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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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