
into different trajectories, points of intersection, and
speeds. The activity of actualization required of the viewer
when she engages with the image is the serially iterative

Cooper, McNamara, and Krauss make clear, the primary values
to which he adhered in written statements about his work were
universality, construction, change or novelty, and relationality.
Here, my main contention is that Mondrian's artwork far
surpasses his eclectic and often confused written works, for the
artwork clearly articulates an account of the nature of the activity
of actualization that applies universally to all things. It presents a
topology, not just of the dynamic rhythm of boogie woogie music
or the busy energy of New York City streets, but of the iterative
activity of reality.
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actualization of novel order. Crucial to the activity of the
actualization of novel order, as it is presented in
Mondrian's image, is freedom itself.
Mondrian's written account of universal structure
presents an intrinsical and uncompromising hierarchy of
gender, race and culture, where male, white, Western
culture stands over and above all others (Mondrian, 254,
2 9 1 , 357). Yet, as I have shown, the account provided in
the image of the actualization structure prioritizes freedom
and construction as primary values. There is no hierarchy
to the serial order of relations. No constructive elements
are more important than any other, and without a telos to
the activity of the actualization of structure, there can be no
determinate hierarchical order. In virtue of its nature as
freely constructive, Mondrian's structure is nonhierarchical. In particular, there is nothing in the artwork
which leads viewers to see a gendered, racist, class
based, or culturally-specific iconography in it.
In the context of Mondrian's oeuvre, the only
evolutionary process to be found there is the emergence
out of his neoplastic endeavours of the account of the
activity of the actualization of structure articulated in
Victory Boogie Woogie. 20 Mondrian develops his early

20

Contrary to Krauss and McNamara, I argue that
Mondrian's images work against the evolutionary and
developmental ideas in his writings. First, the only telos provided
in the structure of the image is the telos of spontaneously free,
serially iterative constructive activity; it is not the evolution
towards a fixed end point because there is nothing in the image
to suggest that anything is developed except the actualization of
differences. Secondly, the only structure that is revealed is the
continual construction of structure. Thirdly, there is no preordained, determinate order of relations which guides the
actualization of structure. Victory Boogie Woogie presents a
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explorations of structures of dynamism, relationality, and
order, from images like Red Mill, 1910-11, to the
increasingly abstract, rhythmic, and orthogonal
configurations of his plus-minus paintings, such as
Composition 10 in Black and White: Pier and Ocean, 1915.
Around 1917 with the chequerboard images like
Composition (checkerboard, dark colours) [Fig. 10] and
Composition A: Composition with Black, Red, Grey, Yellow
and Blue, 1920, Mondrian moves from organic structures
constituted by perpendicular lines to entirely orthogonal
structures which increasingly employ the repetition of a few
basic elements, such as straight lines and the primary
colours plus black, white and gray. Where the earlier
chequerboard paintings increase the abstraction while still
maintaining spatial depth in the distinction between
coloured planes and their neutral ground, Composition A
presents a two-dimensional surface articulated by rigidly
horizontal and vertical vectors up and across the canvas.
The dynamic topological structure which comes to define
his later works emerges here.
It is with Mondrian's introduction of double lines into
his grid-like structures, in images such as Composition of
Lines and Colour III: Composition with Blue. 1937, that his
neoplastic compositions take a more active, constructive,
and visually engaging turn. The difference between
Mondrian's earlier works and those produced after this
point can be described in terms of a sophistication of his
concern with topological mapping activity, evident in the

structure which has no end-point, other than an arbitrary
termination of that activity such as the viewer's decision to stop.
Fourthly, no element in the actualization of the structure of the
image is more authentic or important than any other.
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way he articulates the surface of his images as
simultaneously two-dimensional and actively
differentiating. One crucial similarity between the old and
new structures is that they are structured by orthogonal
lines which construct flat planes. In the earlier works, the
planar space of the canvas is exhaustively characterized in
terms of two basic variables: Cartesian co-ordinates or the
pair of distances (height and width). While this system of
planar representation structures the canvas, it does so
according to a rigid structure which the viewer can follow,
but in which she does not participate. That is, in terms of
the viewer's looking activity, the mapping of the surface as
two-dimensional has already occurred. There is nothing
new to be constructed, and the viewer's enactment of the
image is just that: a re-enactment of its structure. It is not
potentially infinite because the image does not await the
actualization of its order. Rather, the order is given and
simply extends as it is seen beyond the picture plane.
However, later works such as Mondrian's New York City I,
Ji, 1941-42, are characterized by double lines and
increasingly by the fragmentation of those lines with
coloured planes. In consequence, the planar space of the
canvas is characterized by a different system of planar
representation, namely in terms of a single distance plus
an angle. In this system, given any original reference point,
specifying a specific distance (how far), plus a specific
angle (in what direction), determines a second point and
thus articulates how the planar representation proceeds.
The plane can be thought of in terms of the combination of
angle and distance, even if those angles are only 90° and
180°, which produce the orthogonal planar vectors which
represent the ultimate character of Mondrian's surfaces.
Yet crucial to such a system of planar representation is the

110

active principle of its actualization. That is, the structure of
the image requires the viewer to specify the distance and
the angle in which the vectors will proceed. In terms of an
image like Victory Boogie Woogie, this principle is the
viewer's freely constructive activity. The viewer provides
the basis for the activity of planar representation actualized
by the orthogonal vectors. Thus the viewer is that element
which actualizes the open structure of the image. When
dynamism, relationality, construction, and novelty are seen
to be the primary issues in Mondrian's neoplasticism, the
understanding of the activity of the actualization of
structure presented in Victory Boogie Woogie is his
ultimate achievement.

Mondrian's Constructive Subject
Victory Boogie Woogie presents an image of the universal
and serially iterative free activity of the actualization of
structure. Crucial to this image is a process of freely
constructive differentiation whereby novelty and
uniqueness are not accidental features but part of the
event of the actualization of relations. Understood in terms
of the activity of the actualization of structure, any event of
actualization or existence is irreducibly unique in virtue of
its free act of actualization. But as serially ordered, each
event constructs its own causal lineage or genealogy out
of the antecedent events from which it emerged. It both
develops out of the conditions of the past, and alters the
significance of those conditions in terms of its activity of
free self-actualization. In addition, each event is
intrinsically open to future iterative actualizations of its own
structure. For these reasons, Mondrian's last image
provides an account of how the related modernist
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concerns of novelty, difference, self-creation, and freedom
can be understood in terms of a universal structure of the
actualization of all things.
Mondrian can thus be situated in relation to Degas.
The later artworks of both artists present accounts of the
activity of actualization in terms of serially iterative
structure. Degas' account generalizes the activity of
actualization over the nature of existence and so provides
a way in which the differentiating quality characterizing
things can be understood in terms of a durational process
of becoming. His account shows how all things perform the
activity of existence in terms of their own unique structure,
and thus continually construct themselves as unique
events of being. As presented in Degas' late images, the
nature of existence is understood to consist of a process of
serially ordered, novel acts of becoming. The role of the
viewer in relation to Degas' images is performative
because the viewer iterates the structure of the figure's
activity of actualization to reveal her unique activity of
becoming.
Mondrian's Victory Boogie Woogie takes Degas'
account a step further, for in Mondrian's image the activity
of actualization is abstracted from the structure of
individual things, like a figure, and universalized as the
structure of ail things. Mondrian's image applies to the
actualization of all orders of reality: not only to the structure
of individuals but to the orders of space and time as well.
His account of the activity of actualization is thus
presented as an account of the actualization of structure
as such. It is not just that the structure of all things is the
activity of actualization, but that structure itself is
constructed in terms of a serially iterative, free activity of
actualization. Because he holds freedom to be a supreme
112

value, Mondrian's vision shares with Degas' the emphasis
on the primacy of novelty and uniqueness in the
actualization of existence. And like Degas', Mondrian's
image presents the activity of actualization to be a
cumulative, finite and revisable process of differentiations.
Once constructed, things or structures are actualized as
what they are, but nevertheless are open to change and
revision.
However, the viewer of Mondrian's Victory Boogie Woogie
plays a crucially different role than the viewer of Degas'
images of bathers and dancers. The viewer is not led to
identify with any element in Victory Boogie Woogie in order
iteratively to perform the activity of actualization that
makes it what it is. Rather, the viewer is situated in relation
to the image as the very principle of the actualization of its
structure. As the principle of free, constructive activity, the
viewer participates in the activity of the actualization of
structure without determining the constructive process
either from a position as mastering subject or as wholly
determined by the given matrix. From this perspective,
Mondrian's account of the activity of the actualization of
structure supposes the viewer to be a freely constructive
subject. Generalized in terms of the universal activity of the
actualization of structure, Victory Boogie Woogie defines
the subject as free, constructive and inherently situated in
the matrix of the world.
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Chapter Four
Paint and Suffering: Series and Community
in Francis Bacon's Paintings

A Familiar Image of Bacon: Tracing the Affect
Released in1998, the film Love is the Devil offers an
interpretation of the famously disturbing works of the
modern British painter Francis Bacon. Subtitled Study for a
Portrait of Francis Bacon, the film adopts a biographical
approach to understanding the artist's work which presents
perception as a primary theme in his paintings.
This is first of all because the subtitle plays on a
title common to many of Bacon's paintings, such as Study
for a Portrait, 1977 [Fig. 11], Three studies for a portrait of
Peter Beard,1975. Three studies of Figures on Beds,
1972, Two studies for a portrait of George Dyer, 1968, or
Three studies for Portrait of Lucien Freud, 1965. Through
that allusion, the film claims to present a portrait study of
Francis Bacon following the manner of his own portrait
studies. 1 While the film offers a biographical snapshot of a
period in the artist's life, the subtitle suggests a view of
Bacon that is similar to what is assumed to be the artist's
own view of himself and others: Bacon's paintings are
taken as evidence of his perspective on himself, other
people, and his environment. In this way, the film attempts
to provide insight into the meaning of Bacon's difficult work
by presenting his life from his own point of view. The

1

On the presupposed veracity and iconicity of portraiture
see Brilliant (chs. 1,3) and Lejeune (109-118).
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subtitle also suggests that Bacon's paintings reveal
something true about the people and objects he paints.
The belief that his "studies for portraits" are somehow
accurate is a presupposition of the film if viewers are to
regard the scenes it dramatizes as historically accurate.
Bacon is presented under the aegis of his own vision of the
world, a vision taken from his paintings. Thus the filmic
biography of Francis Bacon is in effect an autobiographical
portrait of the artist, recounting events in his life through
the supposed perception of the artist and using his art to
shed light on the artist's life and work.
Secondly, the camera work of the film supports
what can be called this self-reflexive objectivization of
Francis Bacon. It attempts to suggest if not reproduce the
same blurring, deformation and misshaping of figures
Bacon presents in his paintings. The "study for a portrait of
Francis Bacon" puts Francis Bacon's studies for portraits
into motion, making the film a veritable motion picture by
unpacking into a temporal sequence of film frames the
"moving quality" of Bacon's paintings, to use van Alphen's
phrase (11). The Baconesque eye of the camera peers at
people in terms of a particular narrative scenario: through
bar glasses, dirty windows and drunken blurs, distorting
characters's faces in obvious similarities to their distortion
in Bacon's portraits.
Yet the point of view not only of Bacon but of other
characters is presented as warped and blurred. For
example, the objects of Bacon's partner George Dyer's
gaze are seen through what viewers are led to believe is
an alcohol and drug induced haze, showing such things as
bathroom sinks and toilet bowls distorted in a manner that
quotes many of Bacon's most famous images. Moreover,
Dyer's vision increasingly blurs as his relationship with
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Bacon intensifies. The vision of the world found in Bacon's
paintings, which distorts everything it sees, is attributed not
only to Bacon but to the people around him. The world of
Francis Bacon is presented as both objectively deformed
and increasingly deformed by his perception. The film's
story line suggests that the characters' proximity to Bacon
necessarily involves the dissolution of clarity and
distinction into deformation and distortion, exemplified by
the increasing intimacy between Bacon and Dyer. By
presenting Bacon's vision as already distorted, and
showing how it actively infects the vision of others and
profoundly changes their lives, Love is the Devil implicitly
claims that as a painter Bacon directly represents on his
canvases what he sees. He views the world in an unusual,
distorted way and paints it as such. The film's claims to the
truth of this interpretation are based on the real effects of
his distorting vision on the lives of others; it distorts and
deforms their lives. Bacon is actually presented as seeing
the world through the distorted perception of his art
because the objects of his vision, such as George Dyer,
actually becomes distorted, deformed and in some cases
destroyed. A causal relation between Bacon's distorting
vision and the subsequent distortions of his environment is
explicitly posited in the film.
The title of the film Love is the Devil presents
Bacon as a devilish figure whose love is a destructive,
corrupting force. Entering into a relationship with Bacon
involves entering the tortured, distorted world evoked in his
images. In this way, Bacon is presented as somehow evil.
As representations of his destructive vision, his paintings
are understood to evince that evil quality. Hence,
perception holds ontological primacy in the film because it
purports to show how Bacon recreates the world in terms
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of his own distorted, deformed, and obscure vision of it.
The way he sees the world in terms of violent distortions is
presented as the way to view his artwork. Otherwise
confusing aspects of the artist's work, such as his use of
skewed perspective, his construction of uncanny
representational spaces, his inclusion of indexical symbols
such as arrows, and his deformations of figures are to be
understood in terms of the violence of Bacon's perception.
The basis of this biographical approach is hypothetical:
Bacon's life and vision are considered to be distorted and
painful. Francis Bacon's art is treated as representative of
his vision of the world and as directly influenced by what
the writer Daniel Farson called Bacon's "gilded gutter of
life". However, it does open up an approach to
understanding what is happening in the images
themselves. 2
This is because Love is the Devil presents the
experience of viewing Bacon's paintings as violent. The
images are tortuous and confusing to look at, a point on
which most commentators of his work agree. 3 Figures are
warped or mutilated. Shadows are amorphous and
threatening extrusions which rarely correspond to the
figure shadowed. Depending on where the viewer focuses,
light has numerous conflicting sources and tends to
obscure rather than clarify what is happening in the
images. The frequent presence of light bulbs also acts as
an oppressive force on figures, limiting their activities or
weighing them down. The perspective structuring the

2

See Farson. The film Love is the Devil is partially based
on Farson's book.
3

See, for instance, van Alphen, Deleuze (1981),
Schmied, Gowing and Hunter, and Russell (1997).
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representation of space is often sloppily rendered and
skewed, situating the viewer in various and conflicting
positions in relation to the image. Figures and parts of
figures are enframed, encaged, or boxed into various
structures which inexplicably oppress and confine them.
The images present mirrors which do not mirror the figures
who look into them, or, more perplexingingly, which reflect
back to the viewer. The images are marked with arrows
and circles which draw the viewer's attention to details for
no obvious reason. Figures are situated in uncanny spaces
-- familiar yet unknowable - which further confuses a
coherent reading of Bacon's paintings. All subtend the
violence of Bacon's imagery by thwarting the viewer's
efforts to explain it. The ways by which Bacon presents
violence are heightened by the ways in which they
undermine any rational analysis of it.4
For instance, the 1977 Study for a Portrait is violent
and baffling. Seated uncomfortably cross-legged on a
chair, the figure of the image transforms under the viewer's
gaze to appear variously like a man in boxer shorts, a
grotesque diapered infant, and an ape. Features such as
the figure's eye and nose, ear and neck, and even his
knee are rendered with realism. But the realism becomes
distorted. Bacon blurs the figure's face and torso by
smearing and wiping the paint, erasing and blurring the
realist representation into partial obscurity. The blurring
effect makes the figure appear to be caught in motion, but
also deformed. Its body appears immobile, while its face
gazes passively but warily down the space of the image.

4

(1986).
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This is why Kuspit claims they are "hysterical paintings"

A bar constrains the lower part of the figure's legs
as he sits within the black space of a wooden box-like
structure hovering against a dark iron ceiling and a pink
floor-ground. Yet the hovering box also appears to be
sliding down both a blue and a yellow rail which extend to
the bottom of the canvas. Impossibly, it appears to be
simultaneously moving down and hovering in its fixed
position. The box also seems to be superimposed over an
unseen background, obscuring the horizon line between
the pink floor and iron grey space above. Like a mirror, the
space of the box projects a space that extends indefinitely
within its frame. Not only is the hovering box unbeatable
but so is the space within it. The figure is cut off by the
lower frame of the box, suggesting his legs continue in a
space impossibly larger than the box's capacity.
Furthermore, the space within the box does not exactly
correspond to the space the figure occupies, for the bar
restraining him within the box is also paradoxically
attached to a pole outside it.
On the pink ground below writhes a thickly
impastoed shadow that is dark, substantial and covered
with blood-red patches. In virtue of their similar shape and
the shadow's 180° rotation from the figure, it appears to
belong to the figure. Yet it also appears to be a lower
extension of the figure, oozing out below him, as well as a
figure in its own right connected to the main figure by a
small charcoal circle. The main figure appears warily to
gaze partially at this shadow, partially into the distance.
Around the amorphous shadow-figure are patches of white
resembling pieces of typewritten paper, like tickets,
cigarette packages, or official notices. They are disturbing
because, like the shadow-figure, they are ominously
covered with streaks of red. However, they also suggest
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that wherever the figure may be located, it is someplace in
the everyday world of litter and garbage.
Insofar as any one perspective is possible in this
image, the viewer's gaze is situated in the point of view of
the main figure because the viewer sees what it can see.
Thus the viewer is made perceptually to identify with the
figure; not because the figure addresses the viewer, but
because their positions in relation to the activity taking
place mirror one another. The identification is structural.
The figure within the box acts as a mirror image of the
viewer. Like the indefinitely extending space surrounding a
mirror image, the space of the box presents a realm in
which all the space contained within it can never be seen.
Given a point of view which reveals as much to the viewer
as it does to the figure about the space of the image and
what is happening in it, the viewer's perspective on the
scene is mirrored by the figure's. Yet like a mirror image,
the figure remains infinitely far away and isolated from the
space of the viewer. Moreover, the figure looks afraid; its
expression of pain suggests it has an inferiority, thus
indicating that it is an individual subject like the viewer.
There is a psychic, sympathetic identification with the
figure as a subject whose point of view the viewer shares.
However, this sympathetic identification does not
make the viewer any less helpless in understanding or
explaining the painful event. As Ernst van Alphen suggests
in his critical analysis Francis Bacon and the Loss of Self,
the conventions of visual representation employed here,
such as realistic representation, a perspectival system of
representation, and a sympathetic identification with the
figure through a shared point of view, draw the viewer into
the image. The viewer is led to identify with the painful and
confusing event portrayed by becoming entangled in its
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diverging representational schemes. Made to identify with
the figure's pain, the viewer remains isolated from the
figure who doesn't even address her gaze. Any attempt
visually to synthesize the image into a coherent narrative
account is thus continually frustrated by the various ways
the viewer is led around the image. As the film suggests,
violence and vision are intimately related in Bacon's
paintings.

Violence, Suffering .and Freedom
My analysis of Francis Bacon's paintings maintains that
they are indeed violent in the ways articulated by the film.
They present the viewer with images of unremitting pain
and suffering which lead the viewer to identify with them.
For this reason, my analysis seriously considers the
argument put forward by van Alphen that perception and
affectivity are primary to the presentation of violence in
Bacon's paintings because the perceptive activity of the
viewer is affected by and implicated in the violence
presented in the images. His analysis of the affectivity
defining the viewer's response to Bacon's images is similar
to that offered by the philosopher Gilles Deleuze, whose
work Francis Bacon: Loqique de la sensation analyzes the
sensational affect of Bacon's images. Deleuze argues that
Bacon's images present affectivity in terms of the structure
of the violently deforming sensation. In different ways, both
van Alphen and Deleuze interpret affectivity to be a given
feature of existence. Van Alphen argues that affectivity is
articulated in Bacon's images in terms of the affected force
of the body's resistance to representational or discursive
systems which limit it in stultifying subject positions.
Affectivity is seen as dissolving the constrictions of

121

subjectivity, releasing the figures from the constraints of
fixed representations. By contrast, Deleuze argues
affectivity is articulated in terms of the structure of violent
sensation, which he understands to be the universal
structure of the activity of becoming. Deleuze claims that
Bacon's images present an account of the activity of the
actualization of all things - whether they be perceiving
subjects, animals, or sand dunes - as a violent and
continual process of becoming. Although they offer
different and often conflicting interpretations of the
violence in Bacon's images, I take the analyses of van
Alphen and Deleuze as my starting point and endorse the
view that Bacon's images are violent.
Yet I contend that Bacon's images do more than
just present violence as an element of the activity of
actualization. In the face of violence and suffering, Bacon's
images ask "Is there that which transcends them?". This
question arises because violence and suffering mean
much more than the mere relative play of opposing
physical forces. 5 In Bacon, violence and suffering have an
ethical dimension, and only for that reason are they
offensive. The mere play of opposing physical forces is not
suffering, because for there to be suffering there must be
something over and above physical interaction. The
struggle presented in Bacon's images is not the physical
attraction and repulsion of forces, but the opposition
between the physical and that which opposes it: the nonphysical, the dimension of freedom that transcends the
physical. Violence and suffering in the proper meaning of

5

Kuspit sees something over and above physical
violence in Bacon's work, even if he does not see it as anything
more than "energy and emotion" (1986:57).
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those terms are nothing other than the struggle of the
physical and the non-physical which, as presented in the
serial structure Bacon's paintings and the viewer's
response that they demand, is the struggle of embodied
freedom.
Van Alphen rightly describes the activity in Bacon's
paintings as the "ongoing fragmentation of the body" that
instigates the ongoing fragmentation of its subject (15,
190). 6 Deleuze interprets it to be the infinite process of
becoming-other (1994:177). My analysis complements
these views, for I argue that the activity is presented as the
serially iterative activity of actualization. Like van Alphen
and Deleuze, I hold that the activity of the image is
presented in the process of its happening and is located at
the site of the figure. However, rather than interpreting this
activity negatively as distorting, deforming activity, I
suggest it involves an element of construction: the serially
iterative activity of actualization is the free activity of
constructing differences. That is, the activity of the
actualization of the figure is understood in a twofold way. It
is destructive because by continually differentiating the
figure it continually destroys the figure. The activity
appears to unmake the realist representation of Bacon's
figures, which is why they appear to be in the process of
dissolving, distorting, or destructing. However, the activity
of Bacon's figures is equally constructive because the
viewer is made visually to construct the figure out of the
turbulence. For this reason, the activity of actualization is

6

Nochlin (2001) also argues that Bacon's paintings are
about fragmentation. She calls the fragmentations "deliberate
destructions", and argues that Bacon's images express the
fragmentation of modern subjects, linking fragmentation to
historical events and social conditions.
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understood to be a differentiating activity because the
figure is presented as continually differentiating in relation
to the viewer. The viewer's role in relation to the activity is
crucial. When the image is understood to reflect back the
viewer's own acts of looking and thus implicate the viewer
in the activity of the image, as van Alphen rightly contends,
the viewer performs the activity of the actualization of the
figure. The viewer is directed by the structure of the image
to enact the figure's activity according to a serially ordered
relational structure. As Bacon's images present this
activity, it is ongoing and centralized at the figure: it is the
figure's free acts of construction out of the continual
violence of its destruction.
A fundamental feature of the activity of
actualization as it is presented in Bacon's images is
affectivity. The activity of actualization is a matter of
exchange and interaction: it is the reception of affective
stimuli that compels a response. Yet as I will show, the
suffering nature of the response to affectivity endured by
Bacon's figures and enacted by the viewer is more than a
matter of affective stimuli. Bacon's figures are continually
transforming or actualizing differently because they are
continually affected differently. This is the basis of the
violence they endure: the structure of the activity of
actualization is an affective structure which perpetually
differentiates the figure from what it was. Yet by presenting
the figures as suffering, Bacon's images show that the
physical interplay of opposing forces continually inflicted on
and affecting the figures involves something more than
physical struggle. Thus the interpretation of Bacon's
images must include something more than a materialist,
physicalist or mechanical interpretation of the process of
giving and receiving affect. The freedom to respond cannot
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be reduced to the attractive and repulsive play of forces;
rather, it is an ultimate and underivable element in the
activity of actualization. It is my contention that in Bacon's
paintings, the underivable element of freedom is always
embodied, suffering freedom, and it is this embodied,
suffering freedom that is presented in the serially iterative
structure of his images and in the contemplative,
concerned, pained, or resisting comportment of his figures.

The Violence and Suffering of the Serial Figure
Viewing Bacon's images entangles the viewing subject in
them. The analyses of van Alphen and Deleuze show that
Bacon's images are affective images which ensnare the
viewer in the violence they present. They destabilize the
viewing subject by putting into question what both theorists
show to be very basis of the viewer's subjectivity, namely
affective embodiment. 7 In this way, Bacon's images take

Deleuze's analysis of sensation is his account of the
active, moving quality of Bacon's images and how it implicates
the viewer. Understood as paintings of sensations, Bacon's
images are events of the violent affectivity of the figure. They are
its activity of actualization presented in the process of its
happening. Bacon's figures are not stable objects of perception,
but sensations presented as sensible aggregates which affect
the viewer. Viewers' acts of perceiving the figure are continually
affected by what they perceive because they continually perceive
the figure differently and are compelled not merely to receive the
affect of the figure but to respond to it. Viewers are made to
perform the figure's activity of actualization. The viewer's
response is directed by the structure of the sensation, the
structure of the becoming process or activity of actualization of
the figure. That is, the viewer is made to experience the image as
a sensory affect: perceiving it demands being affected by it. This
is what makes Bacon's paintings strike "immediately onto the
nervous system" (Bacon, in Sylvester, 58). Like van Alphen's
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the role of the viewer seriously by making the viewer's acts
of perception crucial to their structure. When perception
and affectivity are understood to be the subject of Bacon's
paintings, the perception of the viewing subject is required
to be subject to the paintings. Because they are also
violent images, the viewing subject is subject to their
violence. Yet there is more going on than the violent
destabilization of the subject of Bacon's paintings, whether
that subject is understood to be the figure or the viewer.
Bacon's images insist that there is meaning in that infliction
of violence which viewers are made to realize when they
are drawn into the images. 8 Because it is presented in the
context of violent pain and suffering, this meaning is more
than the presentation of subjects as active material
objects.
The violence of the affective exchange enacted
between the viewing subject and the figure reveals that the
ultimate fact of affective embodiment involves something
which transcends the body, something which transcends
the affective interplay of physical forces. The violence
involves an ethical dimension which the viewer realizes by

"mechanical process" of affective perception (47), Deleuze's
sensation is a composition of forces structured according to the
intensive synthesis of differential relations. Hence sensation is
the process of sensation. Sensation is what it does. To
understand Bacon's paintings is to understand what they do, for
to perceive them is to enact their affectivity or activity of
actualization. This, van Alphen and Deleuze claim, is the basis of
the active, moving quality and of the violence in Bacon's images,
for these forces are not caused by will but are necessary.
8

For instance, Kuspit claims "Bacon's paint
spontaneously presents us with an authentic, compelling image an image to which we feel committed, inescapably bound"
(1986:57).
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being made to participate in the conflict enacted in and by
Bacon's images. 9 The violent structure of his paintings
forces the viewer to enact a tragic struggle between
freedom and the physical. 10 For the violence of Bacon's
images is presented in terms of suffering: the suffering of
the figure and, on van Alphen's analysis, the suffering of
the viewer. 11 But there can be neither violence nor

9

The claims that Bacon's violent images present the
dignity of the body, the trauma of war, or the existential internal
conflict of the human subject do not fully explain them. Yet they
are important because they recognize that there is meaning in
the images and that it is something more than the physical
brutality of what happens in them. See Russell (1997); Gowing
and Hunter; Kuspit (1986).
10

John Hatch's analysis of fate as the theme and the
method of Bacon's paintings makes a similar point. Basically,
Hatch reads Bacon's paintings as presenting the struggle
between individual will and the physical forces of 'fate'.
Thematically, this is understood as the struggle between
individual desires and social convention, the drives of the
unconscious, religious doctrines, and public laws. In relation to
Bacon's painting practice, it is the struggle between Bacon's
painterly intentions and the spontaneity of the paint. Hatch's
analysis hints at freedom without ever fully explaining how it is
worked out in either Bacon's subject matter or his practice.
11

This is the starting point of van Alphen's analysis,
which begins with the claim that "Seeing a work by Francis Bacon
hurts" (9). It is also the where Deleuze's analysis begins, for he
claims that Bacon paints a new type of relation between figures
and figures to the world, namely "ces nouveaux rapports matters
of fact, par opposition aux relations intelligibles (d'objets ou
d'idees)", where matters of fact are analyzed as given sensations
(1981:10). It is also the basis of Michel Leiris' analysis. He claims
"What Bacon offers in most of his paintings ... are ... depictions of
living people or normally banal objects - endowed, or at least
apparently so, with a certain figurative veracity directly referential
to phenomena experienced through the medium of the senses
or, more generally, the sensibility ... so that they exist more
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suffering in the play of physical forces unless something
else is present, namely the freedom to respond which is
not reducible to physical force.
Crucial to an understanding of the violence and
suffering of Bacon's paintings is his presentation of them
as active dynamical relations. The fact that the paintings
present violence in the process of its happening is
fundamental to what I hold to be their ethical meaning.
This is because Bacon's paintings reveal the viewer to be
affected, and they compel an affective response from the
viewer. 12 They direct the structure of that response in
terms of the structure of affectivity. As both van Alphen
and Deleuze show, the structure of the viewer's response
is performative: it is a matter of participatorily enacting the

forcefully than any simple representation (6). Similarly, John
Hatch begins his analysis by seriously considering Bacon's claim
that "I want very, very much ... to give the sensation without the
boredom of conveyance" (Hatch, 164; Bacon, in Sylvester, 65).
There seems to be little disagreement about the theme and
effect of affectivity in Bacon's images.
12

Van Alphen explains that in Bacon's images," the
human figure is not the subject of [a] narrative of perception. The
human figure is rather the locus of the events, the scene of
action. Perception happens in and on the human figure ...
Perception, then, is not an activity directed by the human subject,
but a mechanical process happening to the human figure" (47,
48). Here, perception is not "the distanced mastery of the
modernist and positivist gaze, which dominates the world while
leaving the subject of looking uninvolved" (55). Rather,
perception is implicated in the world and defined by what it sees.
It is constructive and relationally oriented. Van Alphen
understands it as sensory activity or the affectivity given to
subjects in virtue of their embodiment. In Bacon's images, figures
are affected by their perceptions inasmuch as they are affected
by any sensory stimuli and the activity of perception makes the
subject "the subject of perception" (48).
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activity of the actualization of the figure in terms of its
affective structure. 13 The affective structure of the figure is
reflected back to the viewer, who is thus understood to be,
not a stable, fixed self, but a self that is constantly in the
process of becoming. The viewer is subject to the activity
of actualization that continually differentiates perceiving
subjects. Deleuze's critical analysis of this activity reveals
that, although not structured by the perceiving subject, the
activity of actualization is nevertheless structured by
serially ordered acts of construction. I contend that this
convincing interpretation of Bacon's paintings involves the
further element of freedom, for the serially iterative act of
construction is articulated by Bacon's images as
intrinsically involving a dimension of freedom and it is this
which defines what it means to be affected. The freedom
of both the viewer's acts or perception and the figure's acts
of response helps to explain both why Bacon's figures

13

Deleuze argues that Bacon's paintings are themselves
sensations: they can only be felt or sensed or perceived. This is
clearly shown to be the case when we try to describe one of
Bacon's paintings; it is impossible to relay the visual affect
without visually experiencing it. Hence Deleuze argues that
Bacon throws over representation by presenting sensation rather
than reproducing visible forms. The images present the viewer
with the activity of the actualization of sensible forms, namely the
active process of perception, affectivity or sensation itself. For
this reason, Deleuze interprets the viewers's affective implication
in the figure not in terms of its representation but in terms of its
actualization. Bacon's figures are events of the actualization of
the figure, understood as a body of sensations in the process of
their actualization. In virtue of their affect on the viewer,
Deleuze's analysis ultimately claims the this structure of
actualization applies to the viewing subject as well. Like the
figure, viewers are sensational bodies. Daniel Smith gives a clear
account of Deleuze's concept of sensation (35-36).
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appear to be suffering and why viewers can find Bacon's
images ultimately uplifting despite their violence. 14
The structure of serially iterative acts of
construction is presented in terms of the affective ways
Bacon's images implicate the viewer's visual activity. The
viewer's acts of perception are implicated in the images by
Bacon's unorthodox use of traditional pictorial means such
as skewed perspectival schemes, indexical signs, isolating
structures, lapses in realism, apathetic figure's, mundane
situations, and an unending narrative sequence of events.
Bacon's use of perspective is similar to Degas': it
draws the viewer into the images by positioning the viewer
in different points of view in relation to them. For instance,
from certain angles the viewer is given the point of view of
the main figure and so led to identify with the figure's
position in the violent enactment. But that point of view is
always shifted to another, leaving the viewer in an unstable
viewing position in relation to the image. Bacon does not
hide the fact that the viewer is given an insecure and
vacillating viewing position in relation to his images. For
instance, the cages, boxes, rails, beds, and chairs on or in
which the figure is situated are ostentatiously rendered in a
sloppy way. This maintains the uncertainty and mobility of
the viewer's perspective on the image. The viewer is not

14

The unexpectedly uplifting aspect of Bacon's images is
where van Alphen concludes his critical analysis and where
Hatch begins his. Van Alphen finds the uncontrollable
mechanism of the affected body an escape route from the
stultifying identity structures imposed on subjects. Hatch's
analysis interprets the violent struggle in Bacon's paintings to be
the rallying call for individuals to always assert themselves and
"take control over their own life" (173). As I indicate in footnote
ten, Hatch does not clearly explain how this is supposed to
happen.

130

put in a mastering, directing position in relation to the
image. Instead, the viewer is directed around the image
with no stable perspectival position in relation to it.
Because Bacon's skewed perspectival structures are
centred around the figure, they situate the viewer in a
variety of shifting points of view on the figure. In a use of
perspective similar to Degas', the viewer is made to
perceive the figure from various angles: from above,
below, beside, before, and even behind the figure. Thus
the viewer is given visual mobility in relation to the figure. 15
Another reason for the instability of the viewer's
perspectival position is Bacon's use of indexical signs,
such as arrows and circles, which are set off from the
pictorial representation on the canvas. They are flatly
painted on top of the picture plane, which emphasizes the
fact that the paintings are two-dimensional
representations. The signs are not representational
features of Bacon's images but pointers indicating how to
move around them. They address the viewer by indicating

15

The isolating structures can also be understood to
support the structuring activity of the figure's vectors. They frame
the figure, as Deleuze claims, in a specific "operational field". The
frame never fixes the figure in a static position, just as the
springboard extension and focalizing ring does not in the Portrait
of George Dver Crouching. Rather, the frame limits the figure's
relational activity within specific configurations. The warped or
sloppily rendered perspective of the frames, such as the Escherlike cage structures or the wires on which the figure is balanced
in perpetual imbalance, also function both to isolate the figure
and to situate it in permanent mobility. From the perspective of
the viewer, seeing the figure in one situation, for instance
contained in the cage or balanced at one point on the wire, opens
up a new way to see it, such as escaping from the cage or
balanced at another point on the wire. It isolates the structure of
differentiating activity that enacts the figure's structure (Deleuze,
1981:96).

131

where to look and directing the gaze from one element to
another. Hence the indexical signs make clear that the
viewing subject is not a directing subject. Bacon's signs
position the viewer external to the activity presented,
participating in it not by adopting the figure's position within
the image but by moving around the structure of the
picture plane. Where the perspectival scheme offers
numerous angles on the figure, the signs tell where to
focus visual attention. They urge the viewer semiotically to
engage with the image by signposting potentially
meaningful pictorial elements. Thus they have the further
effect of suggesting there is meaning to be made.
Within the skewed perspectival structures, Bacon
isolates his figures on circumscribing structures that also
focus the viewer's attention on the figure as the locus of
activity. Excepting some of his portrait studies which tend
to isolate the figures in empty black space, Bacon situates
his figures in cages, beds, boxes, chairs, raised floors,
platforms, rings, swings, strings and tracks. This has a
number of effects. The first is the centralization of the
figure, which not only directs the viewer's visual attention
to the figure as a main element in the image, but also
suggests that the meaning of other elements should be
interpreted in relation to it. Secondly, these structures
accentuate the structured nature of the activity happening
in them. For instance, the circular structure around Figure
at a Washbasin. 1976 [Fig. 12], emphasizes the curved
convulsions of the figure's movement; the flatly planar and
undulated bed of Sleeping Figure. 1974, enhances the
flattening activity of the figure's sleep; the vertical lines of
the cage in Head VI, 1949, emphasize the dissolving,
vertical descent that is happening; both the strings looped
across the canvas and the rings of the tires on which the
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figure rides in Portrait of George Dyer Riding a Bicycle.
1966, heighten the precariousness of his balance and
focus the activity on the turns of his pedalling movement.
These circumscribing devices emphasize and guide the
viewer's perception towards the structure of the figure's
activity. Thirdly, the circumscribing devices have the
iconographical suggestion of sacrificial altars, especially
when they are beds, tables, crucifixes, and raised
platforms on which the figure is outstretched. In the
context of the violent deformations to the figure's
representation and the violent iconography, situating the
figure on an isolating structure sets the figure off as a
particularly significant event of suffering.
As indicated above, Bacon's stylistic lapses in and
out of realist representation incite the viewer to participate
in the activity presented in his paintings. Initially, they can
be understood to complicate the viewer's participation in
the image, giving the viewer the role of either constructing
or destructing the figure. On the one hand, Bacon's use of
realism urges the viewer to see the image realistically and
discern real portraits out of his studies by visually
reconstructing the wipes and smears that deform the
realism. In order to do this, the viewer must engage in the
figure's activity of actualization and perform it with the
figure. The viewer must construct the missing and unclear
parts of the figure's representation. On the other hand,
Bacon's blurring swipes at the realism force the viewer to
reconsider her representational expectations. By highly
gestural sweeps with his brush, blobs, dots or thrown
streaks of paint, and random markings, Bacon's acts of
representing the figures ravage their representations by
erasing, deforming or negating them. The ravaged areas
are where the activity of the image is most perspicuous
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and they are usually where the indexical signs direct the
viewer to look. From this perspective, the viewer is made
visually to move with the deforming blurs and smears and
to destruct the figure, revealing that the realism presents
the figure as incomplete.
Two primary effects emerge out of Bacon's lapsing
realism. First, whether viewers perceive the figure in terms
of the realism or the blurring deformations, the figure is
presented as incompletely realized. It is either always in
the process of realization or always in the process of
dissolving; both ways present the figure in the process of
differentiation. Secondly, Bacon's explicit facture or acts of
representing his figures are presented as part of the
figures themselves. Even the most minimal presence of
realist representation indicates that all the marks
articulating the figure are the actualization of the figure.
The artist's activity of representing the figure is transferred
to the figure, which means the figure is presented in the
process of differentiating or continually actualizing itself as
different. The incompleteness of the figure is related to its
continual process of actualizing differently. It is not
completely realized because it is undergoing its activity of
actualization. Furthermore, because there is nothing in the
presentation which indicates an end point or telos to its
activity of actualization, the figure's activity of actualization
is presented as ongoing.
For this reason, the viewer's constructive or
destructive visual engagement with the activity of the figure
can be understood to be an activity which actualizes the
figure. By visually following Bacon's differentiating
articulation of the figure under the direction of the indexical
signs, the viewer is led visually both to construct the figure
and to destroy it. Thus the viewer's engagement neither
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deforms nor reforms the figure but transforms it. The
viewer continually transforms the figure's representation by
relating Bacon's blurs, marks, and streaks of paint. Each
mark leads into another to actualize the figure anew. The
process of relating these marks is an iterative process
because each act of relation differentiates what came
before. The process is serial because each new iterative
act changes to order of relation that constructs the figure.
The viewer is implicated in a process of serially iterative
acts of construction that continually actualizes the figure
differently. In this way, Bacon's overt acts of painting
implicate the viewer's acts of perception. The viewer is
involved in the process of differentiating the figure from
what it was as she moves through the image, actualizing
the figure by serially relating elements to other elements
and moving through different perspectival angles around
the figure. The viewer's activity is the serially iterative
differentiation of the figure as she is directed around it by
Bacon's facture, perspective, signs and contours.
For instance, looking at Figure at a Washbasin
[Fig. 12], presents the viewer with a male figure who
appears to be in the process of heaving into a sink. Like
most of Bacon's figures, this one is vertebral, but seems to
be held together not by a formative skeletal armature but
by the spasms and stimuli of its nervous system, as Bacon
himself insists (Bacon, in Sylvester, 58). The figure is a
writhing, convulsive organism, constructed of unstable
areas of disturbance. His back contorts in a flux of arcs
that result, on the right, with his tautly held head and, on
the left, with a spasm of legs. Clear delineation is produced
through Michelangelo-like thick musculature: the figure's
upper arms and shoulders strain to support him and
appear to emerge out of the fluctuating arcs of his back's
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vigorous convulsions. This can only be seen, however, by
visually relating together the various lines and tonal values
of Bacon's articulation of the figure. The arrow directs the
viewer to look at the figure's back and move from one
faded outline to the next and then to the next. The shifting
tones of grey, pink, and brown move the viewer's gaze
onto the figure's body, in and out of spinal recesses and
raised muscles, always moving. From one area to another,
the viewer constructs what she sees, but each construction
changes what was made before. Moving down his back,
the heavy curved arc is seen to be the figure's buttock.
Moving down further, that arc is related to the next and
reconfigures it into a shudder of his lower torso, while the
next arc is seen to define the figure's buttock.

Violence, Suffering, and Concern
This serially iterative constructive activity is performed
throughout the viewer's visual movement around the
figure's body. It is a matter of constructing the form of the
figure in terms of the articulation Bacon's acts of painting
give. Yet constructing the figure involves continually
differentiating and destructing what was already
constructed. The figure can never be completely realized
because, as one part is related with another to form a
specific area of the figure's body, that part then relates to
another part differently and changes how the figure was
previously perceived. For instance, the curve under the
figure's shoulder looks like its knee. Yet when that knee is
related to the leg extended behind it, the curve under the
knee also appears to be the knee. There is no way to
synthesize the figure's form into a completed whole
because the visual activity which viewers are directed by
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the image to perform is an ongoing process of serially
iterative acts of constructing the figure anew. Participating
in the figure's activity of actualization means continually
differentiating the construction of its body. The violence of
the image is not only due to the narrative of sickness
suggested in the imagery. It is also the violence of the
transformations the figure undergoes as the viewer
perceives it. The figure suffers through a continual
destruction and reconstruction of the stability and security
of form.
While Bacon's figures continually differentiate or
actualize anew in terms of the viewer's process of looking,
Bacon is nevertheless careful minimally to maintain their
recognizable form. Viewers can recognize the
concentration of activity in the main figure, and can
recognize whether it is more human or animal, male or
female, in more or less pain. Yet the figure's form is a
matter of the continual actualization of its form. It is
presented in the process of coming-to-be and perishing
simultaneously, which is to say the activity of the
actualization of the figure is the activity of its differentiation
from what it was. The making of the figure implies its
unmaking. Paradoxically, it is not the areas of realism
which are found to shape the figure, but the areas of
Bacon's dynamic deformations of those areas. The figure's
body is held together by the acts of Bacon's fluid contour
delineations, scrubbing, rubbing, and dynamic facture. In
this way, the figure's body is constructed by the acts which
dissolve it. Construction and destruction are interrelated
features of its activity of actualization.
It is in this context that Bacon's paintings are seen
to be physically violent. The figure's bodies are painful to
look at because they are presented in the process of their
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destruction. And as I have explained, even when the
viewer interpretively enacts this activity as constructive it is
still destructive on account of the very nature of the activity
of actualization as a differentiating activity. The violence
Bacon's figures undergo is most forcefully expressed
through their bodies, even in the figures who scream. The
figures rarely look towards the viewer, and in the images
where they do, such as the centre panel of Three Studies
for a Portrait of John Edwards, 1980, or Study for Portrait
(Michel Leiris). 1978 [Fig. 13], they appear to look through
rather than at the viewer, as if preoccupied with something
else. The figures do not address the viewer visually to plea
for help or sympathy, for instance. The address to the
viewer is performed by Bacon's indexical signs. The
figure's pain is presented through the continual destruction
of its body. Twisting, writhing, and mutating, it physically
reacts to forces which continually ravage it.16
However, Bacon's figures are not just presented as
bodies in the process of their destruction. They are

16

Van Alphen understands the images themselves to
return the viewer's gaze. In this way, the viewer's acts of
perception are explicitly thematized in the image. Yet the viewer
does not receive the self-assurance she expects from this
returned gaze. In his chapter "Bodyscapes", van Alphen points
out that while, theoretically, the viewer's sense of self is
confirmed by the look of the other, for the other sees her as
whole and returns that view to the subject, this is not the case
with Bacon. In Bacon's images, intersubjective wholeness is
denied because not only is it the viewer's own acts of perception
that are returned, but they are returned without a completely
realized image of the body (ch. 4). I argue that Bacon's images
draw in the viewing subject with an offer of this self-other
relationship, but then reinterpret the relationship in terms of the
participatory structure of the concerned, communal nature of the
images.
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presented as suffering bodies, bodies which experience
pain on account of the continual acts of violence they
endure, especially in the context of threatening imagery.
This is because Bacon's figures unexpectedly appear
contemplative or distracted. The screaming faces of some
of Bacon's figures and the contemplative attitudes of
others differ from the physical violence they sustain. This
indicates there is more being presented than physical
destruction. In their states of ceaseless actualization,
Bacon's figures do not appear oblivious to the activity of
actualization which continually makes them different.
There is violence and suffering because in various ways
the figures appear to reflect on the destructive activity
happening on and in their bodies. 17
The reflective comportment Bacon's figures
manifests the suffering of concern. In the face of such
violent, physical transformations, this reflection transforms
the physicality of the violence itself. For where there is
listening, waiting, watching, contemplation, distraction, and
repose, there is concern, and concern belongs to a
dimension that is other than the physical. The scream is
pained; the apathetic look is the resigned concern about
the inevitability of what is happening. The reflective attitude
of Bacon's figures shows that the affective is distinct from

17

Kuspit provides a striking account of the figure's
expressions: "This defiant unhappiness is customarily
understood as an anguished sign of autonomy, a subversion of
worldly appearances to construct the integrity of art in spite of the
world. But Bacon forces us to read it not as willful transcendence
of the world but as a hysterical, and invariably histrionic, effort to
recollect it in all its anxiety-arousing absurdity" (55). In my view,
however, Bacon is less interested in autonomy than in
community and his suffering figures do not present hysteria but
involvement and participation.
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and more than that which affects. The violence they
endure is not entirely physical because it is recognized by
them as violence.
The nature of the figures transcends the physical
because their reflective comportment indicates that their
pain cannot be reduced to mere materiality. For example,
in the triptych Three Studies for a Self-Portrait, 1973,
Bacon is shown in three different representations of the
process of transforming. Yet Bacon's face appears
concerned or preoccupied with something else. While the
viewer's gaze is busy with the activity concentrated and
enframed in his face by the heavy contours which set it off
from the background and the canvas edge which
foreshortens it, Bacon's gaze is directed away, with all the
apathy of a mug-shot. The response suggested in his
expression does not correlate with the violent undoing of
his face. The process of deformation happening to the
distractedly contemplative face in Study for Portrait (Michel
Leiris), 1978 [Fig. 13], is a process of grotesque mutations
rather than gentle differentiations. Yet Leiris' expression is
contemplative to the point of resignation. Similarly, the
figures in the first panel of Three Studies for a Crucifixion,
1962 [fig. 14], appear to accept the ongoing process of
their deformation. The figure on the left appears to gaze in
resignation while the figure on the right seems to glance in
acknowledgement. In the central panel, the figure reclines
on the bed, as if Manet's Olympia, 1863, were drawing up
her legs, and the figure grins spitefully during the self
destruction of its own body. In the right panel, the array of
meat on the inverse crucifix yells out of the mouth in its
stomach. The screaming pope in Bacon's Study after
Velazquez's Portrait of Pope Innocent X.1953 [Fig. 15],
grips his chair and screams as not only he, but the entire
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image, either disintegrates into the modulating void of
black lines in a rapidly descending fury from the top down,
or emerges in a rapid ascension from the foreground white
robes up into the modulating void. Although the figure
screams, it does not get up. The figure sufferingly stiffens
and endures. All of these are responses to the physical
force of the figure's destruction which cannot be explained
by force alone. 18
The reflective responses of the figures also
suggests that while the destruction is violent and causes
suffering, it is not entirely extraordinary. The figures do not
react with horrified surprise; they endure the violence done
to them. Bacon's figures are presented performing
mundane, ordinary acts, such as turning their heads,
vomiting, defecating, copulating, wrestling, walking,
sleeping, sitting, or screaming. Even when the figure
screams it continues sitting. The fact that Bacon's figures

18

It should be also noted here that the figures' reactions
differ between images according to who or what they are, and so
cannot be explained merely in terms of physical response.
Popes, crucified figures, and monstrous flesh-like figures mostly
scream in response to the physical violence. The figures in
portraits tend contemplatively to gaze, while others are
preoccupied and continue with everyday activities. John Hatch's
analysis argues that those figures whose freedom is most
confined usually suffer more than those who are not so confined,
such as the screaming popes who are (in his view) confined by
the conventions of the church and the crucified figures who are
(in his view) confined by the iconology of the cross (171). More
plausibly, the female figures who appear contemptuously to grin
through their pain are, in van Alphen's analysis, determined by
the tradition of the female nude (174). The howling meat and
fleshy, limbless creatures can be added to this list, as confined
by their crippled inability to do more than flail. Throughout all the
differences in response, none of the figures are wholly
determined by the physical force that affects them.
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continue to perform everyday, routine activities while their
bodies are in the process of coming apart suggests that
the activity of actualization they endure is not extraordinary
but the very order of the mundane: it is the ordinary. The
painful process of actualization is manifested differently
throughout the different routine activities the figures
perform, but it is not presented as a pain the figures can
either do anything to stop or from which they can escape.
Some scream in response, others carry on with what they
are doing, but none of Bacon's figures can disentangle
themselves from it. For instance, the seated Figure Writing
Reflected in a Mirror. 1976, appears preoccupied with what
he is doing and less concerned with his pain than the
screaming pope in Head VI, 1949, who appears to brace
himself in order fully to face the pain of the violent activity
that continually differentiates his body. In both extreme
instances, the figures appear to live with their ongoing pain
as a feature of what they are.
The uncanny setting in which Bacon's figures are
situated further emphasizes the everyday nature of
figures' violence and suffering. The very reason the
settings are uncanny is that although isolated from any
familiar environment, they still appear to be familiar,
mundane places. The familiar aspect of the setting, the
figures' performance of mundane activities, and their
contemplative attitudes help to identify the viewer with the
figures by identifying with the everyday nature of their
situations. Furthermore, the everyday settings and
activities, as well as the distracted concern of the figures,
characterize the violent activity of actualization that
transforms them as mundane. It is not violent in the sense
of exceptional. The violence of the activity of actualization
is not out of the ordinary.
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The mundanity of the event encourages a narrative
reading of it. Given figural characters performing everyday
acts in a minimally familiar setting, the viewer can treat the
image as the representation of everyday events. The
presentation of contemplative and suffering figures in
ordinary situations who undergo violent transformations
makes the images intriguing; the viewer is compelled to
figure out the plot.19 For this reason, van Alphen argues
that
Bacon's paintings display many signs which
traditionally signify narrativity, and thus
stimulate a narrative reading, [however] by
the same token any attempt to postulate
narratives based on the painting is
countered (30).
By juxtaposing a violent event in the process of its
happening with representations of mundane activities, the
image draws the viewer to speculate on the nature of the
event without giving the viewer an actual storyline. 20 As
Andrew Forge argues, the narrative can never be
discerned because the "boundaries of a story are refused"
(Forge, 31).

19

For an exciting analysis of intrigue in terms of the
viewer's role in a narrative of detection, see van Alphen, Chapter
Three, especially the section called "Mystery Portraits".
20

In fact, van Alphen claims, the viewer is drawn into the
story, acting it out with the figures as they perform it. For this
reason, he claims the images are not "conveying" a "pre-existing
story"; they tell a story in the sense that the images present a
process of unfolding events (28). In my view, they can also be
understood as dramatic enactments in which the viewer plays a
crucial role.
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The mundane familiarity of the suggested narrative
is another way by which the viewer is led to identify with
the distractedly deforming figures. While violently distorted,
the figures appear to be situated in the everyday world. Yet
Bacon's images do not present traditional narratives with a
beginning and an end to a sequence of episodes. The
event is ongoing, always in the process of its happening,
and the viewer's unfolding series of relationally
constructive acts that actualize the figure endow the
activity happening in the image with a sequential structure.
This underscores the viewer's role in the enactment of the
activity of actualization. The viewer's activity does not
unfold a chronicle of events, it performs the events. The
viewer's activity is thus crucially involved in the activity
presented, for the viewer's process of enactment is the
serially iterative process of the activity of the actualization
of the event of the figure. Only in terms of the viewer's
performance of the activity of actualization can the images
be said to be narrative. 21
Further, part of the uncanny nature of Bacon's
settings is their timelessness. Bacon's diptychs and
triptychs, which traditionally would be read as a narrative of
events continued through each panel, instead isolate their
figures from one another and present neither narrative
movement nor temporal development of the figure.
Bacon's imagery neither indicates day or night nor includes
readable clocks and calendars. The only temporal

21

This is van Alphen's point in Chapter One of his
analysis. Bacon's paintings do not provide the viewer with a
narrative understood as a product or representation of events.
Rather, they involve the viewer in the process of narrative, where
the viewer is implicated in the activity presented in the image.
See the preceding footnote.
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suggestion in the images is found in the iconography, such
as the figures' clothing, hairstyles, furniture, light bulbs,
cameras, cigarettes, and pens. This iconography situates
the events approximately in middle-class, mid-twentieth
century Western culture. However, the provision of the
setting with an era only reinforces its mundane familiarity
by situating the events presented in the everyday world. It
provides an historical link between the figures and the
viewer by presenting the figures in terms of a historical,
culturally specific narrative. Yet, once again, this narrative
is confounded because, despite the historical time-frame,
there is nothing of historical importance being presented.
The activity of actualization the figures endure is not
presented as specific to that historical epoch but as
underlying the everyday activities particular to that period.
It is an ongoing feature of the world. Thus the viewer is
given suffering figures who undergo transformative events
without the structure of a plot or storyline, a cause, or a
resolution.
The ways in which Bacon presents the violent
exchange of affectivity in his images and through his
figures implicate the viewer in the activity of the images.
The viewer is affected by the images, directed to assume
various perspectival relations and visually concentrate on
various areas of the images in order to understand them.
Moreover, the viewer is led to focus on the activity
concentrated at the figure and, ultimately, to actualize the
figure out of the maelstrom of marks which articulate its
presence. The viewer visually actualizes the figure by
performing the serially iterative process of relating one part
to another in order to articulate the figure's body. Each act
of serial iteration constructs a part of the figure in relation
to a previous part; each act always leads to another and
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differentiates the construction from what it was. The
viewer's process of visually actualizing the figure is
ongoing and relationally structured in a serially iterative
order of events.22 However, it is not solely directed by the
image because the viewer is free within the structure of the
figure to decide where and how the serial relations will be
constructed. Thus the very structure that Bacon's images
present the viewer reveals that the affectivity of the viewer
involves more than the interaction of physical forces. This
is true of the figure as well, for the figures response to the
activity of its ongoing destruction is reflective. Suffering is
shown to be underivable from the physical forces of
affectivity, and it is on this basis alone that Bacon's images
can be understood to be what they are: violent images of
suffering figures. Bacon's figures suffer because they are
shown reflectively to respond to the forces that destroy
their bodies with acts that transcend physical reaction,
such as repose, resignation, waiting, and sleep. Thus their
suffering is also put in the context of everyday activities
and scenarios; they live with their pain. For these reasons,
the activity of actualization of the figure in which the viewer
is participatorily implicated is to be understood as ordinary,
familiar, ongoing and concerned. In Bacon, the ordinary is
not reducible to material forces. It is the empathically
affected world of concern.

The viewer's participation in the ongoing, relational
structure of Bacon's figures is the point of Deleuze's analysis of it
as a sensation, namely a differential, relational structure. See
also Smith (1996). For analyses of the viewer's constructive
participation in Bacon's images, see van Alphen (ch.2), Leiris (68), and Kuspit(57).
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Violence, Suffering, and Community
In Bacon, the varying intensities of colour and his acts of
deforming his figures are so rendered that looking at a
figure in one particular way, for instance from a certain
angle or along a certain contour, leads to something new.
The figure in Portrait of George Dyer Crouching, 1966 [Fig.
16], for instance, appears to be moving because the
viewer serially relates elements of the figure's articulation
with other elements, such as one contour with another
contour, a tonal value, a smear, or an area of realism.
Each element articulating the figure iterates into another;
each act of serially iterative actualization performed by the
viewer constructs it anew and therefore differentiates the
presentation of the figure from what it was. Because the
viewer serially iterates the ongoing activity articulating the
figure, the viewer's acts of iteratively constructing the
figure are ongoing, which means the activity of
actualization of the figure is ongoing. Yet while the serially
iterative acts of constructing the figure differentiate how it
is seen continually, no individual act of construction is lost
in the process.
This is the active, moving quality of the figure:
visually enacting the serially iterative process of actualizing
the figure constructs an order of relations that shapes the
figure in a certain way. With each new serially iterative act
of construction, the order of relations changes, and
therefore the structure of the figure changes. It transforms
before the viewer's eyes in terms of the viewer's serially
iterative and constructive acts of perception. For example,
the uppermost contour of the figure's back remains exactly
that when it is related to the contour beneath and seen
also to be the farthest shoulder blade. Related to the head,
the contour is also the muscular tension of a neck, and
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also the heaving arc of a torso in a rigorous inhalation of
breath. Each contour remains the same and each
perceptual construction of it remains the same. The
viewer's perception of the figure does not radically
differentiate the figure but cumulatively differentiates the
order of relations that structure it. With each new serially
iterative act of visual construction, the significance of
previous acts is altered. The figure is a relational whole
because the connected parts compose what is easily
distinguished as the main figure. In this way, the structure
of Bacon's figures is similar to the structure of Degas'
figures, for it implicates the viewer's visual activity and
directs the viewer performatively to enact the serially
iterative, constructive activity of the figure's actualization. 23
In the work of both artists, the figure is understood in terms
of the activity that makes it what it is. Moreover, in both
cases the figure is never completely realized. However, in
Degas' images the incompleteness of the figure is
celebrated as deriving from her becoming-process: the
figure is understood in terms of her continual, futureoriented, and novel differentiations out of the past. In
Bacon's images, this process is painful. Each act of
differentiating the figure is an act of constructing and of
destroying the figure. Each deformation and intensity is
preserved as it leads into another, differentiating the
presentation of the figure without being subsumed in the
relational transformation. The figure is a serially iterative
differentiating unity.

Bacon also admired Degas' late pastels, such as After
the bath, 1903, National Gallery London, specifically for the "grip
and twist" of the figure's spine which gives her body the
"vulnerability" of meat (in Sylvester, 46-7).
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The differential structure of sensation, which is
Deleuze's the activity of actualization, is in Bacon one of
cumulative, serially ordered acts of free construction.
Hence the structure of Bacon's images can be understood
in relation to the structure of Mondrian's images as well, for
they are both open structures which the viewing subject
freely actualizes. Yet Bacon's images do not situate the
viewer in relation to the image as its principle of
actualization, for the activity of actualization is in Bacon
presented in the process of its happening. As in Degas'
images, the viewer is drawn to identify with the figure and
to participate in its becoming-process. But in Bacon's
images the viewer's identification with the figure is a matter
of affectivity: the viewer's acts of perception are affected
by the structure of the figure and drawn to participate in
the violence the figure sufferingly endures.
Violence and suffering are presented in both the
theme and structure of Bacon's images. They inform the
iconography of his subject matter; Bacon's ravaged figures
are isolated, naked, distracted and concerned, sometimes
all in the same image. When the figures are not alone in a
single image, they are put in relation to other figures who
are often sinister, indifferent, or voyeuristic. The figures are
surrounded by the iconography of pain, such as sickness
and malaise, blood, swastikas, crucifixes, or syringes, and
they are presented trapped in and sometimes screaming
because of the violence they endure. There is neither
jubilance nor serene relief in Bacon's images. Because the
activity of actualization is ongoing, the figures are in a
permanent and devastating state of destruction. The
viewer's participation in the figure's activity of actualization
ravages the figure as it represents it, revealing the violence
of both the viewer's and the figure's responses to
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affectivity. In this context of violence, the significance of
the free act in Bacon becomes crucial.
Freedom is what ultimately distinguishes the figure
from the viewer who participates in its actualization. The
activity of the figures in the paintings is more than the
activity of actualization performed by the viewer. Van
Alphen argues that the viewer participates in the violence
inflicted on the figure, for the viewer's acts of perception
are made relevant to the activity performed in the matrix of
the figure. The viewer's acts of perception are directed by
the affective structure of the figure freely to actualize it. But
the viewer does not freely actualize the figure's response
to that affective activity. The independent suffering of the
figures, shown in their contemplative, distracted,
screaming, or resigned but never jubilant or peaceful
comportment, is part of the activity of the images. Their
concern is independent of the viewer, something more
than the viewer's performance of their activity of
actualization. This is why we are able to say that Bacon's
figures are suffering figures and that Bacon's paintings are
violent: there is that in them which is independent of the
physical interplay of forces and which is not only enacted
by the viewer but presented in the images.
Furthermore, the serially iterative structure of free
acts of construction presented by Bacon's images reveals
the structure of the affected subject to be communal. The
serially iterative free act of construction which the viewer
performs and by which the figure is actualized defines the
relation between the two. Because the activity of
actualization is serially iterative, viewer and figure share a
history. That is, the structure of affectivity is one by which
one subject participates in another. This is not a formbestowing but rather a communal relationship; in Bacon,
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the structure of the affective subject is shown to be open
and public. As constituted by their own acts of
construction, both figure and viewer are indeed
independent centres of response. Yet because the serially
iterative constructive activity that relates the viewer to the
figure is not merely mechanical, the communal nature of
affectivity is not merely a relationship of opposing forces. It
is a relationship of openness and sympathy, of being
affected by and participating in the activity of the other
even in the most adverse situations.
On these terms, the viewer of Bacon's images is
brought into a serially iterative relation of affectivity with the
figure by iteratively experiencing the affectivity of the other.
The viewer sympathizes with the figure. The disturbing
violence of Bacon's paintings brings the viewer to a
communal and sympathetic exchange with the other which
rises above both the form-bestowing relationship of
representational subjectivity and the mere mechanism of
the physical by affectively iterating the pain of the other.
The iterative interdependence of free individuals
transcends their physical constraints and suffering. This is
not the interdependence of essentially atomic centres of
activity. It is the interdependence of beings whose
affectivity, far from being a matter of opposing forces, is a
matter of sympathy and concern. Here, affectivity
transcends the merely physical and transforms it into a
dynamical relation of reciprocity in which we find ourselves
to be members of one another. 24 The shock of Bacon's

24

1 hold this to be the case even with Bacon's inorganic
figures, like the sand dune or jet of water, because they not only
have the shape of animate figures but move with the specificity of
their own activity. Comparing the sand dunes and water figures
with one another reveals them to have their own unique modes of
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work lies not in its dismemberments but in the discovery of
our embodied sociality.

response to that which affects them. For instance, the 1981 Sand
Dune undulates diffusely while the 1983 Sand Dune oozes out of
its transparent box. So even here it is not simply a matter of
forces acting on figures; rather, they seem to move on their own
and in their own way, and the viewer is made to participate in and
experience their activity with them. Although only a small number
of Bacon's images are inorganic, his presentation of natural
objects as centres of action and reaction correlates them with his
treatment of human figures as themselves independent centres
of action and reaction. The difference in the case of Bacon's
human figures is that their turbulence is more than the interplay
of forces. Violence and suffering are involved.
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Chapter Five
The Serial Self-Portrait:
Egon Schiele's Performative Subject

Schiele's Exposure of the Modern Subject
The exhibition "Century City: Art and Culture in the Modern
Metropolis", held at London's Tate Modern in 2001,
featured Vienna between the years 1908 and1918 as the
"city of analysis", one of nine "crucibles for innovation"
(Observer, 3). Viennese artists were understood to have
initiated a 'global tendency' for psychological introspection,
a search for meaning hidden under deceptive
appearances. This would not only expose the chaos
hidden behind the apparently immutable, unyielding, and
genteel fagade of the Austro-Hungarian empire, but also
the true nature of modern subjects hidden behind social
convention. The exhibition presented Oskar Kokoschka,
Adolph Loos, Arnold Schonberg, Richard Gerstl, and
above all Egon Schiele as the artists who revealed the
turbulence and discord of modern Western culture. The
curators interpreted the shift by Kokoschka, Gerstl and
Schiele from Jugendstil design to expressionist
representations of human subjects, aggressively depicted
as naked, ugly, solitary, and sexualized, in terms of a
psychoanalytically informed existentialism.
The centrepiece of the exhibition was the images
by Kokoschka, Gerstl, and Schiele of naked human
subjects, including men, women, and children, in an
erotically charged room of dimly-lit blood-red walls.
Viewers were positioned voyeuristically to explore the
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starkly sexualized images on display. The exhibition
interpreted the images in terms of the history of their
reception, a history dominated by psychoanalytical and
existentialist theories of the self and by charges of
obscene eroticism. Viewers were made to face the
unromanticized, overt sexuality of a modern tradition of the
nude, understood
to strip away pretence and to probe
beneath society's acceptable surface ...
[through a] particularly dissonant form of
Expressionism, with its emphasis on
uncompromising subject matter,
unsuppressed sexuality and psychological
introspection (Observer, 8).
The practice of artists like Schiele was primarily presented
as an exploration and exposure of modern subjectivity.
In the case of Schiele, this is not surprising. By the
time of his death in1918, he had completed more than 250
self-portraits, more than any artist since Rembrandt. The
series of images presents Schiele almost always alone in
the picture plane without any contextualizing background.
Most of them are nude self-portraits that dramatically
present him with the familiar, fixed stare one has looking
into a mirror. The gaze of Schiele's self-portraits is
captivating because it challenges and holds the viewer's
reciprocal gaze, obliging the viewer to look at the ugly and
emaciated body he exposes and the contorted acts he
performs. Schiele overtly addresses the viewer, involving
the viewer in the performative display of his self.1 His

1

On the notion of performativity in relation to subject
formation, see Butler. Butler's analysis of the formation of the
subject as performative maintains that the subject always
exceeds the formative matrix in which it is situated, and therefore
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series of self portraits enacts the structure of his self as an
iterative process of active existence. The mirroring effect
achieved in relation to viewers not only involves the viewer
in the iterative activity of his subjectivity, but implicates the
subjectivity of the viewer in that structure as well. Schiele's
series of self-portraits enacts a structure of iteratively
interactive subjectivity.
Like the Tate Modern exhibition, critical analyses of
Schiele's performative self-presentation interpret his
images in terms of the Freudian psychoanalysis and
Nietzschean existentialism contemporary with the artist.
Schiele's work is considered by way of sexual angst,
repression, pathology and the search for the true nature of
the self.2 In many ways, the overt sexuality of Schiele's
portraits and self-portraits parallels Sigmund Freud's
contemporary developments in psychoanalysis, making
Freud an obvious route into the meaning of Schiele's
images. 3 Schiele produced so many self-portraits of

is never completely realized as a subject. This excess and
incompletion is the basis of freedom, understood as resistance to
formative matrices. In my view, the performativity emphasized in
the serially iterative activity structure of Schiele's images, and
also found in the images of Degas, Mondrian, Bacon and (as will
be shown) Warhol, provides a model for positively re-conceiving
freedom as a central feature of interactive subjectivity, in contrast
to Butler's negative description of it as an unassimilable, extrasocial remainder.
2

For instance, Freudian psychoanalysis and Nietzschean
existentialism are the theoretical bases of the interpretations put
forward by Comini, Wilson (1980), Danto (1990), and Schroder.
3

See Comini and particularly Knafo. Knafo (a
psychoanalyst) identifies Schiele's preoccupation with selfidentity, sex, and death as the specific themes in his art which
she interprets in terms of Freudian psychoanalysis.
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himself naked, sexually charged, and in unconventional
poses, that it is tempting to read something about the man
into the self-portrait. 4 Moreover, he produced many
similarly graphic nudes of his sister, other children, and
other adults. When Schiele's graphically intimate nudes
are read in relation both to his stated concerns about
sexual repression and to his essentialist belief that real
truths are hidden behind the world's veil of appearances,
the interpretation of Schiele's work in the

fin-de-siècle

Viennese context of Freudian psychoanalysis seems
inevitable. 5
Existentialist interpretations of Schiele's images
also take his cultural context seriously, focussing on the
significance of Nietzschean existentialism in turn-of-thecentury Vienna. 6 Schiele's images are interpreted with
reference to his anxiety about social conventions, his

4

In contrast to the decorative romanticism of Klimt's
nudes, Danto claims Schiele's nudes betray a pathological view
of the sexualized body. "For him", Danto claims, "sex was
something done on soiled sheets in hard beds: it was draining
and addictive, and his dried, emaciated men and women look as
though they had fucked themselves, literally, to death" (1990: 4041).
5

Comini's biography of Schiele provides a detailed
account of his life and ideas, including many extant writings by
Schiele. Schiele's essentialist ideas easily connect with the ideas
expressed by Mondrian, Gauguin, and Kandinsky, which
Cheetham critically analyzes in terms of a modernist "rhetoric of
purity" in his book of the same name. In my view, understanding
Schiele's work in terms of essentialism and purity takes him too
much at his word and detracts from the significance of his
artworks.
6

There are numerous accounts of Nietzsche's influence
on early twentieth-century Viennese culture. Of particular interest
here are Cacciari, Werkner, and Taylor.
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essentialist views, and his consequent rejection of
Jugendstil decoration in favour of communicating the true
nature of his subjects. 7 He is understood to follow
Nietzsche's claim that art must necessarily be connected
to the activities of life and so must be affective. 8 Thus
Schiele's figures are seen as agonizing under the strain of
upholding preconceived social ideals of decency, propriety,
beauty, and harmony. 9 As Comini argues, there is in

7

Kimberly A. Smith takes the connection between
Nietzsche and Schiele seriously, arguing that "expression and
communication are the goals of Schiele's art... Schiele
consistently addresses the intertwining of work and world, art and
life" (2000: 257). Smith claims that Schiele's art is bound to the
context of Vienna, an artistic culture strongly influenced by
Nietzsche's claim that art must be tied to life. It was a culture
immersed in a language crisis, where "for some intellectuals and
artists the image provided a possible source of meaning in a
world where language had become suspect as a viable means of
interchange" (233). Therefore Schiele's artworks are understood
to communicate non-linguistic meaning to the viewer by breaking
down the space between image and viewer. Paying special
attention to Schiele's treescapes, Smith argues his images
extend into the world to invade the real space of the viewer and
draw the viewer into the two-dimensional space of the image,
thereby intertwining the two dimensions. It is the form of Schiele's
images that are important in Smith's analysis, for the form
presents a way to express inarticulable meaning. By contrast, I
argue that the form of Schiele's images is their structure, and that
their structure is not only meaningful but its meaning can be
articulated.
8

Nietzsche's insistence on the necessity of connecting
art and life can be found in his Thus Spoke Zarathustra and The
Birth of Tragedy, both of which were widely read in Vienna at this
time.
9

In September 1911, Schiele wrote about his art to
Oskar Riechel:
The transitoriness of the material is determined in the

157

S c h i e l e n o s u g g e s t i o n of a f a c a d e e n s h r o u d i n g the real
identity of his f i g u r e s . 1 0 Existentialist interpretations of his

sense of an existence; a sure becoming and passing
away, a coming; life, in which concept one should
understand the endless disintegration which, however,
can be kept in life through organic means, yes, [life] can
become retroactive, far back, so that it, by these means,
can give no complete death.
I possess the immediate means within myself that can
draw [depict], in order to record, to wish, to fathom, to
invent, to discover, with means within myself, which
already have the great power to kindle themselves, to
burn themselves up and to shine like a thought out of the
eternal light...
When I see myself completely, I shall have to see
myself...but also how far I have the ability to see what
means are mine, out of what puzzling substances I am
made, out of how much of the more, what I recognize,
what I have so far recognized within myself (Schiele, in
Comini, 93-94).
Schiele's statements reveal his existentialism, which I argue is
reinterpreted as participatory and interactive subjectivity in his
series of self-portrait images.
10

Comini also analyzes Schiele's work in Nietzschean
terms. She claims Schiele expresses the desire "for a selfannihilation through conscious participation in a flow of
continuous creation in which the joy of becoming contains
intrinsically the joy of destruction" (95). Examining Schiele's
letters for some insight into the thoughts and intentions behind
the artist's work, Comini finds Schiele's intentions similar to
Nietzsche's philosophy. Both emphasize the transitory nature of
existence and the continuous, simultaneous birth and death of
things out of themselves. Comini focusses on the letter by
Schiele quoted in Note 9, arguing that his notion of becoming and
self-invention are similar to Nietzsche's notions of tragedy, will to
power, and eternal recurrence. In my view, there is some overlap
between the becoming process he discusses in his letters and
the structure of subjectivity presented in his images, but his
letters do not explain how that structure works or how it relates to
the viewer. The relationship between the images and the viewer
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work seem as inevitable as the Freudian, and for exactly
the opposite reason: Schiele's figures do not hide but
explicitly enact their real identities.
Schiele's are active figures who tensely maintain or
dramatically enact even the most uncomfortable
contortions and gestures. Schiele depicts them roughly
with mottled facture, shifting tonal values, broken contour
lines, and foreshortened frames which make their skin
appear to vibrate and their bodies to move. They are
presented without concern for social formalities. Their
comportment is neither decorous nor discreet. They
perform contortions, grimaces, and explicitly sexualized
gestures directly before the viewer. Very many of Schiele's
portraits and self-portraits are acutely erotic. 11 Moreover,
Schiele's figures often look unhealthy, angular, emaciated,
green, dirty, and unadorned. Yet they are intensely alive.
Their organs, muscles and nerves appear to move under
their skin, which makes them expressively physical. They
also betray real inferiority, either by a direct visual address
of the viewer or by a distracted engagement in orgasmic
pleasure or contorted pain. Schiele's figures are presented
as embodied subjects who do not pose with self-conscious
rectitude or perform heroic acts. Like Bacon's figures,
Schiele's are profoundly ordinary figures performing
mundane acts in extraordinary ways. Schiele's figures exist
in the acts they perform.

is crucial to an understanding of Schiele's self-portraits.
11

Wilson describes Schiele's more sexually charged
figures as "pure projections of male sexual feeling" (1980:34).
The masculinist implications and the meaning of Schiele's
sexually charged imagery will be analyzed in following sections.
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Both the Freudian psychoanalytic and Nietzschean
existentialist analyses of Schiele's images confine the
interpretation of his work to his pre-World War One context
because they primarily discuss his subject matter. They
prioritize Schiele's essentialist search for the true nature of
the self and his harsh and unreserved treatment of
sexuality in order to situate his oeuvre in a respectable
context of modernist innovation. Thus Comini's argument
strives to exculpate Schiele from the charges of public
indecency brought against him for exposing erotic material
to minors. Smith argues that his work expressively
communicates the "non-linguistic meaning" of the real
which cannot be otherwise articulated (2000:233). And
Knafo's analysis seeks to know the real Schiele that
endures through his various self presentations.
Both types of analysis reveal important aspects of
Schiele's oeuvre. The psychoanalytic reading reveals
notions of identity, subjectivity, and sexuality which are
undoubtedly concerns in Schiele's art. The existentialist
reading reveals that his presentation of the self is
essentially active, and that it is rendered as possessing
something that is incommunicable. Further, the nature of
the self has an impact on others. These are all integral
features of his artworks and can be combined in an
analysis which shows how Schiele's oeuvre is to be
critically interpreted in terms of his presentation of the self
as iteratively interactive subjectivity. First, in a series of
images in which Schiele is dynamically rendered and
performs for the viewer, he iteratively presents himself as a
subject to be understood through his acts. Secondly, he
presents himself in the significant art historical tradition of
the nude, but as highly sexualized in a complex variety of
ways. Thirdly, he presents himself in grimacing pain and
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orgasmic distraction, states which viewers recognize as
private and interior. Moreover, these states are
complicated by the fact that Schiele's image appears to be
looking at the viewer in a specular way, as if in a mirror.
Fourthly, his self-portrait images directly confront the
viewer as if challenging her to look at his public self-display
and thereby implicating her in his performative selfpresentation. It is thus my contention that the serial
structure of Schiele's self-portraits presents an account of
the modern subject as an iterative becoming-process that
is communal and interactive.

The Serially Iterative Activity of the Self
Of Schiele's series of more than 250 different images of
himself, not only is each image differentiated from the
others by the acts the figure performs, but each figure
differentiates himself in terms of his acts. Each serial
presentation is actively differentiating within the image and
is differentiated throughout the series of images. Each
figure is an enactment of Schiele's self in an unordered
series of acts. There is no fixed telos or end given to the
series; it is pushed forward only by the continual
enactment of Schiele's self and only his death arbitrarily
ends it. Within the self-portrait series, each image presents
a performance of his self that is always novel or different.
Schiele's self-portrait series is a differentiating series which
presents the structure of the self as an active process of
continual actualization.
Schiele's figures are active because his
expressionist style self-reflexively reveals his activity of
making. This activity is simultaneously part of his selfpresentation and part of the structure by which he presents
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himself. His dynamic facture is quick and variegated,
providing the viewer with shifting tonal values in the neutral
background wash that surrounds the figures and in the
luminous gouache that articulates their physical volume.
The space of each figural body is demarcated within
vigorous and heavy black contours. However, the contours
are often broken, which means they do not completely
delimit the figure's volume. Where the contour arbitrarily
stops, the tonal values of the body can escape. At the
same time, the demarcation of the contour usually
coincides with the articulation of volume, which means that
where the contour breaks, the representation of bodily
volume ceases to emerge. Schiele's facture at once
indicates his active nature and renders him incompletely
realized.
This effect is enhanced by the muted white
contours that further circumscribe the figure. Like the black
lines, the white contours are fragmented and therefore
simultaneously delimit the body, release it, and render it
incomplete. However, the white contours are also
indexical, for their presence illuminates areas of tension
and activity in the figure's performance of its acts. Further,
the white contours surround the black lines like halos,
transforming the substantiality of the black lines into
shadows. 12 The white halos illuminate the figure from

12

Comini's analysis reveals Schiele's interest in
theosophy and she argues that Schiele's use of white halos can
be understood in terms of an astral glow, the unique spirit of
individuals which emanates their existence from within
throughout their evolution towards the universal. By contrast, I
find the white halo to underscore the figure's incomplete
realization and to illuminate his continual differentiation rather
than his enduring stability within those differentiations. Welsh
provides a clear account of theosophy in his analysis of
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behind. They contrast intensely with the neutral
background wash both because the halo has a brighter
chromatic value and because the halo, like the bodily
volume, is rendered in more opaque gouache. Light
reflects off the paint rather than the paper, which adds
both depth and luminescence to the halo and the body.
The figure's body is thus substantiated by light.13
Presented in terms of the immaterial force of light,
Schiele's figures are not constructed by the density of
corporeal matter but the movement of active forces.
Because they are made of immaterial light, Schiele's
figures are intrinsically active. They can neither be
stabilized nor fixed because they are not presented as
substantial bodies. Rather, they are presented as light
effects, as an active, moving concentration of forces that
do not substantiate a body but only present it. In this way,
Schiele like Bacon exploits the visuality of his medium:
because Schiele's bodies are incorporated by light,
viewers can only access them in terms of light. Yet this
does not mean the bodies of Schiele's figures are mere
optical effects which can only be seen. Light is both visua
and thermal: light not only allows things to be seen, but it
gives off heat, making things feel hot.
The luminescent gouache that articulates the
physical volume of Schiele's bodies is rendered with
shifting tonal values of very specific hues, namely reds,

Mondrian's theosophical background which helps to explain
Schiele's.
13

For a discussion of white light as an immaterial force
that desubstantiates bodies to make them intrinsically active and
temporal, see Bal, Chapter Six. For an analysis of colour as it
implicates the viewer, see Marin.
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yellows and greens. The interaction of these colours
modulates the presentation of Schiele's bodies, raising
lighter, brighter areas up from the picture plane and
lowering heavier, darker ones down into its depths. Thus
colour gives volume to Schiele's figures and leads the
viewer's visual movement in and out of the picture plane
and on and off the figure's bodies. The light of the
circumscribing halo illuminating Schiele's figures raises
their bodies off the neutral background wash. Because
their bodies are made of light, the halo forces their
emphatically visual or optical presentation up off the
ground and towards the visual space of the viewer where
the juxtaposition of Schiele's shifting tonal values of red,
yellow, and green give their bodies voluminous depth.
However, the creation of a visual space in which the viewer
can visually travel is not all that is happening here. Red,
yellow, and green have iconic meanings, not least of which
are variations in thermal affect. Red is fiery hot; yellow is
malleably warm; green is wiltingly cool; the variations in
thermal effect that happens with their different tonal
juxtapositions are endless. While heat produced by light
cannot be physically grasped, it can be physically felt: the
heat of the midday sun feels hotter than the cool of dusk.
For this reason, the bodies of Schiele's figures are not just
actively animated by light, they are rendered physically
tactile. Viewers are made to feel Schiele's body when they
see it.
The visual experience of the bodies of Schiele's
figure is therefore physical, tactile, and active. The thermal
aspect of their light effect means that visually engaging
with his figures involves visually feeling them; this is what
Mieke Bal calls the image's "metasensuous" effect or its
"visual touch", because here vision is a form of physical
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contact (Bal, 195). Visually to feel Schiele's bodies is to
move with the expressionist activity of Schiele's penumbral
contour lines, the shifting tonal values and modulating
depths of his hues, and the iconically physical feel of the
figure. Visual experience of his bodies is physical, tactile
and active because viewing his figures involves visually
moving with the movement of the figures, visually
navigating the spatial depths of their bodies, and feeling
their heat. This points to yet another aspect of the thermaldynamic of Schiele's figures. Thermal activity refers not
only to the physical force of heat, but also to emotional
passion. Schiele's images are erotic. The immateriality of
light and heat act as forces in the image because they
construct the figure as a concentration of activity, raising
the figure off the picture plane and differentiating its spatial
volumes. The visual and thermal aspects of light also act
as forces on the viewer: by enabling the viewer to see the
images, they compel the viewer feel them. In Schiele's
images, seeing the figure is touching it because the light
that incorporates his bodies as visible incorporates them
as sensuous. Viewing Schiele's figures thus implicates the
viewer in their sensuous activity.
For instance, the Leopold Museum's Self-Portrait,
1911 [Fig. 15], presents an emaciated bony figure halfturned in three-quarter profile against a modulated,
neutral-toned background. His head reaches up to the top
edge; the bottom edge truncates the figure at the top of his
thighs. The figure is outlined in sharp, black, sketchy
contours which delineate the space of his body without
containing it. They make it appear fitful and intense, as if
the body cannot be presented as stable and static because
it is shaky and moving. Moreover, these lines are sharp
and angular, emphasizing the figure's body hair and the
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shifting tension of the bones, tendons and muscles
underneath his skin. The fragmented black contours
overlap in their delineation of the figure. They minimally
establish a perspectival scheme which moves back from
the viewer towards the figure's body, which starts at the
foregrounded elbow. There, the deep red-ochre contrasts
with the neutral pink tones of the figure's skin, creating
deep ridges in his ribcage, back, and shoulders that feel
feverishly warm, as if the emaciated body is physically
pained with malnutrition.
Around the black contour is the broad white halo,
which is also fragmented, lifting the figure from the neutral
background up towards the viewer again. The halo
luminously raises tense and active points of the figure's
body, such as the face which gazes at the viewer.
Perspectivally, his head leans back behind his shoulder,
but the thick white halo and the figure's red hot ear raise
the head towards the viewer. The ear stands out, drawing
the viewer's attention to the bruised, coldly pale face
against which it is juxtaposed and which addresses the
viewer with a sensuous, heavy-lidded gaze. The halo also
lifts the figure's hands. The linear perspective which
presumes to organize the figure's body would suggest the
hands should be smaller than they are because they are
further away from the viewer. But the white halo acts as an
opposing force, denying a stable depiction of the body.
The white halo pushes the figure's hands out of the picture
plane and presents them to the viewer's visual touch. The
viewer is led to feel the hot and inflamed hands which also
gesture in a symbolic v-sign. Even if viewer cannot
interpret what this sign means, its indexicality still hails the
viewer as a visual address, demanding that the figure be
looked at, engaged with. The white halo operates contrary
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to the contour's linear perspective; the contrast stimulates
the viewer's acts of looking, making the head unexpectedly
appear to lean forward and the hands to push out of their
stultifying perspectival barriers. However, the linear
perspective of the sketchy black lines also leads the viewer
onto the figure's body from the foremost areas of the
picture plane into the darker recesses. Here the mutable
tones of red, yellow, and green differentiate the palpable,
almost bruised spatial volumes of his variably warm,
clammy, and turgidly cool body. The colours and lines that
articulate the figure's body render it palpable to the viewer.
His insistent visual address to the viewer urges the viewer
visually to feel what he feels.
The erotic aspect of Schiele's images is forcefully
driven home by the acts his figures perform. Their acts are
erotic, but not entirely for the reasons viewers might think.
Schiele's figures certainly perform erotic acts, such as selfcaressing and masturbation. Usually, however, they are
similar to Bacon's figures, for they perform mundane,
everyday activities such as stretching, sitting, screaming,
wondering, scratching, and touching. They are not static
and motionless because they are actively presented as
enacting what they are doing, no matter how routine. And
like Bacon's figures Schiele's perform these mundane acts
in extraordinary ways. Yet while Bacon's active figures are
extraordinary because something happens to them while
they perform their mundane acts, namely destruction,
Schiele's are extraordinary precisely in their very
performance of mundane acts. Moreover, Schiele's figures
are neither caught at one moment in the performance of
an act nor are they presented in the process of performing
an act. This would leave the viewer far too removed from
Schiele's erotic self- presentation. The figures in Schiele's
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series are not caught because each image is a different
iteration of the figure's performance of its erotic selfpresentation to the viewer. Instead, the viewer is caught by
their differently iterated performances. The viewer is
implicated in the erotic experience of visually touching the
bodies of Schiele's figures by the intertwined forces of light
and heat that construct the figures as visually tactile. The
viewer is caught also by the figures' self-conscious
eroticism. Schiele's figures want the viewer to look at and
feel the activity that differentiates their bodies. The series
iterates the figures' self-objectification as active and tactile
objects of looking. This combination of objectification and
activity makes the paintings performative.

Schiele's Specular Erotics of Implication
Indeed, the viewer is initially caught by Schiele's images
because the structure of his figures is performative: the
activity of light and heat that constructs the figure also
constructs the experience of them. This means that
viewing Schiele's figures implicates the viewer in the
visually tactile activity of perceptually feeling their bodies
and moving with the activity that makes the figures what
they are. Viewing the figure, then, becomes itself
performative. Viewing it implies enacting its active, visual,
and physical structure, not just by moving with the figure
but also by participating in its specific movement. And
because the viewer's visual relationship with the figure is
participatory, Schiele's figures are represented in the
present tense. The figure's self-presentation makes it
present to the viewer who directly engages with the
figure's performance of himself.
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The viewer initially becomes engaged in enacting
the self-presentation of the figure through the figure's
visual address to the viewer. Schiele's figures both
address their viewers, obliging them to look, and show
their viewers how to reciprocate that look. Primarily this
address is visual in the form of the figure's direct, intense
gaze out of the picture plane and into the viewer's space,
soliciting the viewer's reciprocal visual engagement. The
figure's gaze is steady and penetrating. It does not gaze
through the viewer; its gaze is directed out of the picture
plane like a hook to ensnare the responsive viewer.
Occasionally, the figure's eyes are closed or his back is
turned, preventing a directly visual engagement and
therefore a direct visual address. Yet even here Schiele's
figures hail the viewer. Physical gestures, like waving,
raising a fist, or nodding one's head, are bodily enactments
of visual address. 14 Schiele's figures hoist an elbow,
gesture towards body-parts, or raise their hands in a vsign, hailing the viewer to pay attention to them. 15
Moreover, Schiele's figures always perform these physical
gestures even when they are also visually soliciting the

14

See Bal (1999:ch.2). For an analysis of various
interpretations of performativity and visual address, see John
Tagg (94-96). For an interpretation of physical gestures as
emotional signs of address, see Meyer (2003).
15

To the best of my knowledge, there is no clear
explanation of the recurrent gesture of raising his hand and
splaying his fingers in a 'V', found particularly in Schiele's selfportraits,. Comini, Wilson (1980), and Schroeder interpret it in
terms of what they hold to be his theosophically oriented religious
beliefs. Roland Barthes sees in such gestures an absent
cigarette that is a secretive erotic invitation (1970: 72,191). Fora
commentary on Barthes' analysis of the "V" as an erotic gap, see
Schor (95-97).
169

viewer's visual engagement. For instance, the figure in the
Metropolitan Self-Portrait. 1911 [Fig. 16], alluringly looks
directly at the viewer and dramatically raises his elbow, as
if summoning the viewer to look at it. Similarly, the Leopold
Self-Portrait addresses the viewer with his hand in the vsign, thereby hailing the viewer to stop and look while
holding the viewer in a direct visual engagement. By
addressing the viewer, Schiele's figures oblige the viewer
to reciprocate that address. Moreover, like their
penetrating gazes, the figures' physical acts of addressing
the viewer are dramatic. They do not just casually wave to
the viewer. Their physical gestures are directed out of the
canvas at the viewer. The figure's bodies dramatically
perform the visual address.
The physical gestures which address the viewer
are also indexical signs which tell the viewer where and
how to look. This is because the figure's body performs the
visual address, which indicates where to look by the very
fact that both the address and the look solicited are
physical. The physicality of the orienting gestures is
underscored by the fact that not only is there nothing else
in the picture plane besides the figure's body, but that the
body dramatizes itself as active by dramatically enacting
the call to the viewer. By physically addressing the viewer,
Schiele's figures indicate that the viewer is to look
physically, that is, in a tactile way. They show the viewer
how to look by enacting the look as physical and by
indexically pointing to their bodies.
For example, Standing Male Nude. Back View,
1910 [Fig. 17], has his back to the viewer, preventing a
visual address. Yet the figure thrusts out his fiery buttocks
toward the viewer. In terms of the linear perspective of the
image, the figure's red hot rump is closest to the viewer in
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the foreground and is pushed out to invade the viewer's
space by its sharp juxtaposition with the green that
pulsates throughout the figure's lower back. Guided into
the picture plane and onto the figure, the viewer is led to
feel the heat of the figure's buttocks and his tepid blotchy
brown legs in part by the contours that contain the
articulation of the body and most of all by the shifting
tones. The contrast of the chilling green of his lower back
not only makes it recede tensely from his buttocks, but
moves the viewer upwards to feel the dark, deeply
recessed ridges of the figure's spine. The clammy green of
the extended arm catches the viewer's eye on account of
the contrast with the otherwise flushed pinks of his body.
Linear perspective significantly gives way to the
depths of colour values here, for the horizontally extended
forearm unexpectedly recedes while the brighter dropped
lower arm impossibly bends back towards the viewer. At
the end of the forearm is another burning hot hand, deep
red and aimed inwards and towards the figure's body,
maintaining the viewer's visual focus on the movement of
his body. The hand is the culmination of the two
perspectival schemes. It is overlarge for its position in the
linear perspective that delineates the body, and for this
reason it stands out. It is also too heavily painted in deep
red to be expected to push out from the surface of the
image, but it does. Brighter than the body's neutral flush
and contrasted with the green arm, the figure's large hand
glows as it points back to his body, telling the viewer to
look again with feeling . Where the figure's red hot
buttocks arrest the viewer's visual attention and lead the
look onto his body, the hand tells how to look while it points
back to his body.
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Yet Schiele's figures engage the viewer in the way
they are presented. As performative, the figures acts are
directed out of the image into the space of the viewer.
Schiele's figures are posed to be looked at, holding their
bodies in positions that are awkward and that look
uncomfortable, painful, or impossible to sustain for more
than an instant. Further, the acts they perform are so
mundane that they could only be visual presentations of
physical acts. The figure's move to be seen as if they are
already aware that seeing them means tangibly moving
with them. Their acts are not heroic acts, nor do they
present the viewer with the acts of existential authenticity
performed in limit situations. As self-portraits, the figures'
acts do not even present the viewer with the activity most
often taken to be definitive of the artist's visual selfpresentation, namely the activity of making his images.
The acts Schiele's figures perform are the acts of which
comprise everyday life, acts such as raising one's arm,
stretching, screaming, and winking. There is little provided
in the images to contextualize the interpretation of these
acts as anything other than performances of different acts
- except, of course, masculinity.
Schiele's self-portrait figures are images of the
nude male, which at least conventionally situates his
oeuvre in the tradition of the male nude. But recognizing
this only makes his self-presentation more complicated.
For he presents a startlingly different version of the
tradition, neither idealized like Dürer's 1506 nude SelfPortrait, nor classically arranged like Gertl's Self-Portrait.
Naked. 1908. Schiele's self-portraits figures are sickly,
emaciated, and pained bodies. They are bony, often
deformed, aggressive, and evocatively sexually charged.
Solitary figures, they dramatically present themselves as
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open and available to the viewer's gaze. Even when
presented with a sensuous gaze, caressing his body,
hailing the viewer erotically with his V-sign, or
masturbating, the figure's act is part of an extended series
in which each act is just one in a series of acts performed
by apparently the same figure. In terms of the series, the
iteration of the act surrenders their specificity to mundanity.
They are different only in virtue of the difference of the act.
What makes the figure's acts exceptional is their
presentation.
To be sure, these works do not only differ from the
traditional self-portrait. They also stand out as male nudes.
Schiele's nude self-portrait figures share some of the
primary features of canonical male nudes, such as the
performance of acts. Yet not only are these acts mundane,
they also have none of the formal rigour or heroic physical
iconography that typifies the tradition of the male nude. 16
This is because Schiele exploits features connected to the
canon of the female nude. His figures are presented as
visual objects directly for the viewer's gaze, thereby
situating the viewer in the thoroughly recognizable but
unexpected position of gazing on the male nude body. Like
the figure's female nude counterparts, Schiele's male
nudes perform for the viewer. What they are doing is less
important than how they do it: his self-portrait figures act

16

Here, I take Kenneth Clark's analysis of the nude as
the basis of my interpretation because he not only outlines what
are still conceived of as the canons of male and female nude
visual imagery, but he explains what is involved in the canonical
traditions. It is the emphatic relation of Schiele's nude selfportraits to both traditions that makes them intriguing. For an
altogether different view of canons, see Pollock (1999) and
Salomon.
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and pose deliberately. Like canonical male nudes,
Schiele's are delineated in strong contours. Yet I have
shown the substantiality of these contours is undermined
by their immateriality as light effects. They are thus more
like female nudes, whose materiality is conceived to be so
chaotic and unknowable that it must be restrained in
formative double contour lines.17 Schiele's figures conform
to the canonical male nude in their deliberate selfpresentation as performing self-defining acts, their
symbolic gestures, their assertive or intense comportment,
and their frequent verticality. Yet they do not come across
as modelled on the figures of Apollo or Christ. 18 Instead,
Schiele's figures assert a forceful presence in these
images through their dramatic performativity for the viewer.
The issue is not the performance of masculinity, but the
performance of the self as an object of visual interest for
another.
Schiele's gaunt, ugly male nudes are presented in
the come-hither poses of sexually charged female nudes
like those in Titian's Diana and Actaeon. 1559, Rubens'
struggling heroines, Manet's Olympia, 1863, Hollywood
advertising, and much twentieth-century pornography.
They address the viewer, demanding that the viewer look
at their presented bodies. In images like Self-Portrait in

1

' See Nead's analysis of the female nude on the
conceptual implications of feminine materiality and masculine
order. For an account of the cultural effects of the genre of the
nude, see Dawkins (2002).
18

Comini, Schroeder, and Wilson (1980) explicitly take
the view that Schiele's acts are significant acts that express the
truth of his epoch and himself. Nead and Clark (1956), despite
otherwise divergent interpretations, hold that the male nude is
always understood as somehow representing divinity or nobility.
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Lavender Shirt and Dark Suit. Standinq.1914, Reclining
Mate Nude with Yellow Pillow. 1910. Grimacing Man (SelfPortrait),1910 [Fig. 18], Standing Male Nude, Back
View,1910, and the coy standing Self-Portrait, 1911, where
he flirtatiously turns from the viewer, Schiele appears less
like the heavy and wretched "man of sorrows" than a gay
camp icon (Schroeder, 53). His posing is much like the
camp manner of Hollywood's vampish sirens of the
nineteen-thirties, forties, and fifties. Frequently, Schiele's
male nudes are alluringly haughty, with elongated necks,
heaving chests, thin waists, large dramatic hands, and
theatrical facial gestures. 19 Moreover, many of Schiele's
figures not only have rounded breasts, erotically hard red
nipples, and vaginal imagery, but overtly present
themselves by rubbing and touching their transgendered
bodies. Their gaunt angularity does not conform to the
male nude's canonical substantiality. They pose in femmefatale type, rigid-backed grimaces or in wide-eyed,
vulnerable, and imploring gazes. Schiele's subversion of
the genre of the male nude makes the presentation of his
figures extraordinary.
Comparing Schiele's self-portrait figures with his
repertoire of female nudes supports this interpretation of
his male nudes. Schiele's oeuvre conforms to the
canonical stereotypes. His male figures are assertively
masculine in comparison with his female figures. Schiele's
female figures are usually horizontal, docile and beguiling,
and locked in protective, self-encasing positions. Their sex

19

Tinckom's analysis of camp glamour in Warhol's
oeuvre provides an account of the camp appropriation and reinterpretation of Hollywood iconography that is strikingly similar to
Schiele's appropriation of features of the female nude in order to
re-interpret the male nude.
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is on display as they recline even in orgasmic pleasure
[Fig. 19]. By contrast, the male nude's sex is presented to
the viewer as a feature of what he is. Schiele's male nudes
are vertical, active, assertive, dramatic, and aggressively
addressing the viewer. The masculine and the feminine
are at odds in Schiele's oeuvre: while Schiele exploits
whatever imagery serves the self-presentation of the male
figures, the female figures are relegated to passive
display. The female figures lack the individuality and
significant presence of the male figures and are presented
only as the feminine objects of masculine desire.
This indicates that in Schiele's series of selfportraits it is the presentation of his figures that matters.
There is no doubt that, when compared with his female
nude figures, Schiele's self-portraits are masculinist. Yet
comparison reveals that performative display is key. What
Schiele's male figures in fact borrow from the female nude
is his devaluation of the meaning of the female figure's
acts and the prioritization of her performative for-the-other
presentation. Schiele's subversion of the genre of the male
nude is precisely its emulation of the structure of the
female nude: it focuses on how the figure is presented
rather than what it presents. In this way, however, Schiele
subverts the gender opposition he enforces on his own
male and female nudes. For in his self-presentations,
Schiele prioritizes the fundamental features of the
traditional compositional structure of the female nude, such
as openness and performative display, insubstantiality,
immateriality, and mundane or insignificant acts. Thus, the
male body is itself presented as the viewer's object of
looking. Schiele succeeds in eroticizing the male body as
an object made to be seen, just like the canonical female
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nude. This has implications for the viewer, for it literally
implicates her in the Schiele's images.

Mirroring the Viewing Subject
While Schiele's figures's acts are erotic because they are
dramatically enacted and present the body to be seen,
they still perform mundane acts with which anyone can
identify. This is emphasized by the fact that Schiele's
figures look as though they are performing before a mirror.
The relationship between the active figure and the active
viewer is participatory and specular. The figures look
intensely out at the viewer with the familiarly penetrating
gaze one has before a mirror, soliciting the look that the
figure expects to be reciprocated. Schiele's figures thus
appear to objectify themselves: they dramatize their activity
in their self-enacting presentation as the object of the
viewer's gaze. But the viewers do not see themselves.
Schiele's image's are not mirror images of the viewer,
because the viewer is not made to look at Schiele's bodies
as if they were the viewer's own mirrored reflections.
Rather, the figure visually addresses the viewer as the
reflection of Schiele himself. The viewer's implication in the
image puts the viewer in the place of Schiele. The viewer
is made to study Schiele's reflection as he would. This
renders the mundane acts performed by Schiele's selfportrait figures so extraordinary. They are performative
acts directed at the viewer which objectify the viewer as an
active body of physical sensations. The specularity of
Schiele's self-portrait images implicates the viewer in the
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most familiar self-other relationship, namely the formbestowing relationship of specular subjectivity.20
This is not surprising considering that Schiele used
a large, full sized mirror that could reflect the image of his
entire body when he made his self-portraits. The use of a
mirror makes explicit the fundamental visual relationship
between the viewer and the self-portrait image, where
visuality implicates physicality. Schiele's self-portraits
adhere to the absolute mimesis of mirroring: the selfportraits reflect the viewer's act of looking. There are two
reasons for this. First, the viewer is hailed by the figure to
look at it and is led to look with a visual and tactile gaze.
But, secondly, the figure is shown to return the viewer's
gaze, returning to the viewer the viewer's visual and tactile
look, for the activity which constitutes the figure's body is
the same as the activity which constitutes the viewer's
gaze. The relationship between figure and viewer is visual
and tactile. The viewer is addressed by the figure and
challenged to look closely. This positions the viewer in the
place of Schiele himself so that the viewer is looking at
Schiele's self-image from the point of view of Schiele
himself. The tactile, visual and active structure of the
figure's body is reflected back to viewers and shown to be
theirs too. Participating in the structure of the images
allows the viewer to participate in the structure of Schiele.
The viewer is emphatically embodied.
Situated in a classically specular relation with the
viewer, Schiele's self-portraits act as mirror images of the
viewer transformed into Schiele. It is the notion of "acting
as" that is crucial to their performance. The figures act in

20

This solicits what Kaja Silverman calls "heteropathic
identification" (1996).
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the sense of performing a play: they performatively enact
the mirroring effect by visually confronting and obliging
viewers to find in them a reflection of themselves. 21
Moreover, the figures act in the sense of being active: they
are dynamic images which involve the viewer in the acts
performed in, on, and by each figure. Further, the figures
act in the sense of pretending: they dissimulate the
viewer's looking activity, representing the viewer as the
self-portrayed in the self-portrait image. Viewers are
enticed by the specular effect of the mirror images which
offer the promise of a form-bestowing relationship by
presenting the viewers with images that function as
portraits of themselves. However, Schiele's self-portraits
are serial self-portraits. Taken as a series, the repeated
presentation of the self continually presents the self anew
and this throws a loop in the form-bestowing relationship
conventionally understood to emerge through specularity.
Thus the form-bestowing relationship promised by the
specularity is re-interpreted in Schiele's series of selfportraits. The mimetic and participatory specular
interaction is constructive in wholly unexpected ways, on
account of both the serially iterative and intrinsically active,
physical, and visual presentation of the figure in Schiele's
self-portraits.
The absolute mimesis of the mirroring effect
happens in the very visual way the viewer becomes
implicated in the images. The specularity of the selfportraits opens up a visual relationship between viewer
and self-portrait wherein, traditionally, viewers are led to

21

This deployment of performativity to solicit the viewer's
performance is analyzed by Bal in her discussion of James
Coleman's 1999 slide installation Photograph (2002).
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find reflections of themselves. This is where the
applicability of the Lacanian theory of the mirror stage can
be employed to elucidate the viewer-image relationship.22
As I have shown, the viewer is addressed by the selfportrait figure and encouraged to identify her embodied,
viewing self with that of the pure surface, the visual image
before her. Lacanian theory claims that the visual relation
between the viewing subject and her visual image is
formative because it is representational. That is, the
viewing body of differentiating and interior sensational
responses is given an external image that is whole,
complete, and stable with which it can identify itself. In
Lacanian theory, the self becomes a subject by accepting
the external image as her own, the form of her physical
body.
With Schiele's self-portraits, the viewer is enticed to
do precisely that. Presented in terms of mirror images, the
figures address the viewer and indicate that it is the body
which is at issue. Thus the viewer is encouraged to identify
her self with the figural form provided by the image.
Further, the viewer is encouraged to identify her
experience of viewing with that portrayed in the image, for
the figures not only indicate that the viewer should look,
but they indicate how to look. They bestow on the viewer
both a form and a form of looking that is explicitly visually
tactile. The figure is still a pure surface image understood
as an externalized pure form without a body, but a form
that is active, that differentiates through its serial iterations,
that can be seen, and that can be felt. Caught by the
figure's visual address, the viewer is brought into a

See Lacan's "The mirror stage as formative of the
function of the I". (1977:1-7).
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specular relation with the self-portrait that is presented in
terms of light: it is a body constituted by the active forces
of light and heat. It presents itself to be seen and to be felt,
which means it must be felt as it is seen. However,
Schiele's figure is a sensational and active body which is
always shifting and changing, is never completely realized,
and is entangled in opposing perspectival structures that
delineate its formative boundaries in impossible ways.
Lacanian theory posits that specular subjectivity is
grounded in fictionality because the viewing body is
presented with an image of the self that it wants to be, but
can never be. The suggestion is that the body is a process
of continual becoming: a maelstrom of interior sensations
that are structured by continual differentiation and are
subject to the ongoing structure of time. In this Lacanian
theory, the body can never be the ideal, completely
realized form presented in the mirror because it is subject
to a becoming process which perpetually differentiates it.
Yet this is exactly what Schiele's figures as mirror images
present: as a series of mirrored reflections, the figures are
not forms but processes defined by the activity and
physicality of their virtual substantiation by the forces of
light and heat. The series shows that the body cannot be
stabilized in a fixed representation. The viewer is
presented with bodies of dynamical physicality that
actually, rather than ideally, represent the viewer in terms
of the viewer's self-experience as a body of chaotic interior
sensations. The viewer experiences the external image not
as a form but as a processional, structure-bestowing series
of images. Schiele's series of self-portrait figures presents
the viewer with absolutely mimetic structures with which
the viewer can identify. They reflect the viewer's activity of
looking back as the viewer's own structure.
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The Lacanian theory of the structure of subjectivity
and desire develops out of the frustration of the mirror
stage: the impossibility of actually connecting the ideal
form with the chaotic body generates the desiring subjects
of Lacanian psychoanalysis. Schiele's images provide the
viewer with unidealized self-images of the activity and
physicality of the body. Because they are mirrored selfportraits, Schiele's serial images lead the viewer to believe
that the relationship between viewer and figure will be
form-giving. But instead the series provides the viewer with
a series of images that enact an active, physical, and
differentiating structure of the body. Identifying with
Schiele's self-portraits merely identifies the viewer's active,
physical, and differentiating self-experience with a
projection of the same thing in the image. The viewer who
reaches out and visually touches the figure finds herself
reflected back in the structure of the figure that reaches
out and reciprocates the viewer's visual touch. In this way,
Schiele's images are radically mimetic for they make the
viewer feel the image, understood as the viewer's mirror
image, in terms of the visually tactile structure of her own
experience. Because the process of looking is visually
tactile, and because the viewer is put into the position of
Schiele before the mirror, the viewer is led to an erotic
experience of herself. That is, Schiele's viewers are made
to act like the object of looking reflected back in the selfportrait. The viewer is shown to be performative in the
same way that the structure of the figure is performative.
The difference between the relationship of viewer
and image in the Lacanian theory and in Schiele's images
shows that Schiele's series of self-portraits does not allow
for a form-bestowing representational model of subjectivity.
Unlike in the Lacanian model, Schiele's self-portraits do
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not present ideal images of how a body is shaped into
subjectivity. They present images of the body as how the
body really is. The relationship enacted in Schiele's selfportrait images is based on participation and visually tactile
erotic exchange. The specularity of Schiele's self-portraits
draws the viewer to expect a representational model of
subjectivity in order to reflect back to the viewer a model of
subjectivity that is actually participatory and interactive.
The figures and the viewer participate in the activity and
physicality that makes them each what they are. They
share a structure of open, performative, and participatory
activity that continually differentiates them. This is how
Schiele's specular mimesis works. The figure and the
viewer reach out to each other as different enactments of
the same performative structure.
For this reason the mundane acts Schiele performs
are crucial to the meaning of his images. They are not
unique acts, but they are presented as unique enactments
of mundane acts. Schiele's figures perform their acts in
extraordinary ways. For instance, the figure does not just
raise its elbow but drives its elbow into the air, it does not
simply present its back but thrusts its backside out towards
the viewer. In the context of specular self-portraiture, the
self-dramatization of Schiele's figures is meaningful: it
pushes performativity as a feature of the self to the
forefront of any analysis of his images. The performance
of the acts is what is unique to the acts his figures perform.
Given the significance of their performance, the mundane
acts are not unique to Schiele's self-portrait figures, for
they are acts anybody can perform. The mundane acts are
fundamental to the participatory structure of his images
because they allow virtually anybody to identify with them,
while maintaining the specificity of the figure's own unique
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performance of the act. Brought to identify with figures
constituted by their activity and physicality, the viewer is
brought into an interactive and participatory relationship
with Schiele's figures. The initially promised formbestowing relationship is replaced by the interactive and
participatory relationship. Participation in and interaction
with the active and physical figures identifies the viewer
with them, revealing the viewer to be constituted by her
activity and physicality as well.
The mundane acts performed by the figures
throughout Schiele's series of self-portraits reveals that
activity is not just what the figure does, but what it is.
Within each individual image, Schiele's figures are shown
to be constituted by activity and physicality and as such
they are intrinsically active. Moreover, the activity that
constitutes each figure also individuates the figure as
uniquely what it is. However, Schiele's oeuvre of selfportraits is understood to be a series, not solely by titular
references. It is a series because throughout Schiele's
more than 250 self-portraits, recognizably the same figure
is differentiated. Dividing, reordering, or fragmenting the
series into different sets of images only differentiates the
presentation of the same figure that continues throughout
each presentation. The figure of each self-portrait is thus
differentiated not only by the activity that constitutes it, but
also by the activity it emphatically performs. Understood
as the same across the series, Schiele's figure is
differentiated in each image by the different performances
of its acts. Shown without any explanatory context or
narrative, each performance must be taken as exactly
what it is: the enactment of the activity which, by making
the figure different, makes the figure unique. Across the
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series, the figure is constituted as uniquely what it is by the
difference of the acts it performs.
As serial, each performance of the figure
differentiates it from other performances of the figure.
There is neither a determinate order nor a pre-given telos
to the series. There is no aging, destruction, or evolution of
the figure. The figure is presented and differentiated only
in terms of its acts, and is only seen to be differentiated by
its acts when it is shown in the context of other
presentations of its acts. Each enactment constitutes the
presentation of the figure. The uniqueness of each
enactment is determined by another act from which the
figure is differentiated. The series of different enactments
performed by the figure is therefore an iterative series of
differentiations. The figure is constituted by its iterative
activity of differentiation, the performance of the mundane
acts that make it what it is. The figure endures throughout
the series, but it is always different in virtue of its serially
iterative activity of differentiation.

Serial Activity and the Specular Subject
The seriality of this differential activity in the end
foregrounds difference on all levels. Schiele's series of
self-portraits presents the figure to be intrinsically active
and physical; it is constituted by its structure of serially
iterative acts of differentiation. The viewer is led to identify
with this structure because she is brought into a specular
relationship with the figure which reflects the structure of
serially iterative differentiation activity back onto the
viewer. This specular relationship is the basis of the
viewer's visual engagement with the figure, a relationship
that is not form-bestowing but interactive and participatory.
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Drawn to participate in the structure of Schiele's figure, the
viewer is made a subject of the interactive and
participatory relationship the figure offers. The figure
enduring throughout Schiele's series of self-portraits can
be understood on the same terms. Participating in the
structure of the figure involves interacting with the figure as
a unique enactment of the activity that constitutes it. Figure
and viewer are brought together and shown to share a
similar structure, but are nevertheless independent serially
iterative enactments of their own activities of
differentiation.
The independence of the figure is established in
two ways. First, the figure's independence is structurally
accomplished by the dual schemes of linear perspective
and the use of colour to create spatial volume. 23 My
explanations of the images has shown that Schiele's use
of linear perspective is a way both of generating the
perspectival depth of his figures as bodies and of drawing
the viewer into the space of the image. In terms of linear
perspective, the foregrounded areas of Schiele's figures
offer a visual route into the space of the image, like the
elbow in the Leopold Self-Portrait, from which point the
viewer is led back into the image by the receding
diminution of the size of various parts of the figures body
and by their overlapping. Thus the viewer is drawn into the
space of the picture plane, towards the body of Schiele's
figures, and is moved around them according to a
perspectival scheme which purports to structure the figures

23

Bal provides a rigorous and stimulating account of
"colour-based" perspective as a non-linear perspectival scheme
which opens up alternative interpretations of visual imagery. See
Bal, Chapters Two and Five, partly based on Marin.
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as viable representations. Schiele's use of linear
perspective mobilizes the viewer's looking activity, but it
ultimately does not lead to the illusion of realism. The
perspectival route always undermines itself by promising a
semblance of real space in the figure and then thwarting it:
body parts that should diminish in size are suddenly found
to be overlarge, elbows bend backwards, or legs extend
well beyond the plausible. Schiele's use of linear
perspective always and inevitably leads the viewer back to
the surface of his images. It exposes the sheer two
dimensionality of his figure. His series of self-portraits does
not allow for realism, but it does insist on the viewer's
participatory interaction with them.
Secondly, while the linear perspective leads the
viewer into the image, the
volume-construction of colour leads the viewer onto the
figure to participate in its constitutive activity. Unlike linear
perspective, the spatial volumes constructed out of
Schiele's mottling and juxtapositioning of colour make no
claims to any sort of realism. Led towards the body by
linear perspective, the viewer is led onto the body to feel it
through Schiele's use of voluminous colour. As I have
argued, the modulated tones and values of his application
of luminescent gouache are understood in terms of the
effects of light. Even when the figure's white halo appears
to be missing, Schiele's use of colour shapes the figure's
body in a tactile way. The viewer feels it as, for instance,
hot or cool, hard or soft, prickly or smooth. The two
schemes work together to guide the viewer onto the body
of each sensuous enactment of the figure without allowing
the viewer to fully grasp or completely realize the figure. It
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remains immaterial, insubstantial, and pure surface. 24 The
figure is always presented for visual touch: the viewer
touches the figure and the figure touches back. At the
same time, however, the figure always remains infinitely
beyond the viewer's grasp.
The independence of the figure from the viewer
structurally achieved by Schiele's dual use of perspectival
schemes underscores the other way the viewer is kept out
of complete identification with the figure, namely its
insistent signs of interiority. Schiele's self-portrait figures
are riddled with signs of interiority: pain, discomfort,
wonder, anger, malaise, and orgasmic pleasure, all of
which sculpts the specular visual figure into a body of
sensations like the viewer. His specular self-portraits
reflect the viewer and interpellate the viewer into a
participatory and performative subject of differentiation, but
maintain the difference of the viewer and the figure as
subjects independent of each other. The viewer cannot
participate in the figure's sensational inner life beyond
recognizing it.25 Replete with an interiority that is

Joselit offers a critical analysis of surface as 'flatness'
in modern and postmodern art. In modernism, Joselit claims,
flatness is a way of denying the viewer's mimetic identification
with the image in order to produce a depth of psychological
response. Joselit's analysis is a useful account of the notion of
surface in modern art and art history and its relation to
postmodernism. However, his treatment of surface takes optical
experience as its basis, even when he argues against opticality.
Thus Joselit often forgets about the body, particularly the body as
a surface and the body of the viewer as affected by what she
sees.
25

This is not a new concept, but some intriguing
treatments of it can be found in Bal (1999), Butler, Scarry,
Silverman, Meyer (2003) and Weiss.
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independent of the viewer and a physical structure of
performative, serially iterative, differential activity, Schiele's
self-portrait figure is presented as a subject. Thus the
viewer's interaction with it is an interaction between
subjects. Participating in the structure of Schiele's figure
involves neither visually realizing the figure nor identifying
with the figure as entirely accessible. On account of its
serially iterative activity of differentiation, the figure is never
completely realized. Complete identification or knowledge
of the other is impossible. The participatory structure of
subjectivity presented in Schiele's series of images is a
matter of affective interaction with another subject, a
mutual implication which neither completes the subject nor
uses it but instead acts with it.
In this way, the structure of serially iterative activity
of differentiation presented in Schiele's series of selfportraits differs from that presented both in Bacon's and in
Mondrian's images. Like Mondrian's, Schiele's images
interpret serially iterative activity as a differentiating
structure, but, unlike Mondrian's, not as one which is freely
actualized by the viewing subject. In Schiele's images, the
freedom of the subject is its independence from others.
The activity which constitutes the subject is the activity
which makes it different not only from itself but from
others. Yet the structure of serially iterative activity is open
because it is shared in interactive activity with others. Like
the structure presented in Bacon's paintings, Schiele's
presents a model of subjectivity that is participatory,
affective, and emphatically not form-bestowing. Yet, unlike
Bacon's, Schiele's subjectivity is not affectively
constructive of the other. Schiele's participatory subjects
are communal because subjects are shown to share a
structure of performative and serially iterative differential
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activity that is open to interaction with others. For this
reason, the structure of differential activity in Schiele
shares with that of Degas both identification with the other
as a fundamental principle, and participation in the other
as a matter of dynamical interaction. Schiele's series of
self-portraits interprets the modern subject as essentially
performative, for the serially iterative, differential activity
that is constitutive of the self is a matrix of shared and
public activity. In Schiele's images, the subject is always
an independent centre of activity that opens itself to the
other. As will be seen in the next chapter, a gap opens up
between this subjectivity-oriented art and the art that all but
erases the subject in favour of surface. For this contrast,
we turn to Andy Warhol.
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Chapter Six
Subjectivity on the Surface:
Andy Warhol's Serigraphs

Exhibitionism: How to Look at Warhol
Within nine years of Andy Warhol's death the artworld
moved to "consolidate his reputation as one of the greatest
artists of the second half of the twentieth century"(1). 1 The
1999 large-scale exhibition "Andy Warhol: A Factory" was
opened. The exhibition offered a means of understanding
Warhol and his work: Warhol was presented in terms of
his own self-description, "I want to be a machine", and his
oeuvre was presented on the model of a factory
(Stockholm, 1968). 2 Warhol's famous images, such as
those of Mao, Marilyn, Jackie, Diamond Dust Shoes. 1980,
Cow Wallpaper. 1966 [Fig.20], and Brillo Boxes. 1964.
were presented alongside photographs of Warhol's
Factory personalities, letters and postcards, diaries,
magazine articles, publicity images, cookbooks, art
historical texts, Warhol's gift books, drawings, sketches,

1

In the context of his analysis of Warhol and queer
theory, Crimp's essay is an attempt to understand the various
ways in which Warhol, a notoriously difficult artist to slot into a
canonical tradition of serious makers of art, is nevertheless
considered to be one of the greatest artists in the twentieth
century.
2

This exhibition was presented in 1999 by the Solomon
R. Guggenheim Museum in New York and the Palais des BeauxArts in Brussels, in collaboration with the Kunstmuseum
Wolfberg. My account is based on its exhibition in Brussels.
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and countless Warhol paraphernalia. The magnitude and
variety of cultural artifacts hung, pasted, or projected onto
the walls, shown on television screens, blaring out of
stereo speakers, exhibited throughout the floor space, and
displayed in glass cabinets, presented Warhol's output on
the model of collaborative work-sharing in industry.
Warhol-the-machine was made a metonym for the factory
that produced cultural goods in his name. The exhibition
catalogue, with more than 550 pages of photograph,
painting and print reproductions, intensified the massproduction reading in which it framed Warhol's works.
Viewers were urged to see Warhol's work through
his powerful public persona and to take seriously his
mechanistic self-description of himself and his practice in a
factory. They were also invited to consider Warhol's art in
terms of the media-oriented, 1960's transgressive public
image of his Factory: Warhol's public persona was on
display. The surplus of artifacts not only magnified the
output of his factory, but recreated the excessive
environment in which he worked. Masses of Factory
paraphernalia and candid photographs dissimulated a
viewing context grounded on an image of the Factory as a
drug-based, sexually charged, but nevertheless artistically
productive West Village pleasuredome. Sounds of the
Velvet Underground provided the aural context for viewing
Warhol's Mao prints, while Warhol's Brillo Boxes had to be
considered in relation to looped out-takes of a
glamourously trashy Edie Sedgewick on film. Warhol's
"factory" produced both artworks and personalities,
including Warhol's. With equal enthusiasm, viewers were
led to examine Warhol's serigraphs and pieces of his mail.
Through the decadent, historically-situated Factory image,
they were compelled to get involved in the repetitive
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momentum of his series, to succumb to the seduction of a
playful factory and become its viewing machine. However,
to present the artwork through the artist and the artist
through the artwork is tautological and, in Warhol's case,
does not lead to any understanding of the significance of
his oeuvre.
Critical interpretations of his work take positions
similar to that of the exhibition: they read the artist's work
or the structure of his work in terms of its cultural and
political environment. For instance, Arthur Danto claims
that Warhol's works "remain political" because they
concretize "the American soul, mis a nw" (1997:15). Danto
insists Warhol must be read as a symptom of his mediaoriented culture at a unique historical moment. Yet reading
the artworks through Warhol's intentions renders their
meaning derivative of the historical circumstances of their
production. The artworks become wholly contingent and
irretrievably lost for the present that came after him.
In contrast, Simon Watney's analyzes Warhol's
creative activity in terms of Warhol's construction of the
persona "Warhol". He argues that Warhol is significant
because he presents a new type of artist and artistic
practice, which requires a reconceptualization of the
relation between life and art. What Watney calls the
"Warhol effect" in his essay of the same name "quietly
invalidates" "predetermined models of artistic value";
Warhol's relation to his life explains his relation to his art
(122). Watney's argument stands in contrast to those put
forward by Benjamin Buchloh and Rainer Crone. They
argue that in fact there is developmental consistency to
Warhol's practice that shows him to be a serious originator
of novel aesthetic objects and that his work and practice
must be read in relation to that which came before him.
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Warhol does not splinter from, but instead develops, the
conceived model of the modern artist as heroic originator
by presenting himself as a serious and unique, but above
all glamorous creator. He politically and culturally
problematizes traditional conceptions of the significance of
iconography by repeatedly presenting contemporary icons
as meaningless. As a primary feature of his art, Warhol's
iconography is read in relation to his ridiculously
glamourous persona, another form of meaningless
iconography, but the development of Warhol's artistic
practice is shown to be serious and deliberate. 3 In each
case, Warhol's artworks are interpreted with reference to
Warhol's persona: both are similarly formulated cultural
constructions and their relation tells us how to understand
his art.
In The Return of the Real. Hal Foster distinguishes
three types of critical analysis of Warhol's work. 4 The
"simulacral" view is similar to the way Buchloh and Crone
see Warhol's iconology in contrast to his practice. The
iconology is basically understood to be arbitrary and
meaningless because it is a reflection of apathetic
commercialism and commodity fetishism in both content
and structure. Warhol's fetishization of commodity culture
reveals his glamourous facade to be as impassive as his
imagery. 5 The "referential" view takes seriously the themes
in Warhol's imagery and claims that Warhol reveals

3

See Buchloh and Crone.

4

See Foster (1996b). Douglas Crimp criticizes Foster's
scheme from the standpoint of debates about the subject in
queer theory.
5
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This argument is expertly discussed in De Duve.

something tragic and real about his culture. Thus he is
seen to be politically engaged, critical, and empathie by
presenting images which force viewers seriously to
consider what happens beneath the iconography of
commodity fetishism. Foster cites Thomas Crow's
interpretations as examples of the referential view, for
Crow argues that Warhol's images are affective. He claims
that Warhol deliberately selects his images to affect the
viewer and that the insistent repetition of the image is an
affective structure, forcing the viewer to take a stand with
regard to issues like the death penalty, racism, and late
modern capitalism. Foster's third view is his own account
of Warhol's "traumatic realism". 6 Warhol's "traumatic"
iconology of car crashes, criminals, and death is tied to the
repetitive structure he employs. This simultaneously
distances viewers from the icon's traumatic affect and
forces them to be affected. Foster claims that Warhol's
"multiplicity makes for the paradox not only of images that
are both affective and affectless, but of viewers that are
neither integrated ... nor dissolved" (1996b:182). In all
these readings, the repetitive structure of Warhol's images
obtains its meaning in relation to the iconology that is
taken to be primary in an interpretation of his art.
However, Foster does not see the repetitive
structure of Warhol's thematic series of images as sheer
duplication. Aberrations that Foster calls "pops" are found
throughout any series, such as slippages of colour or
spontaneous irregularities in format. The differences they
create between serial images leads to the view he shares

6

Foster's interpretation of Warhol's work as "traumatic
realism" is best articulated in Foster
(1996a).
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with Richard Meyer that Warhol's repetitive structures are
forms of "duplication that can accommodate difference"
(105-106). For Foster, the "difference" is the undecidability
of Warhol's images as both affective and affectless. For
Meyer, it is directly related to the erotic re-presentation of
icons like Elvis and Warhol's Thirteen Most Wanted Men.
1964. Meyer reads Warhol's dramatic recontextualizations
of Hollywood icons and his use of differentiating repetition
as providing a model for queer subjectivity. The basis of
Meyer's interpretation is Judith Butler's notion of
performative subjectivity. He directly relates the fact that
Warhol's printing practice never reproduces identical
images, and always leaves a trace of difference, to queer
subjectivity. Formative matrices, such as political systems
or discursive structures, cannot completely articulate the
subject. They always leave a remainder of excess. This is
both the difference of the subject and the locus of its
freedom within a formative matrix.7 While Meyer's
interpretation is compelling, it still grounds a reading of the
art in the persona of the artist, in this case Warhol's
homosexuality. The trouble with each of these different
analyses is that they take Warhol's self-description, his
practice, and his subject matter far too seriously in an
attempt to prove Warhol, as Crimp claims, "one of the
greatest artists of the second half of the twentieth
century"(1). Yet, at the same time, they reveal a significant
feature of Warhol's art. Difference is indeed a fundamental
feature both of Warhol's repetition of previous or found
icons and of Warhol's use of repetition as the structure of
his series of images.

7

See Meyer (2002) and Butler. See Siegal on
performativity and queer culture in Warhol's oeuvre.
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There can be no doubt that a critical analysis of
Warhol's oeuvre must take into consideration the relation
of Warhol's life to his artwork. As I will show, the two are
intimately intertwined. Like the "simulacral" analyses, I
argue that Warhol's imagery presents the insignificant and
arbitrary, but only insofar as it is the mundane. Warhol's
art and his practice of art-making reflect on and continue
artistic traditions which came before him. Yet they also
radically differ from those traditions by reinterpreting the
meaning of structures and images with which we are
familiar. Thus, like the "referential" analyses, I maintain
that Warhol's imagery is meaningful because it reveals the
significance of the mundane, which includes not just
ordinary everyday life but also features of the familiar
world, such as previous cultural and aesthetic icons and
practices. Crucial to my analysis here is the notion of
difference, for Warhol's serial images reveal that the
activity of making things the same also makes them
different. When this apparent paradox is read in the
context of Warhol's mundane imagery, it leads to a way of
understanding the structure of the mundane as a
continually repeated sameness which in becoming the
same always becomes different. I will argue that Warhol's
serial images present the structure of the mundane as a
dynamic structure of serial actualization and that
everything in the mundane world - including Warhol
himself- is taken to be an instance of that structure.
Warhol's statements about his own art, about
previous art, and about modern culture are amusing and
often seem so facile that they are difficult to take seriously.
Yet they can be revealing and useful commentaries. For
instance, he claims that, "Everything repeats itself. It's
amazing that everyone thinks that everything is new, but
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it's all repeat" (1997:273). To take such a claim too
seriously leads straight into intentionalist readings such as
Danto's. Yet coming from an artist who produces repetitive
series of popular icons, that claim should not be taken too
lightly either. As Gilles Deleuze points out, "repetition
belongs to humour and irony: it is by nature transgression
and exception, always revealing a singularity opposed to
the particulars subsumed under laws, a universal opposed
to the generalities which give rise to laws" (1997:5). In my
view, Warhol and his oeuvre should be considered neither
too seriously nor too lightly, but ironically. For when
Warhol's art is read as a humourous challenge to an
overwhelmingly sacred and speculative tradition of imagemaking, it is found to be extraordinarily meaningful.
Warhol's art delivers a profound message that reflects the
meditative or speculative quality of abstract expressionism,
but in terms of subject matter to which abstract
expressionism never attended. It presents the viewer with
powerful icons, but they are icons of the mundane rather
than the divine. Warhol's art iconologically treats the
mundane as the divine. He provides a reinterpretation not
only of how art and art-making are to be conceived, but of
how creativity itself is to be conceived. I will argue that
Warhol's serial imagery reveals the significance of the
everyday because his series of mundane images shows
the everyday to be the grounding of continual and freely
iterative constructive activity.

"It's all repeat": Warhol's Iconophilia and the Serially
Iterative Surface
Considered primarily in terms of their subject matter,
Warhol's images continue and rework a tradition of
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Christian iconography. 8 In his serigraphs, the stark
frontality, simplicity of design and the subject's situation in
empty space recalls the popular Christomorphic
iconography of the Renaissance. 9 Like the Sudarium, or
holy face, images of Christ, Warhol's subjects are static
and presented independently of any contextualizing
background or spatio-temporal location. This gives
Warhol's images the ex nihilo effect of the holy face icon:
they appear self-generating, atemporal and otherworldly.
And like renaissance icons, Warhol's images are produced
in large numbers and to a pattern. Thus he can be read as
a maker of icons, surrounded by apprentices working in a
type of Renaissance studio (Honnef, 26).
Iconologically, however, Warhol's subjects are
insistently mundane. He replaces the divine with objects
such as soup cans, movie stars and toys. This is because
his images are self-referentially engaged in questioning
iconography itself. Taken at face value, their iconic
semblance allows them to be seen as devotional in terms
of their iconic semblance. Hence Matthew Tinkcom argues
that Warhol's images can be understood as camp visions
of glamour (112). Detached from any contextualizing
narrative, such as a film, a newspaper article, an
advertisement, or everyday life, Warhol's larger than life
images render his objects glamorously mystifying. "The
glamorous image," Tinkcom explains, "entreats us to defer
to its power without recourse to understanding under what
circumstances the image was made" (112). Tinkcom's

8

See Schellman on Warhol's iteration of traditional
religious imagery.
9

For an historical account of the use of Christomorphic
imagery in the Renaissance, see Koerner.
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notion of glamour is a version of the Lacanian mirror stage,
for the glamorous icon manifests what viewers can never
be, but nevertheless strive to be. The glamorous icon is
mysterious and unanalyzable, for viewers are given
nothing about the circumstances of its production and are
presented only its mystifying presence. Tinkcom points out
that in Warhol viewers are not shown how glamour is
produced either in glamorous icons or in Warhol's own
images of glamorous icons. In each case, the mystifying
status of the icon is not generated by contexts such as
Hollywood advertising blitzes or a captivating film scene.
Instead, Tinkcom argues it is produced by viewers who pull
the icon out of a causal context and imaginatively place it
in one that is alien or otherworldly (112). For instance, the
Hollywood film industry could not have anticipated the gay,
camp embracement of Marilyn Monroe or Judy Garland as
glamourous icons. Similarly, the Campbell's company did
not design its soup cans to be an icon of late-modern,
capitalist, consumer culture. By transposing these images,
Warhol's art manifests and probes the iconic status of the
mundane in 1960's American popular culture.
Interpreting Warhol's art in terms of his subject
matter reveals that Warhol exploits an iconographic
tradition in order to reinforce the iconic status of cultural
objects and images. Throughout Warhol's series of
Campbell's soup cans, toys, electric chairs, car crashes,
Marilyns, and his own self-portraits, the figures presented
have a disturbing passivity. The viewer gazes at a subject
that is pure surface flatness - neither a mirror nor a deep
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pool. 10 For instance, viewers learn little about Elvis Presley
or themselves through Warhol's magnification of him in
Elvis I and 11,1964. Iconologically, the image is only an
aggrandized promotional shot of a ready-made cultural
icon, one that is glamorous only if viewers already believe
the icon to be mysterious. Here, the icon is shown to be a
product of belief rather than understanding. By fetishizing
mundane objects in the place of divine images, Warhol
repeats a long-standing tradition of image-making, but
exposes that tradition as one that renders the iconic image
unanalyzable.
There is a similar effect when Warhol's images are
read in terms of their presentation. Warhol's images
rework the familiar features of abstract expressionism,
such as largeness of scale, repetitive and simple designs,
and stark frontality. 11 But unlike abstract expressionist

10

In Joselit's theory of modernist and postmodernist
surface as flatness, this iconological understanding of Warhol
would situate him in both periods. Warhol is seen to be both
denying mimetic identification in order to encourage
psychological affect (Foster's "referential") and also denying
mimetic identification in order to reveal a lack of psychological
affect (Foster's "traumatic realism"). I argue that the serially
iterative structure of differentiation in Warhol's images is also
meaningful, and does not deny either mimesis or identification.
11

This reading of Warhol's oeuvre as developing the
theme of the "sacred" in Abstract Expressionist painting is clearly
presented in Coplans (1970), and more recently in Foster
(1996a). Foster analyzes the theme of death in Warhol's works in
conjunction with the themes of repetition and mass subjectivity
and with reference to Lacanian psycho-analytic theory He argues
that Warhol's art represents a contemporary, cultural desire to
represent the trauma of the real that is intrinsically
"unrepresentable". This presents Warhol as not only continuing
the abstract-expressionist project of representing the
unrepresentable, but as more or less identical to it. For an
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images, Warhol's images do not incite the viewer to enter
the profound meaning of the artworks. Warhol's
silkscreens are not Mark Rothko's doorways to the divine;
viewers are not encouraged to meditate before the
mysterious spirituality of a series of Coco-Cola bottles.
Warhol subverts the features which made the art prior to
him meaningful by putting images of Elvis, Marylin, CocaCola, the American dollar in the place of the
unrepresentable divine of high art. In Warhol's own words,
he produced I m a g e s that anybody walking down
Broadway could recognize in a split-second ... all the great
modern things that the abstract expressionists tried so
hard not to notice at all" (1980:3). Interpreting Warhol's
images either in terms of their subject matter or in terms of
their presentational structure discloses ways in which
Warhol continues past art historical traditions. Yet each
analysis leads to the problematic claim that by putting
images of the mundane in the place of the
unrepresentable, Warhol's images are rendered
meaningless, for all they can say about the mundane
objects they represent is that they are given. 12

outstanding account of this abstract expressionist project, see
Armstrong (2001).
12

By relating Norman Bryson's distinction between
"megalography" and "rhopography", "the depiction of things which
are great....[and] the depiction of things which lack importance",
such as still life subjects, to the contrast between the presumed
profundity of abstract expressionism and the mundanity of
Warhol's imagery, a further aspect of his images is revealed (61).
Warhol is not only a portraitist like Bacon, but also a still life artist.
His serial images adhere to features of still-life images which
Bryson describes: the elimination of narrative, the
universalization or levelling of meaning across all things equally,
and the presentation of an irreducible fact of life. See especially
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In Warhol's images, it is the brilliant colours
contrasted with heavily blackened areas, the simple
designs, and the familiarity of the subject matter that
makes them attractive, not least because they appear so
easily discernible. Yet while Warhol's images are striking,
they can become boring when the same image is
presented repeatedly. It is tempting to pass quickly from
one to the next, as if seeing one Flowers print, 1970 [Fig.
21], implies seeing them all. The initial attraction of the
repeated image wanes due to its repetitive nature.
However, when the visual approach is shifted from
the individual prints to their series, the perception of the
images changes radically. Viewed in terms of series,
Warhol's images turn out to be, not series of repetitions of
the same image, but series of differential repetitions. The
differences between the serial images become obvious.
For instance, the differences between the Flowers prints
are not infinitesimal. They are stark variations. While the
basic design is repeated, no two prints are the same. The
silkscreening is sloppy and never identically applied, and
the flat colours of each image always differ drastically from
the others. Focussing on the differences between the
images reveals that the similarities between images are
structural and that their structure produces their
differences. These differences are not incidental effects of
Warhol's repeating process, but the explicit results of his
mode of printing. The structure of Warhol's series is a
structure of repeated differentiations. Here, the process of
repetition generates differences.

Bryson's Chapters One and Two. On Warhol's focus on the
mundane, see Wilson (1968).
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The similarities within Warhol's series are primarily
similarities of design, of garish colours and of obvious
mistakes in the silkscreening process. All the prints
maintain a relatively flat picture plane. There is no
distinction between ground and image, and the images are
magnified beyond the proportions of everyday experience
and are usually about one metre tall. Moreover, they are
compositionally inert. Warhol's images are centred on the
canvas, image and background appear continuous, and no
element is delineated over and against any other. There is
no critical determination of the edge of his picture planes.
Moreover, in most of Warhol's series, there is no narrative
thread by which to understand each image and there is no
hierarchy of rank, position or meaning amongst the serial
images. Warhol's subject matter is usually banal, and its
banality is intensified by its redundant repetitions.
Warhol's prints characteristically unify surface and
image. His repetitive use of the modular screen makes the
surface and the image identical. Thus there is little depth
to the images because subject and ground exist on the
same field. Perspective is denied, which gives the effect of
pure surface. There is no beyond to read into the pictures,
no Utopian vanishing point, and ultimately no entrance into
the images: the viewer is not invited to read any hidden
meaning behind them. They sit flatly identical with the twodimensional picture plane. Moreover, the silkscreened or,
less often, the painted surface is not used as a conduit.
The surface does not illusionistically yield meaningful
subject matter because it is presented as pure surface.
The surface exists on equal terms with the image. It is
essential to recognize, however, that the surfaces of the
serial images are crucial to their differentiation.
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The surface differentiates Warhol's images.
Silkscreening, a process which allows for maximum
precision in repeated images, is paradoxically used by
Warhol to illuminate differences, almost as if Warhol set
out to undermine its precision, subvert the power of
mechanical reproduction, and sought out accidents in the
process of replication. For instance, Warhol's medium is
often stroked across the image unevenly, or the squeegee
is not cleaned between applications, resulting in varying
densities and streaks in the colour. The sharpness of
Warhol's colour-medium varies, due either to the uneven
exertion of pressure on the squeegee or its incorrect
angle. Furthermore, there is often insufficient medium to
complete a stroke, which means the image must be
completed by hand. With Warhol, the silkscreened print
becomes as arbitrary, random and unpredictable as paint
was for the abstract expressionists before him.
Each of Warhol's differentiating series are
indefinitely repeatable, for they have no obvious beginning
or end and they can be added to indefinitely. While there
was undoubtedly a first print to each series, they have no
determinate order. The parameters are limited only by
Warhol's decision to put an end to the series. Thus the
redundant, repetitive nature of his series is heightened by
the lack of any determining, non-arbitrary totalization of the
series. Differentiating repetition itself appears to be their
only telos.
This is emphasized by the fact that most of
Warhol's images are repeated from other sources, such as
instruction manuals, publicity shots, book covers,
newspaper photographs, or advertisements. Warhol's
images are based on staged or contrived photographs
already familiar to the viewer for their style, if not for their
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actual content, because they are usually promotional shots
of individual subjects. Even those images elaborated from
Warhol's own Polaroid's, like those of Mick Jaqqer ,1975,
or Debbie Harry. 1980, are composed so that they
resemble publicity photographs. They present the subject
in an almost full-facial, or more than three-quarter profile,
with an elevated chin and a direct engagement with the
viewer. Hence each of Warhol's repeated serial images is
a repetition of an already familiar or familiarly composed
subject. Viewers are led to look at these images as they
would look at billboards or magazine advertisements: they
look less into the subject of the images than at them.
Repetition, understood as redundancy, is a feature both of
the composition and of the subject matter of Warhol's
serial images.
As already indicated, Warhol's use of differentiating
repetition in his series is most often analyzed either in
terms of consumer fetishism or in terms of what Foster
calls "traumatic realism". While the first approach denies
any meaning to Warhol's images, the second claims that
their meaning is in their undecidability. However, Warhol's
use of differentiating repetition in the construction of his
series has also been understood in terms of narrative
temporality. The viewer can read Warhol's series as
differing temporally.
For instance, while Warhol's series of images
repeat each other, as seen with 210 Coca-Cola
Bottles, 1962. or Red Race Riot, 1963 [Fig. 22], they contain
variations. The cola bottles are filled to different levels,
they are in different colours, and the delineation of each
bottle differs. With Red Race Riot, the viewer is presented
with the disturbing image screened in red, but each image
contains different streaks and a different amount of
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clarity. 13 Individual images in Warhol's series vary in
luminosity, colour, colour density and value, and size, while
some series contain reversals of the same image. Their
varying values, density and luminosity recall Monet's series
of haystacks or of Rouen Cathedral. Like Warhol, Monet
presents repetitive series of the same object. Moreover,
time is an effect of serial repetition in Monet. The apparent
variation of light, suggested by the differing value, density
and luminosity of their colours, indicates different amounts
of daylight and suggests different times of day.14 The
viewer is led to read the passage of time into the shifting
light of each image. John Coplans finds the same temporal
narrative presented in Warhol's series. Coplans argues
that:
Warhol takes the same image, repeats it, and
creates in the viewer a strong sense of seeing a
whole series of light changes by varying the
quantity of black from image to image. Thus the
same image runs the gamut of blacks or greys,
apparently indicating different times or amounts of
daylight, when in fact the viewer is perceiving a
single photo printed with a variety of screening
effects (1997:299).
By altering the tonality of each image, Coplans suggests,
Warhol develops the temporal effects of Monet's

13

Like Foster (1996a,b), Buchloh (1989), and Crow, I
think death is a theme in Warhol's serial images. Yet, unlike
them, I hold it must be read in the context of the serially iterative
structure defining all his works, including toys, reproductions of
other artworks, and himself. I contend Warhol presents a way of
reading his subject matter, rather than explicit commentaries on
what it is about.
14

See Wildenstein (Vol.1: 274-275).
207

impressionist use of seriality. Warhol's series of coca-cola
bottles can be seen as a narrative of sequence of the
consumption of the drink or even as a sequence of
different presentations of the bottle. Similarly, the series
Marilyn - Nine Multicolored Marilyns (Reversal), 1986, can
be read in terms of the various light effects of different
times of day.
Yet this sort of narrative is not an obvious reading
of Warhol's series, and in fact it usually does not work.
Different images of soup cans appear as no more than
different images of soup cans, just as various coloured
portraits of Mao Tse Tung seem to be just that, with no
suggestion of temporal differentiation. Warhol's images do
not look like the captured instant of Monet's serial
moments. Moreover, reading Warhol's series with
reference to the impressionist narrative ignores not only
the surface emphasis of Warhol's work, but also the nature
of his accidents, which have little connection with Monet's
transitional temporal narrative.
Upon closer comparison, however, there are
revealing similarities between Monet and Warhol's different
types of series. Both treat individual subjects serially.
Where Monet broke new ground with series of different
repetitions of a single, identifiable subject, Warhol follows.
Monet also reworked the possibilities inherent in one
image into many adumbrations of that image, rather than
producing variations on a theme in the manner of, for
instance, Cezanne or Poussin. Monet prioritized repetition
by taking a single image and repeating it differently. When
seen in these contexts, Warhol can be said to develop the
serial tradition of Monet. This leads to a critical point of
comparison.
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Like Monet's, Warhol's series underscore not only
the repeated depiction of a single subject but the
differentiation which is repeated with it. Furthermore, the
differences amongst serially related images are shown to
be the result of differentiating treatments of the surface of
each image. Both Monet and Warhol treat the surface as
the site of differentiation. In the series of both artists, the
apparently loose and imprecise treatment of the medium is
a fundamental feature of their differentiating repetitions. In
this way, Warhol's artwork can be seen to drive Monet's
treatment of surface to the limit, uniting surface with image
and ground, such that the subject represented is now
almost incidental to the artwork. Warhol's withdrawal of
any traditional use of perspective sharpens the unreality of
the image, indicating to the viewer that this is not the
rendering of a scene or an impression. It shifts the viewer's
visual interest from the subject matter to the surface of the
work itself. The representational nature of Warhol's works,
specifically the familiar representation of famous and
immediately identifiable subjects, drains the subject matter
of any unfamiliarity. In this way, unlike with the serial works
of other pop and pre-pop artists such as Josef Albers,
Frank Stella, Morris Louis and Mark Rothko, the viewer is
not encouraged to look into the subject matter for a
profound meaning. For Warhol, representation serves to
foreground the surface as the site of meaning; it is the site
of differentiation.
There is a further way of reading Warhol's art in the
context of temporal narrative. Warhol's series rely on the
model of the advertisement or promotional shot in their
composition and subject matter. Because of the very
similarity between advertising images and Warhol's works,
viewers are led to read each image as if it were a billboard
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or a magazine advertisement. Those images which
actually contain words amplify the effect. Seen in terms of
an advertisement, the series can be read from left to right
and top to bottom. The linearity of the series is read on the
model of the orderly sequence of parts evoked by the
structure of words. Further, Warhol's series can be read on
the model of the television or film sequences of
contemporary culture, where each image is like a frame of
a moving picture. Each is unique and different from the
others, but can be read as part of a continuum. Supporting
this reading are the silver backgrounds with which Warhol
presents film personalities like Marilyn or Elvis. These
resemble movie screens, allowing the viewer to project the
model of the film onto Warhol's series thereby giving them
a temporal dimension. On this model, colour is seen to be
applied theatrically in a way that is reminiscent of coloured
stage lights. As Coplans suggests, it is highly keyed,
unnatural, amorphous colour that pervades the surface of
Warhol's subjects (1997:299-300). His colour does not
map directly onto particular features of actors or props, but
hits them generally, for instance red on the left, yellow on
the right. Moreover, these media-based techniques of light
variations, of linear, left to right structure, and of
theatrically applied colour, are repeated throughout
Warhol's series of high-profile subjects who are identifiable
primarily through their publicity shots, films,
advertisements or magazine appearances. Insofar as
temporality is an effect produced by Warhol's series, it is
an effect of the differentiation inherent in his serial
repetitions.
However, problems arise with this media-oriented
or commercial model of temporal succession when it is
applied to Warhol's series. The subject matter is familiar,
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but too overused and banal to suggest the structure of a
particular narrative medium. Furthermore, the lack of
perspectival depth in Warhol's images prevents the viewer
from accessing the subject in the image. Instead, it
deflects the viewer's attention to the surface of the image
and therefore to the serial differences between images
themselves. The features of advertising, theatre, film and
television which could suggest a way of reading Warhol's
series in terms of a temporal narrative are relevant only to
the surface of his images as the site of differentiation.
Warhol's use of the film still and publicity shot composition,
taken together with the theatrical lighting, silver-screen
background, and the linearly sequential structure of his
series, positions the viewer to look at Warhol's series as
surface images. Viewers are led to view the images as
without depth, to treat the subject matter with the same
disinterest as a highway billboard, a magazine
advertisement, or a television commercial. 15 The subject
matter is only minimally interesting.

15

Maharaj argues that the banal subject matter of popart renders them "indeterminate signs", which waver between
satirically iconizing the glamour of high art and being icons of the
commonplace. The suggestion is that art like Warhol's resists
totalization in any theoretical scheme. Like Foster, Maharaj
claims Warhol's art is both semantically full and empty because it
simultaneously endorses the ceaselessly unsatisfied desire of
commodity culture and it questions that culture. Maharaj
considers the self-reflexive, satirical, and unstable features of
pop-art, but roots the analysis only in the obvious socio-politicoeconomic readings of this art. I suggest that, with Warhol at least,
pop-art comments on much more than the role of art in twentiethcentury consumerist society, for it comments on much more than
its immediate, historical situation. In this way it shares the same
concerns as a great deal of previous art.
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It is just here, nevertheless, that the media-oriented
reading is valuable, for it leads to a recognition of the
importance of Warhol's practice and of the structure of his
images. The media-oriented reading brings out the fact
that the medium is indeed the message in Warhol's serial
images. Because Warhol's series respond to the repetitive,
serial structures which Monet's representational series and
the surface structure of commercial advertising set as
precedents, they can be recognized to position the
viewer's visual engagement with his images right on the
surface of the artworks.
Thus meaning is produced in Warhol's series
through the repetition of the differentiating surface of his
images. Warhol's subject matter is revealing only insofar
as it is seen to be united with the surface and the ground
of each image, and therefore to restrict the viewer from
entering the space of the picture plane. The viewer is
deflected from looking for meaning in the subject matter
and led back to the surface of each image in Warhol's
series. The surface is the site of differentiation, articulated
by the repetition of familiar subjects that are screened onto
the ground. The articulation of the surface is random,
arbitrary and different in each serial image. Each image is
flat and any series of flat images is interesting only
because the articulation of the surface always differs
despite the basic similarities of, for instance, subject
matter amongst Warhol's serial images. Throughout
Warhol's serial images, the making of the same image is
identical to the making of different images. The repetition
of the same is the repetition of difference or, more
precisely, the repetition of differentiation.
Repetition is the repetition of differentiation
because the imperfections in Warhol's activity of making
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his images are explicit traces of the making of difference,
which with Warhol is identical to the making of the artwork.
As with the majority of Warhol's modernist precursors,
Warhol's activity is not concealed but manifestly exposed
in his images through, for example, the imperfections in
silkscreening, the haphazardly applied paint, and the
scrawls scratched onto them. 16 What distinguishes Warhol
from his precursors is that his self-reflexive traces are not
the self-portrait of a great creator. For instance, they are
not to be read as equivalent to Raphael's self-inclusion in
his School of Athens, 1510. On the contrary, Warhol's
imperfections are ironical: they attest to the finite, fallible,
and mundane nature of the artist. His imperfections
expose the artist as a blundering rather than masterful
creator. They reveal the hand of the artist who cannot
precisely render unambiguous subject matter in a medium
made for precision. The imperfections in Warhol's images
are presented as accidents. They are traces of the making
of accidents, traces of the activity of making accidents
happen. Thus understood, Warhol's accidents display the
making of differences as identical to the making of the
same in his serial oeuvre. For this reason, the meaning of
Warhol's art is to be found in the differences manifested by
each image.

16

The presence of self-reflexive traces of the artist is, in
fact, a feature which extends further back than modernism. It
becomes a primary feature of modernism, however, in response
to the cultural and philosophical relocation of meaning and truth
from the shifting and unstable external world to the equallly
unstable but familiar interior world of the self. See Alpers, Bryson,
and Elliot and Wallace.
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The Accidental Artist: Understanding Warhol's Redundant
Differences
In this context, the interpretation of Warhol's repetitive,
differentiating series of artworks by reference to Deleuze's
theory of difference opens up a new reading of Warhol's
differentiating accidents. It does so because it allows
differences to be taken at face value. By analysing
Warhol's differences as differences, his art emerges as
more than a document of the ceaseless productionconsumption structure of everyday, media-oriented,
consumer society. It is revealed to be more than a pop
reaction against an avant-garde separation of art and life.
Close consideration of the differences marking Warhol's
repetitive series allows them to be read as more than the
work of his factory, for it reveals the work that Peter Burger
argues is covered in the illusionary aura of art.17
In this respect, Warhol's art can be understood as
an ironical response to abstract-expressionism, against
which he is consistently read. Like abstract expressionism,
Warhol's art is concerned with the real. However, unlike
the art of his precursors, Warhol's does not seek or herald
the unrepresentable structure of the real. 18 In Warhol's
work, the order of the mundane is not a concealed mystery
hidden under or within the mundane; rather, it concerns
the activity of difference that is mundane.

17

18

See Burger, Chapters Four, Five.

The theological and metaphysical concerns presented
in abstract expressionist art can be understood not only through
critical analyses of the art, but also through a comparison of the
statements of artists such as Rothko, Newman, and Stills, with
those of Warhol. See Armstrong (2001), Elliot and Wallace, and
Krauss.
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In his book Difference and Repetition. Deleuze
provides an account of the notions of difference,
differentiation and repetition. This constitutes an ontology
of "two types of repetition and the difference that lies
between them" (Piercey, 271 ).19 There is the repetition of
the same, "difference without concept" where "we find
ourselves confronted with identical elements with exactly
the same concept" (Deleuze, 1997:23). Seen in terms of its
subject matter alone, a series of Warhol's Marilyn portraits,
like Marilyn Monroe (Twenty Times), 1962 [Fig. 23], is
understood to be many instances of a portrait of Marilyn
Monroe. On this view, the differences of individual portraits
are incidental; they are all understood under the concept
of Marilyn. However, Deleuze argues that this "bare,
material repetition (repetition of the Same) appears only in
the sense that another repetition is disguised within it,
constituting it and constituting itself" (1997:21). This other
repetition is the "secret subject, the real subject of
repetition, which repeats itself through" each repetition of
the same (Deleuze, 1997:24). In Warhol's serial imagery,
the repeated instance of Marilyn is a repetition of
difference. In making another Marilyn portrait, Warhol
makes a different portrait. The fact that the many portraits
have something in common, namely that are related as
portraits of Marilyn Monroe, is no more important than the
differences between them. In making the same thing,
Warhol has made uniquely different things. No two
portraits are the same. The repetition of the same is
correlative with the repetition of difference.

19

Deleuze's analysis of these three notions is rigorous
and complex. Piercey and Badieu provide excellent commentary
on Deleuze's notions of difference and repetition.
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This repetition of difference in sameness, or "secret
repetition", is for Deleuze the activity of differentiation, "a
destabilizing or decentering force which shatters fixed
identities" (Piercey, 273). As Piercey explains, Deleuze's
non-conceptual difference, the repetition of the same,
occurs only because the "secret" repetition occurs within it
(271). The repetition of difference is that which "unfolds as
pure movement", an ungrounding, differentiating activity
that makes each thing what it is (Deleuze, 1997:24). The
upshot of Deleuze's analysis is that in order for there to be
similar repetitions, there must first be the repetition of the
process of making the thing that is to be repeated. It is this
activity of differentiation which must be repeated.
Paradoxically, it is always the same, even while it is always
different precisely because it is the activity of
differentiation.
Seen in this light, the real significance of the
surface differences in Warhol's series emerges. There is
little meaning to a series of Marilyn portraits if viewers
focus on their similarity. Similarity allows for the
organization of the images, but divulges little of their
significance in series. Without beginning, end or
determinate sequence, the serial images stand as badly
rendered copies of one another. Moreover, there is no
original because the original is a promotional shot, a copy
of an already famous and disseminated image. The
redundancy of repetition in Warhol's series is emphatic.
However, the differences between the serialized images
not only break the monotony of Warhol's imagery but show
that, in the activity of making the images, what is the same
is the differentiating activity that makes them different.
Each of Warhol's series are united by the theme
presented in their imagery. On the surface, each image in
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a series is a repetition of the same thing. However, there is
a level of difference in Warhol's series that could be said to
be deeper than the initial sameness of the images, were it
not that this other level operates on the same field as
sameness: the surface. Difference is overtly emphasized in
Warhol's images through surface effects, the accidents
which overtly differentiate the images. 20 The construction
of differences in the series is shown to be the construction
of making the images. The differences between images
are traces of acts which could not be determined in
advance. Thus they are traces of the unpredictable in
Warhol's activity. Warhol may have sought accidents, but
there is no way in which he could have predicted how the
dirt on the squeegee, or the lack of paint, or the slippage
of colour, or his companion's work would manifest itself on
the canvas. There is no overarching concept that is
represented in Warhol's process, only the random and
arbitrary event of the accident. The trace of the accidental
act is what makes each image unique. This is the trace of
the unpredictable, that which cannot be known in advance.
It is simultaneously profound because it constructs the new
and it is banal because it is a feature of the mundane,

20

De Duve argues that the accidents in Warhol's art show
how Warhol "knew how to exploit the imperfections of the photosilkscreen". His accidents are his signature and make Warhol
both a brand-name and fulfill "the historical necessity for the
painter to want to be a machine" (12). Warhol, he claims, "maps
... (the consumerist political economy) ... totally onto that of the
aesthetic field", becoming a machine of "constant capital" (9-10).
I do not disagree with De Duve, insofar as I also take Warhol's
claim to being a machine at face value. However, De Duve still
reads Warhol's practice as subordinate to both his imagery and
his public persona. De Duve also fails to see the irony of
Warhol's statements in light both of Warhol's art and of his
'signature' accidents
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something common to all Warhol's subjects including
himself.
The differentiating act that makes Warhol's images
different is unique to every accident. Understood in terms
of Warhol's accidents, differentiation emerges from the
constructive activity of making. It is novel in each of its
instances, constructing things differently with each
constructive act. Hence the differences in Warhol's images
are traces of the activity of constructing differences. They
reveal that during the repetitive activity of production,
difference is actualized, which means the construction of
sameness is identical to the construction of difference.
This is because in making any Marilyn image, for instance,
Warhol's practice makes generous room for the
unpredictable to occur. Rather than avoiding accidents,
Warhol appears to make them a priority. Warhol doesn't
just allow accidents to happen; he makes accidents
happen.21 In making another Marilyn image, Warhol makes
unpredictable accidents occur which result in a different
image of the same thing. Yet because the repetition of the
same is the repetition of difference, it is also the
destruction of fixed identity. In Warhol's series, he ensures
there is no authentic or original image of which the others
are copies. The series he presents are series of different
images. Warhol's art making can thus be understood as an
ungrounding activity which continually destabilizes the
originality of his images as they are made original in virtue
of the unpredictability of the accidental, central to his
practice. Attending to the differences between Warhol's
serial images reveals that without an original, each serial

21
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See Ganis.

image can only be compared to another serial image.
Sameness dissolves in the face of difference.

A Warholian Theory of the Accident
Warhol's serial images show the making of accidents to be
unpredictable, random and arbitrary. The differences of the
series are not explained with reference to similarities, such
as their subject matter. Each difference is unique and
unprecedented. It is the accident that Warhol never avoids
making, for the making of accidents is the making of
Warhol's art. Understood as traces of his making activity,
accidents are displayed overtly on the surface of his
images. Thus Warhol's colours are unnatural, theatrical,
and randomly articulate the subjects in each image. The
unnaturally large size of images exaggerates not only their
flatness but also the accidents which differentiate them.
Further, sloppy brushwork, hatching or scribbles over the
images heighten the element of arbitrariness. The
accidental, differentiating activity of Warhol is presented as
fundamental to his practice and therefore to his images.
Yet Warhol called himself a machine working in a
factory. On this model, Warhol's images should be
identical and flawless reproductions of both each serial
image and the image of his subject matter. This is the
irony of Warhol's self-description in relation to his so-called
accidents. Warhol undermines the mechanism of his
practice, for the Warhol machine continuously repeats
unpredictable accidents. Warhol's machine is a random
generator of accidents, generating and regenerating flaws
in its generation of the same. In describing himself as a
machine, Warhol ironically pushes the metaphor to its
ridiculous limit. The machine repetitively performs the
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same operation of differentiation which continually
produces the same product: difference as accident.
All over Warhol's artworks there are traces of a
subjectivity that does not by any means resemble a
machine. The Warhol-machine repetitively constructs
unique and novel serially related images. As a machine,
Warhol performs the function of Deleuze's activity of
differentiation. However, Warhol's differentiation activity is
not presented as a "secret" subject. With Warhol's artwork,
the artist is the agent of differentiation. He is the subject
who carries through the differences that viewers find in the
canvases. The subject of Warhol activity of differentiation
is not in the least "secret". In order to understand what sort
of subject Warhol is, it is ironically useful here to return to
the information provided about him in the exhibition "Andy
Warhol: A Factory".
The exhibition makes clear that Warhol the artist is
neither one machine nor one person, but many people
often acting independently of the person who happens to
be called Andy Warhol. Thus differences in Warhol's art
are not traces of the performance of an isolated, directing
individual subject. Warhol's subject is first of all a
communal subject. Many people are involved in the
production of Warhol's art, including his factory associates,
patrons, friends, his mother and various printing agencies.
These people are more than apprentices on the model of a
Renaissance studio, where Warhol would be the sole
determining agent of his creative output. Rather, others
are involved in the productive process of selecting, printing
and making accidents happen. Warhol is a uniting element
in a disparate community in which no member can
determine the outcome of their accidental activity.
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Warhol is also the free individual par excellence, as
any account of his life attests. 22 Warhol's life is overtly
public. His art is created by himself and by the very public
and constantly transforming community of Factory
associates. Furthermore, freedom is a fundamental feature
of Warhol's practice. His self-presentation as an artist is of
one who takes up other people's suggestions and actions
without much deliberation. His response is automatic: he
just does it. If there is a problem or "accident" involved in
the printing of his art, he prints regardless. If another
person wants to get involved, he does not stop them. If
Warhol wants to interfere, he does. In this way, Warhol is
indeed a machine. But he is an ironic machine because he
is free and spontaneous. 23
Insofar as viewers are made aware of his persona
as an artist, Warhol was one of the most public, overt and
free subjects imaginable. The irony of calling this overt,
public, free persona a machine accentuates the fact that if
we look at Warhol's artist-persona on the surface, namely
his activity, there is no relevant distinction to be made
between the artist's observable behaviour and his private,
interior subjectivity. His free, public activity is the subject
who produces and responds to differences; "just look at
the surface of my paintings, and films, and me, and there I
am", he claims, "There's nothing behind it".24 There is no

22

For an example, see Warhol and Hackett (1980).

23

Michelson's analysis uses the Bakhtinian notion of
carnival to develop an account of freedom in Warhol's oeuvre.
Nettleton criticizes the performative Warholian subject for
generalizing "whiteness".
24

Warhol, in Berg, p.40.
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need to look behind the artist's art-making activity to find
some meaning to his art, for the meaning is in that artmaking activity and is traced all over his art. Warhol is a
subject of public, free, and communal, activity.
Warhol is not a directing, commanding subject but
one who urges as many free variables as possible to
encounter one another in the production of his art. At most,
he is the instigator who makes accidents happen,
encouraging all the participants in the artistic process to
intermingle in unpredictable ways. Freedom or spontaneity
is primary in Warhol's art; it is right on the surface but
often missed and missed, paradoxically, in its overtness.
In order to understand Warhol's communal, public,
and free subject in terms of spontaneity, it is useful to
understand what sort of spontaneity is at issue.
Spontaneity can be understood either in terms of the
standard notion of chance or in terms of the
indeterminable, free eruption of novelty. On the standard
notion, chance is the non-predictable intersection of at
least two causal chains.

25

It is fully explicable in terms of

antecedent, causal determinations. On this view, Warhol
was merely unable to predict how a particular image of
Marilyn would turn out. However, after completing it,
anyone would be able to determine that, for instance,
because he had not cleaned the squeegee, had left trace
amounts of another colour on it, and did not align the
colours with the ground image, a blurring and disjunction of

For an account of chance theory, see Cahn. Boemer's
account of chance in modern or new music also shows the
difference between spontaneity and chance. However, what he
calls 'chance' I call 'spontaneity'.
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colour and ground image was bound to happen. Yet there
is more at issue here.
For spontaneity can be understood as an account
of freedom in which an outcome is not totally derivable
from or exhaustively traceable to the causal chains out of
which it emerges. While spontaneous events have a
genealogy, that does not entirely explain their emergence.
Spontaneity is irruptive and undeterminable freedom. In
Warhol's art, numerous variables interact in various ways
to produce the art made under his name. Many
participants are involved in the process of, for instance,
selecting, making, and printing the images. Under the
standard notion of chance, it remains possible that the
causal chains constructing an image can be determined
retrospectively. However, this account overlooks what is
traced all over Warhol's images: activity. The accidents are
explicit traces of Warhol's constructive activity. His activity
is not reducible to the artwork or any other variable in the
constructing process. Activity is the underivable element.
Between the given art-making situation and the resulting
image is a middle term that is overt in its absence: the
activity of structuring or making which carries the structure
itself forward.
Warhol's activity of art-making activity is free or
spontaneous activity which is not exhaustively determined
by any other element in the process. Moreover, it is
intrinsically relational. It carries the open, variable and
multiple past into the present, realizing a new difference
out of given antecedent conditions. Hence free, relational
activity is here synthetic or constructive activity. In making
difference, the past is reworked into a different realization
of the present. Free, relational, synthetic activity thus has a
structure in Warhol's series. It is iterative: the realization of
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difference is the process of reshaping past conditions into
a new thing, like a different artwork. In each of Warhol's
series, there is an obvious genealogy to the images, but
each serial image of, for instance, Marilyn is an
unpredictably different realization of the same. The free,
relational, synthetic activity which makes for Warhol's
series itself has a structure: the structure of serial iteration.
Warhol's series can be viewed in any order
because their only telos is the repetition of differentiation
itself. Furthermore, accidents happen unpredictably, which
means the spontaneous realization of difference is purely
irruptive. For this reason, Warhol's constructive activity
might seem impervious to rational analysis and thus is to
be understood on the model of the unanalyzable and
mysterious icon. However, the very serial structure of
Warhol's images gives this activity a rational structure. In
whatever order they are viewed, each serial image
differentiates from the last. Serially, each image is a
different continuation of the same structure. Had the series
been ordered by one image necessarily following another,
the serial order would be determinate, where one
determines the next. But while not determinately ordered,
the images are serially ordered. In series, the past is open,
revisable, and not wholly determinate; what came before
can always be viewed in a new way. Warhol's series can
be understood in the same terms as Mondrian's, for here
the relational activity that continues the serial structure,
making each image a different realization of the structure
of the same, is the iterative and constructive free activity of
making. Activity is the iterative persistence of Warhol's
series. Only his arbitrary decision puts an end to the
otherwise indefinite iteration of the series. Warhol's series
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gives a serially iterative structure to the underivable activity
of differentiation.
This serial structure of Warhol's artwork is crucial
because it shows the persistent nature of the activity which
produces Warhol's art. Without seriality, the activity traced
in Warhol's artworks would indeed be a "secret", for it
would be difficult to spot or even consider accidents as
such with only an original. But as repetitive series,
Warhol's serial accidents reveal an active process of
differentiation. Their seriality reveals the iterative structure
of the activity of differentiation, which is thereby explicitly
relational because it enacts both the continuation of the
same and the continual iteration of differentiation. The
process of making differences out of the past is presented
in terms of the underivable but serially structured, and
thereby rational, activity of differentiation in Warhol's
artwork.

Warhol's Serial Subject: The Ironic Machine
Warhol's serial images can thus be seen to provide an
account of the ongoing structure of the mundane. The
world of car-crashes, superstars and toy trains actively
persists by iterative and constructive free activity which
makes things continually, and uniquely what they are. The
question now is how the ontology presented in the artwork
is to be understood in relation to the world beyond
Warhol's images. The answer is found in the Warhol's
persona as an artist.
As shown, Warhol is presented as a free,
communal, public artist. Considered in terms of his art,
Warhol is a construction fashioned through the
spontaneous activity that makes him what he is. He is a
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product, continually re-iterated differently, of the recursive
and synthetic free activity that makes him what he is. This
means Warhol is not a complete, reflexive subject who
agonizes over and accompanies his productions. As an
artist, he is the subject of the activity of differentiation. He
is not a directing, mastering subject who follows a preordained telos, because the only telos here is the
realization of free activity or self-actualization. The subject
is the subject of his activity of self-actualization, the
iterative and constructive free activity of differentiation.
Thus the subject is neither a directing subject nor a
subject wholly fashioned by a given situation, making the
best of whatever formative language games or discursive
practices he happens to participate in.26 Like the subject in
Schiele's images, the Warhol-subject is not a transcendent
principle but is immanently free, for while genealogically
bound to the past, he is continually able to realize himself
differently. This subject is part of a serially structured world
in which every member persists by way of spontaneous
self-realization, bound by the constraints of its past but
pushed into continual differentiations from the past by its
own underivable activity of differentiation.
Thus both Warhol the persona and his art are to be
understood in terms of immanent spontaneity. This is
illustrated by Warhol's accidents, the traces of his
constructive activity. The artist self-reflexively traced
through Warhol's art is not one person, but anything
involved in the process. The accidents are "metonymie
representations in the image" of both Warhol and
everything that constructed the image as what it is (van

26

Gilbertson provides a feminist account of Warhol's
serially differentiating and performative subject.
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Alphen, 90-91). They are all subjects of the serially
iterative and constructive free activity presented in
Warhol's serial images.
This does not mean that Warhol, pieces of dirt, and
each image are to be understood on the same terms. Each
has its own kind of freedom, for each thing has a unique
past; each difference is realized by a unique act of
differentiation. Further, the history of each differentiation is
open and variable, due to the spontaneous nature of its
free activity of differentiation. Each thing, nevertheless, is
constrained by the elements of its own situation. Marilyn
never becomes a soup can and the soup can never
becomes Andy Warhol. While every product of the activity
of differentiation is immanently free, it is bound by its past.
Thus there remains a fundamental difference between
persons and artworks: they are actualized out of different
histories. The freedom by which they are realized differs in
virtue of their different pasts. This means that the subject
is both product and condition of the rule of free, iterative
self-realization.

227

Chapter Seven
Seriality and Modernism

The notion of modernism is used so extensively to define
the art of the early to late-middle twentieth century that it
has become a monolithic concept. 1 Its invocation
homogenizes such a diversity of styles, schools, practices,
and experiences, that the different artists I analyze are
each considered representative of aspects of this dominant
tradition. 2 The art of Degas, Mondrian, Bacon, Schiele, and
Warhol not only spans the broadest reaches of the
modernist epoch (1880's to 1980's), but includes a number
of the varied styles and projects contained within the rubric
of modernism. On my analysis, these artists form a
specific modernist trajectory, even though on the usual

1

See Flam for why modernist art is not monolithic; see
Poggi for the view that modernism should not be a monolithic
concept but is. I borrow the term from these authors.
2

The heterogeneity of modernism was first recognized
by feminist analyses, postcolonialist theories of race and
ethnicity, queer theory, and analyses of the class structures
modern art reinforces. It was particularly emphasized by the
postmodernist foregrounding of the cultural embeddedness of
practices, forms, and reception. These analyses at once bring
out the diversity within modernism and show that modernism is a
hegemonic discourse which excludes many artworks, practices,
and experiences. For an account of postmodernism, see Harvey,
Huyssen, and Owens and . For feminist analyses, see Pollock,
Elliot. For analyses of class structure, see Pollock, Jameson, and
T.J. Clark. For analyses in queer theory, see Meyer (1994) and
Meyer (2002). For postcolonial analyses, see Bhabha and
Spivak.
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accounts their only connection is that they are considered
to be mainly aesthetical, minimally political.3 Their relation
to the world is most often understood to be
representational, so that, for example, Schiele is read as
expressing fin-de-siecle angst, Bacon post-World War II
trauma, and Warhol rampant consumerism. Their art is not
the critical and resistant engagement of German
Expressionism, Futurism, or Dada. Even when Schiele's
images or Warhol's persona are considered to have
political significance, their interventions are
characteristically interpreted as subjective and selfexpressive.
Yet critics still find these images troubling. For
instance, there is endless debate about the meaning of
Degas' series of female nudes and Warhol's series of
everyday icons, while a relatively wary silence is
maintained about the meaning of Bacon's images. It is not
the modernist visual discourse of the artists that troubles
critics. The real source of critical difficulty is the iterative
seriality that characterizes their work.
Degas' and Warhol's serial images are considered
to be modernist, autonomous objects produced by the
signature hand of their maker. Yet the iterative seriality of
their images is most often understood in terms of models
of mass production and commercialism. Degas is seen
either to commodity the female nude or reactively to

3

These artists are also sometimes connected by the
modernist rubric that privileges white, Western male artists. For
modernism as a hegemonic tradition, see Elliot and Wallace, and
Jameson.
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individualize it.4 Warhol is thought either to slavishly mimic
the model of mass production or to criticize it.5 Analyses of
Warhol's series of everyday icons and objects are further
caught in debates about consumerism. Critics claim he is
either criticizing consumer society or passively reflecting
it.6 Because Schiele's self-portrait series offers so many
images, it is considered obsessive, and not only an
existential exploration of the self.7 All of Mondrian's serial
images are attacked on account of their "Utopian vision".
McNamara summarizes the most common take on
Mondrian's work when he claims, "Only in the contiguous,
seriated form ... was a synonymic universality revealed ...
This precision of the 'same' unfolded within supposedly
concordant sets of relations which yielded ultimate mastery
and conceptual certitude" (73). 8 Due to the comparative
scarcity of critical interpretations of Bacon's images, Hatch
may well be right when he says Bacon's images "have
frustrated critical analysis because meaning is so tightly
woven with technique" (174, n.17). Kuspit argues that

4

Pollock (1988, 1992), Dawkins, Lewis, and Callen
(1992, 1995) hold the first view, Kendall and Thomson hold the
second.
5

De Duve, Buchloh (1989), Crone, and James hold the
first view, Crow, Crimp, Meyer (1995, 2002) and Foster (1996a,b)
hold the second.
6

Crimp, Meyer (1995, 2002), Ganis hold the first view,
Cook and James hold the second.
' See Comini, Danto, Knafo. This view was also
presented in the exhibition "The fractured Form: Expressionism
and the Human Body", at the Galerie St. Etienne, New York,
November 15-January6, 1996.
8
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See Krauss, Buchloh (1986).

Bacon's images are hysterical, Nochlin claims they present
spastic but deliberate destructiveness. Even van Alphen
and Deleuze's analyses limit the structure of Bacon's
activity to ongoing physical forces.
My analysis challenges all these characterizations
of the artists' work. The iterative accounts of the activity of
actualization that their work offers are expressly concerned
with the nature of social relations, with engagement,
participation, and response. The works embrace what are
understood to be modernist conventions, but critically
respond to them.
These five artists are, in fact, closely related by
concerns and concepts included in the "monolith" of
modernism. In different ways, they each prioritize
authenticity because they present their images to be read
in terms of their formal property of serially iterative
structure. Each artist's work renders novelty as a primary
value, for intrinsic to serially iterative structure is the
construction of something new out of the past. This
structure can be understood to represent a modernist
break with the past, tied to previous traditions but
ultimately distinct from them. The artists share a
commitment to the surface of their works as the site of
meaning. Thus they prominently display their own activity
of making on the surface as part of the meaning of their
images, emphatically showing themselves to be real
creators or makers of objects. By presenting their objects
as unique, they share the modernist resistance to the
industrial model of mass production and to the mass
consumption patterns of late capitalism. 9 This feature of

9

See Greenberg on this as a defining feature of
modernism. See Lukacs for an opposing view.

231

modernist practice is particularly relevant here, for the
artists' activity is not merely presented in oblique traces'.
Rather, their activity is identified with the dynamism
presented in the structure of their images, such as
Warhol's printing accidents, Bacon's wipes and smears,
Degas' brushstrokes, Schiele's active body and facture,
even Mondrian's ordering process. The artist is reflected
and implicated in the serially iterative structure of his
images.
The artists' productions are meaningful objects in
their own right and are insistently autonomous: the images
present their structure, not as vehicles for its
representation, but as definitive of their subject matter.
Hence the images solicit the viewer's participation. They
situate the viewer in a constructive relationship with the
artwork, as one who is both affected by the images and
actively engaged in their realization. The viewer is led to
identify with Degas', Schiele's, and Warhol's figures, to
enact Mondrian's structure, and to actualize Bacon's
figures. Thus the viewer becomes implicated in the
structure and defined by it. This relationship of
engagement is presented as a model for engagement with
the world. In Degas, Bacon, Schiele, and Warhol, the
mundane subject matter is representative of things in the
world. In Mondrian, the painting's structure maps onto the
world and onto any feature of it. The relation between art
and life is integral to the meaning of these artists' images.
The viewer is implicated in a participatory relationship with
the images, and without the viewer's participation the
images are vacuous structures. While the artist's activity
informs the image's active structure, it must be activated
by the viewer's looking activity. In consequence, the
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images are essentially communal, and present themselves
as sites of shared cultural value and concern.
There can be doubt, then, that modernist principles
inform the serially iterative work of Degas, Mondrian,
Bacon, Schiele, and Warhol. I maintain, however, that the
iterative seriality of these artists states a set of ontological
concerns which have profound implications that go well
beyond standard and often heavily ideological accounts of
modernism.
Against other critics, I have argued that the serial
images of these artists are not to be read as pointing to the
transcendental or otherworldly.10 The serially iterative
structure of their work presents an account of the activity
of actualization which makes mundane activity the basis of
their images. Activity is immanent, familiar, and only found
in its instances. There is only the realization of each act,
and each act is unique. This is the ontological culmination
of the modernist principles these five artists uphold. For
the utterly unique and underivable iterative activity of
actualization presented in the works underscores not only
the authenticity of the artist's creative production and the
novelty and uniqueness of the artwork, but, above all, the
freedom which is basic to all these artists' serial images.
Novelty, autonomy, and authenticity could not be more
powerfully presented. This makes performativity or
enactment - an activity each artist directly requires of the
viewer -- mean something other than mere repetition; it
means actualizing oneself in intimate relation to someone
or something else. Hence when the artwork urges the
viewer to perform or enact the structure of the image, the

10

For exampes of opposing analyses, see Cheetham on
Mondrian, Comini on Schiele, and Krauss.
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viewer not only performs the actualization of another, she
performs her own actualization in terms of the other. The
viewer is led to put herself in the position of the other,
acting like the other while remaining uniquely herself. This
account of performativity has profound and unexpected
consequences when it is connected with the other themes
each artist explores, namely subjectivity, community, and
history.
The serially iterative account of the activity of
actualization is not abstract and disengaged. The artworks
implicate the viewing subject in their structure, and lead
the viewing subject to enact serially iterative, free
constructive activity. The viewer is defined and realized in
terms of the structure. Hence the images provide models
of subject-formation. For instance, I have shown how
Mondrian's Victory Boogie Woogie guides the viewer's
visual activity into the structure of the image. Caught within
its matrix, the viewer is at the same time shown to be its
principle of free constructive activity. The viewer shapes
the order of relations of the matrix by the way she moves
around it. Each act of construction performed by the viewer
changes the structure of the matrix that she is in. Yet her
activity does not destroy either the matrix or her previous
constructions. Each construction is preserved and defines
the matrix's order of relations or dynamic structure at any
given point. However, while the constructed relations are
fixed, their order itself is revisable. As the principle of free
construction, the viewer is free to re-order past relations
and with each new construction to change the significance
and meaning of the past.
Mondrian interpellates the viewing subject as a free
and constructive agent. She can choose to do nothing and
allow herself to be defined as an element of the matrix she
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inhabits, political or discursive or whatever. Or she can
choose to act and define the structure of that matrix. On
this reading, Mondrian presents a model of free
constructive subjectivity that is effectively engaged with the
world. Freedom is not a matter of interstitial gaps in the
matrix. Instead, it is the unpredictably free activity of the
subject which is derivable only from itself.11 Mondrian's
last painting provides perhaps the most perspicuous model
of freely constructed subject-formation, which previous
chapters have shown to be articulated in different ways in
the work of each of the artists discussed. 12
In the works of all these artists, the subject is
shown to be an essentially participatory, public subject.
The free subject is not atomic, isolated, or closed. For
example, the activity of actualization presented in Degas'
figures is shown to belong to figure and viewer alike. It
makes the figures what they are, but not without the
participation of the viewer. The viewer enacts with the
figure the figure's actualization, both within an image and
across series of images. The viewer is emphatically not
separate from or acting against the structuring activity of
the figure. The viewer performs the figure's activity of
actualization, and like the figure acts on its own terms. As

11

For this reason, these artworks act differently from
those that exemplify the ideas of both Butler and Bhabha, who
argue that freedom is only found in the gaps, "in-betweens"
(Bhabha), or excess (Butler) that formative matrices generate
when they shape individuals into subjects.
12

Bacon's images suggest a generalized interpretation of
the subject as an independent center of activity, for some of his
painting are images of inanimate objects. Though only violent or
painful in relation to human subjects, his objects, like Mondrian's,
possess a dynamism that is their own.
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I have shown, the viewer is not situated in relation to
Degas' figures as a threatening or limiting force. Viewers
are given an open and participatory model of interaction, in
which identifying with the other is not a matter of
objectifying the other.
Schiele, Warhol, Bacon and Mondrian present
similarly participatory subject relations. Schiele presents
the viewer with a specular enactment of the self, where the
viewing subject is called upon to perform with the figure
and is shown to share the same structure as the figure.
Schiele's model is explicitly communal, as is Warhol's.
With Warhol, the model of free, public and communal
subjectivity is best exemplified in Warhol's own projected
image: he presents himself as an instance of the serially
iterative free constructive activity he articulates in his
images. Bacon's images likewise offer a model of
interactive and participatory subjectivity but, in contrast to
Degas', this is presented as a site of violence. Like Degas,
Bacon shows that the activity of actualization is an open,
communal process in which others are engaged. Yet
Bacon interprets communal engagement as strenuously
affective. Interaction involves participating in the activity of
the other, affecting their actualization, and receiving the
affect of the other. Bacon clearly shows the violence and
pain of such interactive engagement, and presents them
as an integral element of the very sympathy and mutual
concern that give rise to them. Mondrian's open structure,
by contrast, emphatically presents a mode of engagement
which maintains the subject's free activity in all its
interactions. Mondrian's subject is a principle of free
activity that is only realized within a matrix. In the images
of all these artists, the subject is understood to be free and
irreducible, but to share with others a structure of
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affectivity and interaction. The ways in which viewers are
brought to participate in and interact with the images are
models for participating in and interacting with the world.
Seen in this way, the iterative seriality of these
artists provides a particular account of the nature of
historical change. The structure of serially iterative activity
is an historical structure. Each artist shows that the
temporal process of visually moving through an image
becomes a process of moving with the image, relationally
constructing its order. This process is historical because
serially iterative activity is a process of constructing novel
events out of previous orders of relations. This means the
past always informs the present, but present acts freely
actualize out of their past. History does not determine the
present, it only informs it. History cannot be un-constructed
once it is constructed: events occur and they become part
of our history. Yet while the past cannot be un-constructed,
it can be re-constructed. 13 The order of relations
structuring the past is revisable with any new act of
actualization. As Mondrian's image explicitly shows, the
activity of actualization is not a closed scheme. The past is
open to re-interpretation, the present is not fixed until it is

13

In this sense, the serial analysis I provide is congenial
to Jacques Derrida's deconstructive analysis of Gerard TitusCarmel's serial artworks. Yet Derrida's deconstruction operates
like Deleuze's sensation and Butler and Bhabha's freedom.
Derridean deconstruction shows that the process of realizing
something, such as meaning, is a process of realizing the
differences and the incompleteness of the object analyzed. This
process is a destabilizing force and the differences are gaps or
fissures which make things susceptible to new realizations. By
contrast, I interpret the process of realization as the activity of
actualization, where the irreducibility of the act is not a negative
gap but a positively free act.
237

actualized, and the future is entirely open to new events.
The structure of serial iteration provides an account of
history in which history is always open to new meanings.
This is presented with particular clarity in Warhol's series
of spontaneous, differentiating accidents. There is no
determinate order to the serially iterative structure.
Although each moment of serially iterative actualization is
based on previous moments, the importance or relevance
of any moment in the past is interpreted in terms of how it
is brought to affect the present. The past is fixed only in
that it was once actualized; the significance of historical
events can be changed or re-examined.
The analyses provided here reveal what I hold to
be a fundamentally under-recognized minor tradition in
modernist art: the tradition of serial iteration. Critical
accounts of the role of the grid structure in modern art
come closest to recognizing this tradition. Yet these
accounts not only restrict the grid's interpretation to the
history of linear perspective and to the Utopian
systematization of the European avant-garde, they also
limit its meaning to a stultifying "antinatural, antimimetic,
and antireal" transcendentalism (Krauss, 9). 14 1 have
shown how this kind of analysis misses the mundane
activity that is the very basis of serially iterative structures,
such as Mondrian's. More importantly, these accounts only
consider grid-like structures, as found in De Stijl, Bauhaus,
and Purism, in their analyses of seriality. Shifting the
interpretation from grids to serially iterative structure

For linear perspective, see Damisch's account of Neoplasticism, referred to in my Chapter Three on Mondrian. For the
avant-garde reading, see MacNamara. For the transcendental
reading, see Krauss.
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reveals important and meaningful interconnections
between the various deployments of that structure.
The artists whose work I analyze employ serial
iteration to present a specific structure of ongoing, freely
differentiating activity. Each presents this structure as a
feature connected with the world, whether by representing
everyday subject matter or by an iconography which
traditionally represents the nature of reality. They all
emphasize the surface by denying traditionally linear
perspectival depth, whether by using skewed perspectival
schemes or by a complete denial of perspectival space.
And each artist's work leads the viewer to take an
interactive, performative role in relation to the images.
Thus the structure of the activity of serially iterative
actualization presented by each artist's work reveals that
its significance extends beyond aesthetic interests to
models of immanently free subjectivity, to interactive or
participatory models of subject-relations, and to a nondeterminist model of history.
There is no common school, style, or programme
out of which these artists could be said to emerge, nor is
there any indication that these artists especially influenced
each other. While they all adhere to conventional
modernist principles, the concept of modernism is too
broad to be anything more than generally informative in
respect of its specific applications. However, they can be
understood to form a tradition in terms of the serially
iterative structure of their art. For the history of art is itself
an order of relations which can be re-ordered. The
significance of past art is revisable in relation to the art that
comes after it, for the meaning or importance of previous
traditions is re-interpreted according to its impact on
present ones. And in this respect, recognition of the
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different presentations of serially iterative structure by
Degas, Mondrian, Bacon, Schiele, and Warhol is not
simply a matter of noting the significance of their
interconnections. Fully to grasp their significance in the
history of art, we must look to the present: to new media
art.
Algorithmic looping, doubling, bifurcation, and
differentiation are processes argued to structure the
practice of making new media art and the experience of
viewing it.15 Thus serial iteration is central to new media art
in terms of both its creation and its presentation. 16 Its
materiality derives from digital code. Loops are iterative
algorithmic forms structuring almost every code at its most
basic level. Graphic display is manipulated by algorithmic
code and is also the site of the semantic construction of
the algorithm by the active intervention of the agents
making up its audience. Automatic algorithmic operation
and constructive activity are related by serial
differentiation, particularly when the code's graphic display
is activated by users. This relation of operation and
construction - structure and agent -

in the iterative

series of differentiations is complicated by the involvement
of different users and interfaces, leading to different ways
of configuring algorithms.
My analyses of serially iterative modernist art
suggests a "preposterous" affinity between the art I have

15

For two different and compelling accounts of the
process of new media, see Hayles and Manovich.
16
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See Rush, Lunenfeld, and Hayles, Druckery.

discussed and these new media processes. 17 This is not
only because the two types of art share a basic structure of
serial iteration. It is also because they have been
subjected to the same interpretive ideology: like the
trajectory of serially iterative modern art I locate, new
media art is primarily analyzed in terms of its technological
and formal structures, explaining the art in terms of its
algorithmic data codes. The relation of those structures to
the subjects who construct them as creators and as
viewers is largely ignored. To bring a serial analysis to
bear on the serially iterative structure of new media can
shift its interpretation from what are best described as
"antinatural, antimimetic, and antireal" purely algorithmic
readings, to analyses of the constructive activity which is
the basis of its structure. For new media can be said to be
the first art form to have the reflexive capacity to enact and
instantiate its own processes of realization. Because
artists, artwork, and audience-users are immanent
elements in the structure of its serial differentiations, new
media art not only mimetically represents the iterative,
durational processes of its own aesthetic reception, but
thematizes them as representing an order of creative
construction. When new media art is brought into relation
with modernist structures of serial iteration, theorists of
new media will have to consider the fact that its serial logic
constitutes not a formal logic, but a logic of actualization, a
logic of constructive activity. For seen in relation to the

17

1 borrow this term from Bal (1999). The term
preposterous means inversing an order by placing last that which
should come first; I argue that present art shapes the significance
of past art as much as past art shapes that of the present. This
"preposterous" inversion is the structure of serial iteration, or the
serially iterative activity of ordering relations.
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serially iterative structures of modernism, new media
installs within its own movement what its modernist
predecessors could only grope toward: it places itself as a
universal exchange of differentiating iteration. Thus it not
only opens up a new paradigm of representation, but
mimetically enacts the nature of representation in and as a
serial ontology of iterative events. In doing so, it renews
and reinterprets the significance of the serially iterative art
that came before.
The meaning and importance of serially iterative
modern art is thus inscribed in new media's
reinterpretation of it. It opens the analysis of new media,
allowing new media art to be seen to reconfigure the
structure of the free activity of serial iteration. New media
art mobilizes the participatory, performative, and open
structure of serial differentiation by making the audience
an integral element of its active construction. The authentic
acts of the artist are carried over and shared with the
viewer: the novel and constructive act of actualization
becomes a public event. The modernist engagement with
surface is radicalized by the immaterial code of the new
medium, achieving a disjunction between medium and
artwork which underlines the inadequacy of physicalist
interpretations of serially iterative activity. 18 This
contemporary reworking of serially iterative structure
reinforces the relevance of modernist concerns while
critically responding to them. New media art confirms,
reinterprets and renews the significance of serially iterative
modern art as a distinct and important tradition in art
history.

18

Manovich.
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For the disjunction between medium and artwork, see
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Abstract:
Serial Images: The Modern Art of Iteration

The visual art of Edgar Degas, Piet Mondrian, Francis
Bacon, Egon Schiele, and Andy Warhol is the main focus
of this study. While their images differ in style and
iconography, the significance of the fact that serial iteration
is a shared feature of their work has not been hitherto
recognized.
In the Introduction, Chapter One, I explain the
general structure of serial iteration. Elements within an
artwork or between serial artworks are related to
antecedent elements and antecedent elements are used in
the construction of new ones; the new is repeated out of
the past, but cannot be entirely explained by the past. I
argue that in the works of these five modern artists, serial
iteration articulates a process of free, constructive
becoming or actualization which they interpret in different
ways.
Each chapter provides a case study of how the
structure of serial iteration is presented in one of the five
artist's work. I analyze not only the structure of the image,
but how it relates to other formal properties in the works,
such as line, colour, perspective, and facture, and how it
relates to the subject matter or content of the images. My
contention is that, in each case, relating the serially
iterative structure to the other formal properties and to the
iconographical content of the images allows for new
interpretations of their meaning and significance. Not only
does the serially iterative structure of their images show
that activity and novelty are primary concerns of the artists
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I discuss, but it involves the viewer in the activity presented
in the image. For these reasons, serial iteration is
fundamentally connected both to modernist aspects of the
work and to other concerns such as the structure of
subjectivity and the movement of history. Subjectivity is
articulated as an ongoing process of free actualization.
History is presented as a process of re-interpreting the
past. Serially iterative structure opens up the meaning of
these five artists images by relating them to concerns in
contemporary art and thought.
Each chapter presents an analysis of the different
ways in which the structure and role of serial iteration is
presented in the visual art of Degas', Mondrian, Bacon,
Schiele, and Warhol respectively. My analysis begins in
Chapter Two with an interpretation of Degas' late serial
images of bathers and dancers. I argue that the activity
manifested in them can be understood in relation to the
serially iterative structure of his late oeuvre, from
approximately the 1880's onward. My claim is that the
active quality of each of Degas' images presents the figure
in a process of continual, iterative actualization. This
iterative activity differentiates the figure within and across
images. Thus the viewer's role in relation to Degas' images
is performative: as the viewer moves through each image
or across a series of images, the viewer iteratively enacts
the activity of actualization which continually shapes and
differentiates the figure. The account of the activity of
actualization found in Degas' late serial images is
interpreted with reference to Henri Bergson's metaphysical
notion of duration, the continual coming-to-be of all things.
In contrast to the seriality of his contemporaries, Degas'
serially iterative images are shown to eliminate narrative
content; here, form and content present the activity of
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existence as continually differentiating its own order.
Chapter One takes up the challenge of interpreting Degas'
late images in order to show that when they are
understood in terms of a serial account of the activity of
actualization, Degas' use of the female nude can be tied
together with the iterative activity displayed in his images
to produce a fresh interpretation of his work.
The serial structure of Mondrian's late paintings are
the culmination of a practice and oeuvre defined by
seriality both in theme and structure. Emerging out of the
stylistic and representational variations of Mondrian's
oeuvre is the grid-like structure. Yet the structure of the
grid is not a flat, static motif. Rather, it is a dynamic
structure of interconnectivity, particularly in his last
painting, Victory Boogie Woogie. My analysis in Chapter
Three concentrates on this last work. I go beyond Hegelian
and theosophical interpretations of the image, showing that
it presents the activity of actualization as the free
construction of structure itself. I interpret Mondrian's last
image as a dynamic structure of relational differentiation
which specifically involves the viewer in its activity. It
presents interconnectivity in terms of the ongoing
construction of order. Mondrian incorporates the implied
movement of the lines into finite actualizations of order,
carried out by the eruptions of coloured squares and the
difference of their speed and trajectory. Yet Victory Boogie
Woogie is not a rule of algorithmic repetition. Instead, it is
an open matrix which makes possible the free
differentiation of new rules of ordination out of previous
ones. Horizontal and vertical bands interconnect at various
points, and in virtue of their interrelation, those lines can
differentiate into new trajectories, intersections,
accelerations, and gaps. Because the viewer can enter
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and leave off moving through the relational
interconnections at any point, the image is an open
structure. The actualization of the open structure by the
viewer is the process of an ongoing differentiation of new
orders: visually to move along any particular line is to
respond to differentiations in speed, tone, and size, as well
as spontaneous intersections with other lines. The activity
of viewing Victory Boogie Woogie is the serially iterative
construction of order itself. Visually engaging in the
dynamic movement of Mondrian's lines means visually
enacting the ongoing process of iterative differentiation
that the structure performs. I argue that it is specifically in
terms of the serially situated nature of free constructive
activity that Mondrian articulates the process of
actualization.
Francis Bacon's disturbing paintings present
figures defined by their activity. The activity which
actualizes Bacon's figures is shown in Chapter Four to be
a serial process both of destruction and construction in
which the viewer participates. It is a process of relating one
element to another in the construction of the figure, where
each iterative construction differentiates previous
constructions. Thus the activity of actualization presented
in Bacon's images is an immanent process of serially
iterative constructive activity. Bacon's figures appear to be
moving; they are both realistically represented and
destroyed by Bacon's representational acts. The are
situated in uncanny and confusing, yet mundane spaces.
Bacon's images present the enactment of violent activity,
but the violence is not presented as extraordinary.
Features of Bacon's images tell the viewer where and how
to look at his images and lead the viewer to participate in
the activity of actualizing the figures. Presented with the
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juxtaposition of realism and Bacon's wipes, smears, and
erasures of the figure, the viewer is engaged in
constructively relating these in order to actualize the figure.
Participation in the activity of the figure is a constructive
process of relating one part to another, yet each relational
construction both changes or destroys previous
constructions and leads to further constructions. The
viewer participates in the serially iterative process of
continual becoming and continual dissolution. However,
the viewer can never completely realize Bacon's suffering
figures into stable forms: they are defined by their activity
of actualization, and as such they are never fixed.
Moreover, by participating the in the actualization of the
figure, the viewer is shown to affect the figure and to be
affected by it in turn. Both Gilles Deleuze and Ernst van
Alphen argue that by making perception a theme which
implicates the viewer, Bacon generalizes perception as a
model of sensation or affectivity itself. With them, I hold
that the subject of Bacon's images is an affective subject.
Yet I contend that the activity of Bacon's figures is not
simply a matter of the interaction of physical forces. Their
violence and suffering transcends the physical and places
them in an ethical dimension where concern is paramount.
Chapter Five offers an analysis of Egon Schiele's
massive series of self-portraits. Rather than analysing
Schiele's series in the usual way by referring to
psychoanalysis or existentialism of his epoch, I analyze his
self-presentation in terms of the serial structure which
defines the self-portrait figure's identity. The figure in
Schiele's self-portrait series differentiates throughout the
series of images, continually manifesting its structure of
becoming through the activity that it iterates across
images. In each serially related image, the figure is defined
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and individuated by its activity. Schiele's figures construct
a specular relationship with viewers: each figure both looks
like Schiele's mirror image and functions as the mirror
image of the viewer. The figure is discerned to be a
subject with an interiority that mirrors its structure back to
the viewer as uniquely as her own. The iterative structure
of active becoming is simultaneously enacted before and
reflected by the image and to the viewer. Each enactment
is a unique enactment of the activity which defines and
differentiates each presentation of the figure. The viewer is
thus implicated in the becoming-structure of the subject.
Yet Schiele's figure reflects a structure that is open, active,
and incomplete. Thus Schiele's series presents an account
of subjectivity as ongoing. By referring to the Lacanian
theory of the mirror stage and accounts of the history of
the canons of the male and female nude, I show how the
participatory and communal features of Schiele's images
are inherent in their composition. The figure is a visual
subject that stands in a formative and erogenic relation
with the viewer.
Andy Warhol's serigraphs present an account of
the activity of actualization as serially iterative and
spontaneous differentiation. In Chapter Six, I argue that
the key to this account lies in the imperfections or mistakes
of the printing process that Warhol leaves in his images.
The connection between Warhol's use of seriality and of
mundane subject matter is usually seen as either a
criticism of commodity fetishism or as an emulation of
industrial models of mass production. I maintain that both
accounts miss the irony of Warhol's self-description as a
machine working in the factory of his studio. My analysis
of Warhol's oeuvre shows that the serially iterative
structure of his images is both an ironic comment on the
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modernist principles of authenticity, novelty, and
autonomy, and also a re-interpretation of those principles.
Warhol's method of exact duplication using mechanical
reproduction is undermined by his mechanical signature:
the accident that both emphasizes the surface nature of
each work and differentiates each serial image. Warhol's
images are flat and unengaging except for their
differences. Yet by reference to the renaissance tradition
of holy face iconology, the gay camp deployment of
contemporary icons, and the relations shared between
Monet and Warhol's serial images, I argue that the surface
of Warhol's image is the site of the production of meaning.
Moreover, I see the meaning of Warhol's serial images as
profound: they are articulations of the activity of
actualization that applies to all things universally.
Interpreting the differentiating accidents in Warhol's series
in the context of Deleuze's notion of difference helps to
explain how Warhol presents the activity of actualization as
a process of becoming and differentiation that is serially
iterative and ongoing. Warhol's accidents are surface
differentiations which distinguish his serigraphs by
revealing that the activity which articulates the subject is
spontaneous and immanent activity. Because the activity
of serial differentiation ultimately refers back to Warhol's
practice, his serial images are understood in terms of his
constructive activity, his spontaneous printing
imperfections, and his mundane subject matter. Each
mundane print in an unordered series is a differentiating
iteration of a previous print. Thus I argue that Warhol's
serial images present the serially iterative activity of
actualization as mundane and spontaneously free activity.
This applies not only to objects and moviestars, but to the
artist himself: Warhol's self-description as a machine
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working in a factory becomes an acutely ironic account of
his constructive activity.
My account of what is involved in the serially
iterative structure employed by Degas, Mondrian, Bacon,
Schiele, and Warhol does not merely show how their
artworks are structurally and thematically related to one
another. It also shows how their art forms a distinct
tradition of serially iterative art within what is generally
considered modernist art, and it relates their art to that
which follows them. By analyzing the significance of this
tradition of serial iteration on its own terms, I indicate in
Chapter Seven both how the iterative structure of new
media art can be understood in relation to the works of its
modernist precursors and how this relation confirms and
renews the significance of serially iterative modern art.
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Samenvatting:
Seriële kunst: de moderne kunst van de herhaling

Het onderwerp van deze studie is de visuele kunst van
Edgar Degas, Piet Mondriaan, Francis Bacon, Egon
Schiele en Andy Warhol. Hun beelden verschillen qua stijl
en iconografie, maar hebben gemeen dat seriële herhaling
van grote betekenis is, iets waaraan tot nu toe weinig
aandacht is besteed.
In de introductie, hoofdstuk 1, leg ik de algemene
structuur van seriële herhaling uit: elementen in een
kunstwerk of in een serie kunstwerken verwijzen naar
eerdere elementen, die voor de constructie van nieuwe
kunstwerken gebruikt worden. Het nieuwe bevat
elementen van het verleden, maar kan niet volledig door
het verleden verklaard worden. Ik betoog dat seriële
herhaling in het werk van deze vijf moderne kunstenaars
een proces van vrije constructieve totstandkoming of
actualisatie articuleert, dat door elk van deze kunstenaars
op een andere manier geïnterpreteerd wordt.
Elk hoofdstuk bevat een case study waarin seriële
herhaling in het werk van één van deze kunstenaars wordt
geïnterpreteerd. Ik analyseer niet alleen de structuur van
het beeld, maar ook hoe die betrekking heeft op andere
formele eigenschappen daarvan, zoals lijn, kleur,
perspectief en behandeling (factum), en op het thema of
de inhoud. Ik meen dat het relateren van de structuur van
seriële herhaling aan andere formele eigenschappen en
aan de ikonografische inhoud van de geanalyseerde
kunstwerken, nieuwe interpretaties van hun belang en
betekenis mogelijk maakt. De serieel iteratieve structuur
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van de kunstwerken toont niet alleen dat activiteit en
nieuwheid een belangrijk streven van de besproken
kunstenaars is. Die activiteit betrekt ook de toeschouwer in
het beeld. Hierdoor is seriële herhaling zowel
fundamenteel verbonden met modernistische aspecten
van de kunstwerken, als met thema's zoals de structuur
van subjectiviteit en de beweging van de geschiedenis.
Subjectiviteit wordt in de kunstwerken gearticuleerd als
een voortdurend proces van vrije actualisatie, en
geschiedenis wordt voorgesteld als een proces van
herinterpretatie van het verleden.
Door de concentratie op serieel iteratieve
structuren is het dus mogelijk de interpretatie van de
besproken werken met hedendaagse thema's in filosofie
en kunst in verband te brengen. Mijn analyse begint in
hoofdstuk 2 met een interpretatie van Degas' late seriële
voorstellingen van badgasten en dansers. Ik betoog dat de
activiteit die in deze kunstwerken wordt getoond, begrepen
kan worden in relatie tot de serieel iteratieve structuur van
zijn late oeuvre, dat dateert vanaf ongeveer 1880. Elk van
Degas' beelden geeft een figuur weer in een proces van
aanhoudende, iteratieve actualisatie. Deze iteratieve
activiteit differentieert de figuur in elk beeld op zich en in
de relaties tussen de beelden. De rol van de toeschouwer
in relatie tot het werk van Degas wordt daarmee actief,
performatief: wanneer de toeschouwer zich langs een
beeld of langs een serie beelden beweegt, voltrekt hij of zij
op iteratieve wijze de activiteit van actualisatie die het
beeld voortdurend vormt en verandert. De activiteit van
actualisatie in Degas' late seriële werken heb ik
geïnterpreteerd in relatie tot Henri Bergsons metafysische
begrip van de duur (dureé), de continue totstandkoming
van alles. Ik toon aan dat in tegenstelling tot de serialiteit
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van zijn tijdgenoten, Degas' serieel iteratieve werken elke
verhalende inhoud elimineren. Vorm en inhoud van zijn
werk stellen de activiteit van het bestaan voor als het
voortdurende differentiëren van de eigen orde. Ik geef
Degas' late werken een nieuwe betekenis door aan te
tonen, dat zijn gebruik van het vrouwelijk naakt verbonden
kan worden met de iteratieve activiteit in zijn werk,
wanneer die begrepen wordt in de context van een seriële
weergave van de activiteit van actualisatie.
De seriële structuur van Mondriaans late
schilderijen is de culminatie van een creatieve praktijk die
gedefinieerd wordt door serialiteit, zowel wat betreft thema
als structuur. De stilistische en inhoudelijke variaties in
Mondriaans oeuvre brengen de rooster-structuur voort.
Deze rooster-structuur is geen vlak, statisch motief, maar
eerder een dynamische structuur waarin onderlinge
verbondenheid centraal staat, in het bijzonder in
Mondriaans laatste schilderij, Victory Boogie Woogie. Mijn
analyse in hoofdstuk 3 concentreert zich op dit laatste
werk. Ik ga verder dan de Hegeliaanse en theosofische
interpretaties van het werk, en laat zien dat het de activiteit
van actualisatie articuleert als vrije constructie van
structuur. Ik interpreteer Mondriaans laatste werk als een
dynamische structuur van relationele differentiatie, die de
toeschouwer aanspreekt en in zijn activiteit betrekt. Het
presenteert interconnectiviteit als de voortdurende
constructie van orde.
Mondriaan neemt de impliciete beweging van de
lijnen in eindige actualisaties van orde op, door de
constructie van oplichtende gekleurde vierkanten
(eruptions of coloured squares) en hun verschillende
snelheden en richtingen. Nochtans is Victory Boogie
Woogie geen voorstelling van algoritmisch geordende
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herhaling volgens vaste regels, maar juist een open matrix
die de vrije differentiatie van regels voor een nieuwe orde
uit eerdere regels mogelijk maakt. Horizontale lijnen en
vertikale banen kruisen elkaar op verschillende punten, en
dankzij hun onderlinge relaties kunnen zij zich in nieuwe
richtingen bewegen en nieuwe kruisingen, versnellingen en
gaten vormen. Doordat de toeschouwer zich door het spel
van lijnen en kruispunten kan bewegen, en op ieder punt
het werk kan binnengaan en verlaten, heeft het schilderij
een open structuur. De actualisatie van de open structuur
door de toeschouwer is het gevolg van het proces van
voortdurende differentiatie van nieuwe ordes: visueel langs
een willekeurige lijn bewegen is het beantwoorden aan
differentiaties in snelheid, toon, grootte, en aan spontane
kruisingen met andere lijnen. Kijken naar Victory Boogie
Woogie is het serieel iteratief construeren van orde.
Visueel deelnemen aan de dynamische beweging van
Mondriaans lijnen is het visueel navoltrekken van het
voortdurende proces van iteratieve differentiatie dat de
structuur ten uitvoer brengt. Ik betoog dat Mondriaan het
proces van actualisatie articuleert in termen van de
serialiteit van vrije constructieve activiteit.
Francis Bacon's verontrustende schilderijen geven
figuren weer die gedefinieerd worden door hun activiteit.
Hoofdstuk 4 toont dat de activiteit van Bacons figuren een
serieel proces van zowel vernietiging als constructie
actualiseert waaraan de toeschouwer deelneemt. Het is
een proces van het verbinden van het ene element met het
andere in de constructie van een figuur, waarin elk iteratief
construct het voorgaande differentieert. De activiteit van
actualisatie die zich voordoet in Bacons beelden is
zodoende een immanent proces van serieel iteratieve,
constructieve activiteit. Bacons figuren lijken te bewegen;
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zij zijn zowel realistisch weergegeven als vernietigd door
Bacons manier van schilderen. Zij zijn weergegeven in
akelige en verwarrende maar toch alledaagse ruimtes.
Bacons figuren tonen de navoltrekking van gewelddadige
activiteit, maar het geweld komt niet als buitengewoon
over. Bepaalde aspecten van Bacons figuren vertellen de
toeschouwer waar en hoe hij of zij naar zijn werken dient
te kijken en nodigen de toeschouwer uit aan de activiteit
van actualisering van de figuren deel te nemen.
Geconfronteerd met de juxtapositie van realisme en de
vegen, smeren en uitgeveegde vlakken in de beelden,
wordt de toeschouwer ertoe aangezet hen af te maken.
Deelname aan de activiteit van de figuur is een
constructief proces waarin het ene deel op het andere
wordt betrokken, maar elke relationele constructie leidt tot
nieuwe constructies die voorgaande constructies vernietigt
of verandert. De toeschouwer neemt deel aan het serieel
iteratieve proces van continu worden en ontbinden.
Nochtans kan de toeschouwer Bacons lijdende figuren
nooit compleet transformeren tot vaste vormen: zij worden
gedefinieerd door hun activiteit van actualisatie en als
zodanig kunnen zij nooit gefixeerd worden. Voorts
betekent de deelname aan de actualisatie van de figuur
dat de toeschouwer deze beïnvloedt en op zijn beurt
beïnvloed wordt. Zowel Gilles Deleuze als Ernst van
Alphen betogen dat door perceptie tot iets te maken wat
de toeschouwer in zich betrekt, Bacon het begrip perceptie
verbreedt tot een model van sensatie of affectiviteit. Met
hen meen ik dat het subject in Bacons figuren een affectief
subject is, maar ik denk ook dat de activiteit van Bacons
figuren niet slechts een kwestie is van de wisselwerking
van fysieke krachten. Hun lijden en gewelddadigheid
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overstijgt het lichamelijke en plaatst hen in een ethische
dimensie waar het begrip zorg een hoofdmotief is.
In hoofdstuk 5 maak ik een analyse van Egon
Schiele's enorme serie zelfportretten. In plaats van
Schiele's serie te analyseren door te verwijzen naar de
psychoanalyse of het existentialisme van zijn tijd, zoals
meestal gedaan wordt, analyseer ik zijn weergave van
zichzelf in termen van de seriële structuur die de identiteit
van het zelfportret definieert. De figuur in Schiele's serie
zelfportretten differentieert door de serie beelden heen, en
laat voortdurend haar wordingsstructuur verschijnen door
de activiteit die ze in alle beelden herhaalt. In elk serieel
verwant werk wordt de figuur gedefinieerd en
geïndividualiseerd door haar activiteit. Schiele's figuren
construeren een spiegelende verhouding met de
toeschouwer: elke figuur lijkt op Schiele's spiegelbeeld,
maar functioneert ook als spiegelbeeld van de
toeschouwer. De figuur wordt waargenomen als een
subject met een innerlijk dat zich aan de toeschouwer
terugspiegelt als ware dit van haarzelf. De iteratieve
structuur van actieve wording wordt zodoende gelijktijdig
navoltrokken in het werk en in de toeschouwer in wie het
werk wordt gereflecteerd. Elke navoltrekking is een unieke
weergave van de activiteit die elke voorstelling van de
figuur definieert en differentieert. De toeschouwer is dus
betrokken in de wordingsstructuur van het subject.
Schiele's figuur weerspiegelt een structuur die open, actief
en onvolledig is. Zijn serie zelfportretten geeft een definitie
van subjectiviteit als voortdurendheid. Door te verwijzen
naar de Lacaniaanse theorie van het spiegelstadium en de
geschiedenis van de canons van het mannelijk en
vrouwelijk naakt, laat ik zien dat die eigenschappen van
Schiele's kunstwerken die de toeschouwer erin betrekken
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en er zelfs in laten deelnemen, inherent zijn aan hun
compositie. De figuur is een visueel subject dat in een
creatieve en erogene verhouding staat tot de toeschouwer.
Andy Warhols seriewerken presenteren de activiteit
van actualisatie als serieel iteratieve en spontane
differentiatie. In hoofdstuk 6 beargumenteer ik dat de
aanwijzing hiervoor te vinden is in de onvolkomendheden
of fouten die Warhol tijdens het drukproces in zijn werken
laat sluipen. De connectie tussen Warhols gebruik van
serialiteit en alledaagse thema's is gewoonlijk gezien als
ofwel een kritiek op de consumptiemaatschappij ofwel als
een nabootsing van industriële massaproductiemodellen.
Ik meen dat deze beide verklaringen voorbijgaan aan de
ironie van Warhols zelf-presentatie als een machine die in
de fabriek van zijn studio aan het werk is. Mijn analyse van
Warhols oeuvre toont dat de serieel iteratieve structuur
van zijn werken zowel een ironisch commentaar op de
modernistische principes van authenticiteit, nieuwheid en
autonomie is, als een herinterpretatie van die principes.
Warhols methode van het exact kopiëren door middel van
mechanische reproductie wordt ondermijnd door zijn
mechanische handtekening: het 'foutje' dat zowel de
oppervlakkige aard van elk werk benadrukt als elk serieel
beeld differentieert. Warhols werken zouden plat en
oninteressant zijn, als ze niet verschilden. Via een
vergelijking met de renaissancistische traditie van de
ikonologie van het heilige gezicht, met het gebruik van
hedendaagse ikonen in de homo-scene en met serialiteit in
het werk van Monet, beargumenteer ik dat de oppervlakte
in Warhols werken de locatie is waar het werk betekenis
produceert. Bovendien zie ik de betekenis van Warhols
seriële beelden juist als ' diep': het zijn articulaties van de
activiteit van actualisatie die alle dingen voortdurend
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doortrekt. Door deze differentiërende fouten te
interpreteren in de context van Deleuze's begrip van de
differentie kan ik verklaren hoe Warhol de activiteit van
actualisatie voorstelt als een proces van wording en
differentiatie dat serieel iteratief en voortdurend is.
Warhols fouten zijn oppervlakkige verschillen, die zijn
seriewerken onderscheiden en tonen dat de activiteit die
het subject articuleert een spontane en immanente
activiteit is. Omdat de activiteit van seriële differentiatie
uiteindelijk terugverwijst naar Warhols creatieve praktijk,
worden zijn seriële werken begrepen in termen van zijn
constructieve activiteit, zijn spontane imperfecties tijdens
het drukproces, en zijn alledaagse thema's. Elke afdruk in
een ongeordende serie is een onderscheidende herhaling
van een vorige afdruk. Daarom betoog ik dat Warhols
seriële werken de serieel iteratieve activiteit van
actualisatie voorstellen als een alledaagse en spontane,
vrije activiteit. Dit geldt niet alleen voor de voorwerpen en
filmsterren die de inhoud van zijn werk vormen, maar ook
voor de kunstenaar zelf: Warhols zelfbeschrijving als een
machine die in een fabriek werkt blijkt een uiterst ironische
beschrijving van zijn constructieve activiteit.
Mijn interpretatie van wat in de serieel iteratieve
structuur zoals deze gebruikt wordt door Degas,
Mondriaan, Bacon, Schiele en Warhol gebeurt, laat niet
alleen zien dat dit element hun kunstwerken structureel en
thematisch aan elkaar verbindt. Het toont ook dat hun
kunst een bijzondere traditie van serieel iteratieve kunst
vormt binnen de kunst die meestal als modernistisch
beschouwd wordt, en relateert hun werk aan latere kunst.
Door de betekenis van deze traditie van seriële herhaling
als zodanig te analyseren, kan ik in hoofdstuk 7 aanduiden
hoe de iteratieve structuur van nieuwe-media-kunst
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begrepen kan worden in relatie tot het werk van haar
modernistische voorgangers en hoe de betekenis van
serieel iteratieve moderne kunst deze verhouding bevestigt
en vernieuwt.
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