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CHAPTER 5

on several fronts in contemporary art, where it 1s waged, almost openly, in the
service of the real.

This work evokes the real in different ways; I will begin with two ap-
proaches that bear on illusionism. The first involves an illusionism practiced less
in pictures than with objects (if it looks back to superrealism, then, it is to the
figures of Duane Hanson and John de Andrea). This art does intentionally what
some superrealist-and appropriation art did inadvertently, which 1s to push illu-
sionism to the point of the real. Here illusionism is employed not to cover up
the real with simulacral surfaces but to uncover it in uncanny things, which are
often put into- performances as well. To this end some artists estrange everyday
objects related to the body (as with the sealed urinals and stretched sinks by
Robert Gober, the table of still-life objects that refusé to be still by Charles Ray,
and the quasi-athletic apparatuses developed as performance props by Matthew
Bamey). Other artists estrange childhood objects that return from the past, of-
ten distorted in scale or proportion, with a touch of the eeri¢ (as in the little
trucks or massive rats of Katarina Fritsch) or the pathetic (as in the Salvation
Army stuffed animals of Mike Kelley), of the melancholic (as in the dead spar-
rows with knitted coats by Annette Messager) or the monstrous (as in the crib
become a psychotic cage by Gober). Yet, however provocative, this illusionist
approach to the real can lapse into a coded surrealism.

The second approach runs opposite to the first but to the same end: it
rejects illusionism, indeed any sublimation of the object-gaze, in an attempt to
evoke the real as such. This is the primary realm of abject art, which is drawn
to the broken boundaries of the violated body. Often, as in the aggressive-
depressive sculpture of Kiki Smith, this body is maternal, and it serves as the
medium of an ambivalent child subject who damages and restores it in turn: in
Trough (1990), for example, this body lies sectioned, an empty vessel, while in
Womb (1986) it seems a solid object, almost autonomous, even autogenetic.”’
Often, too, the body appears as a direct double of the violated subject, whose
parts are displayed as residues of violence and/or traces of trauma: the booted

legs by Gober that extend, up or down, as if cut at the wall, sometimes with
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the thighs planted with.candles or the butt tattooed with music, are thus humili-
ated (often in a hilarious way). The strange ambition of this second approach is
to tease out the trauma of the subject with the apparent calculation that, if its
lost ob]ct a cannot be reclaimed, at least the wound that it left behind can be
probed (in the Greek trausma means wound”). However, this approach has its
dangers too, for the probing of the wound can lapse into a coded expressionism
(as in the expressive desublimation of the diaristic art of Sue Williams and oth-
ers) or a coded realism (as in the bohemian romance of the photography verit
of Larry Clark, Nan Goldin, Jack Pierson, and others). And vet this very prob-
lem can be provocative, for it raises the question, crucial to abject art, of the
possibility of an obscene representation—that is, of a representation without a
scene that stages the object for the viewer. Might this be one difference between
the obscene, where the object, without a scene, comes too close to the viewer,
and the pornographic, where the object is staged for the viewer who is thus dis-
tanced enough to be its voyeur?®

THE ARTIFICE OF ABJECTION M

/
According to the canonical definition of Kristeva, the abject js what 1 must get

rid of in order to be an I (but what is this primordial 1 that expels in the first
place?). 1t is a fantasmatic substance not only alien to the subject but intimate
with it—too much so in fact, and this overproximity produces panic mn the
subject. In this way the abject touches on the fragility of our boundaries, the
fragility of the spatial distinction between our insides and outsides as well as of
the temporal passage between the maternal body (again the privileged realm of
the abject) and the paternal law. Both spatially and temporally, then, abjection
is a condition in which subjecthood is troubled, “where meaning collapses™;
hence its attraction for avant-garde artists who want to disturb these orderings
of subject and society alike.™

This only skims the surface of the abject, crucial as it 1s to the construction
of subjectivity, racist, homophobic, and otherwise.” Here I will note only the

ambiguities of the notion, for the cultural-political valence of abject art depends
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on these ambiguities, on how they are decided (or not). Some are familiar by
now. Can the abject be represented at all? If it is opposed to culture, can it be
exposed in culture? If it 1s unconscious, can it made conscious and remain ab-
ject? In other words, can there be a conscientious abjection, or is this all there can
be? Can abject art ever escape an instrumental, indeed moralistic, use of the
abject? (In a sense this is the other part of the question: can there be an evoca-
tion of the obscene that is not pornographic?)

The crucial ambiguity in Kristeva is her slippage between the operation
to abject and the condition fo be abject. Again, to abject is to expel, to separate;
to be abject, on the other hand, is to be repulsive, stuck, subject enough only
to feel this subjecthood at risk.>® For Kristeva the operation to abject is funda-
mental to the maintenance of subject and soci€ty alike, while the condition to
be abject is corrosive of both formations. Is the abject, then, disruptive of subjec-
tive and social orders or somehow foundational of them, a crisis in these orders
or somehow a confirmation of them? If a subject or a society abjects the alien
within, is abjection not a regulatory operation? (In other words, might abjection
be to regulation what transgression is to taboo? “Transgression does not deny
the taboo,” runs the famous formulation of Bataille, “but transcends and com-
pletes it”)** Or can the condition of abjection be mimed in a way that calls out,
in order to disturb, the operation of abjection?

In modernist writing, Kristeva views abjection as conservative, even de-
fensive. “Edged with the sublime,” the abject tests the limits of sublimation, but
even writers like Louis-Ferdinand Céline sublimate the abject, purify it.
Whether or not one agrees with this account, Kristeva does intimate a cultural
shift toward the present. “In a world in which the Other has collapsed,” she
states enigmatically, the task of the artist is no longer to sublimate the abject, to
elevate it, but to plumb the abject, to fathom “the bottomless ‘primacy’ consti-
tuted by primal repression.”* In a world in which the Other has collapsed:
Kristeva implies a crisis in the paternal law that underwrites the social order.>
In terms of the visuality outlined here, this implies a crisis in the image-screen
as well, and some artists do attack it, whereas others, under the assumption that

it is torn, probe behind it for the obscene object-gaze of the real. Meanwhile,
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i terms of the abject, still other artists explore the repressing of the maternal
body said to underlie the symbolic order; that is, they exploit the disruptive
effects of its material and/or nietaphorical rem(a)inders. 77,

Here the condition of image-screen and syrnboli'c order ahke is all-
important; locally the valence of abject art.depends on it. If it is deemed intact,
the attack on the image-screen might retain a transgressive value. However, if
it 1s deemed torn, such transgression might be beside the point, and this old
vocation of the avant-garde rhight be at an end. But there is a third option as
well, and that 1s to reformulate this vocation, to rethink transgression not as a rupture
produced by a heroic avant-garde outside the symbolic order but as a fracture traced by a
strategic avant-garde within the order®® In this view the goal of the avant-garde is
not to break with this order absolutely (this old dream is dispelled), but to
expose it in crisis, to register its points not only of breakdown but of break-
through, the new possibilities that such a crisis might open up.

For the most part, however, abject art has tended in two other directions.
As suggested, the first is to identify with the abject, to approach it somehow—
to probe the wound of trauma, to touch the obscene object-gaze of the real.
The second is to-represent the condition of abjection in order to provoke its
operation—to catch abjection in the act, to make it reflexive, even repellent in
its own right. Yet this mimesis may also reconfirm a given abjection. Just as the
old transgressive surrealist once called out for the priestly police, so an abject
artist (like Andres Serrand) may call out for an evangelical senator (like Jesse
Helms), who is allowed, in effect, to complete the work negatively. Moreover,
as left and right may agree on the social fepresentatives of the abject, they may
shore each other up in a public exchange of disgust, and this spectacle may.
inadvertently support the normativity of image-screen and symbolic order alike.

These strategies in abject art are thus problematic, as they were over sixty
years ago in surrealism. Surrealism was also drawn to the abject in a testing of
sublimation; indeed, it claimed as its own the point where desublimatory im-
pulses confront sublimatory imperatives.®” Yet it was at this point too that surre-
alism broke down, split into the two principal factions headed by Breton and

Bataille. According to Breton, Bataille was an “excrement-philosopher” who
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refused to rise above big toes, mere matter, sheer shit, to raise the low to the
high.*® For Bataille in turn, Breton was a “juvenile victim” involved in an Oedi-
pal game, an “lcarian pose” assumed less to undo the law than to provoke its
punishrﬁent: for all his confessions of desire, he was as committed to sublima-
tion as the next aesthete.’® Elsewhere Bataille termed this aesthetic le jeu des
transpositions (the game of substitutions), and in a celebrated aphorism he dis-
missed it as no match for the power of perversions: “l defy any amateur of
painting to love a picture as much as a fetishist loves a shoe.”¢?

I recall this old opposition for its perspective on abject art. In a sense
Breton and Bataille were both right, at least about each- other. Often Breton
and company did act like juvenile victims who provoked the paternal law as if’
to ensure that it was still there—at best in a neurotic plea for punishment, at worst
in a paranoid demand for order. And this Icarian pose is assumed by contempo-
rary artists and writers almost too eager to talk dirty in the museum, almost too
ready to be tweaked by Hilton Kramer or spanked by Jesse Helms. On the
other hand, the Bataillean ideal—to opt for the smelly shoe over the beautiful
picture, to be fixed in perversion or stuck.in abjection—is also adopted by
contemporary artists and writers discontent not only with the refinements of
sublimation but with the displacements of desire. Is this, then, the option that
the artifice of abjection offers us-—QOedipal naughtiness or infantile perversion?
To act dirty with the secret wish to be spanked, or to wallow in shit with the
secret faith that the most defiled might reverse into the most sacred, the most
perverse into the most potent?

In the abject testing of the symbolic order a general division of labor has
developed according to gender: the artists who probe the maternal body re-
pressed by the paternal law tend to be women (e.g., Kiki Smith, Maureen Con-
nor, Rona Pondick, Mona Hayt), while the artists who assume an infantilist
position to mock the paternal law tend to be men (e.g., Mike Kelley, john
Miller, Paul McCarthy, Nayland Blake).®” This mimesis of regression is pro-
nounced in contemporary art, but it has many precedents. Infantilist personae
dominated dada and neo-dada: the anarchic child in Hugo Ball and Claes Old-

enburg, for example, or the autistic subject in “Dadamax” Ernst and Warhol.®
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Yet related figures appeared in reactionary art as well: all the clowns, puppets,
and the like in neo-figurative painting of the late 1920s and early 1930s and in
neo-expressionist painting of the late 1970s and early 1980s. Thus the political
valence of this mimetic regression is not stable. In the terms of Peter Sloterdijk
discussed in chapter 4, it can be kynical, whereby individual degradation is
pushed to the point of social indictment, or cynical, whereby the subject accepts
this degradation for protection and/or profit. The principal avatar of contempo-
rary infantilism is the obscene clown that appears in Bruce Nauman, Kelley,
McCarthy, Blake, and others; a hybrid figure, it seems both kynical and cynical,
part psychotic inmate, part circus performer.

As these examples suggest, infantilist personae tend to perform at times
of cultural-political reaction, as ciphers of alienation and reification.®® Yet these
figures of regression can also be figures of perversion, that is, of pere-version, of
a turning from the father that is a twisting of his law. In the early 1990s this
defiance was manifested in a general flaunting of shit (or shit substitute: the real
thing was rarely found). Of course Freud understood the disposition to order
essential to civilization as a reaction against anal eroticism, and in Civilization
and its Discontents (1930) he imagined an origin myth involving a related repres-
sion that turns on the erection of man from all fours to two feet. With this
change in posture, according to Freud, came a revolution in sense: smell was
degraded and sight privileged, the anal repressed and the genital pronounced.
The rest is literally history: with his genitals exposed, man was retuned to a
sexual frequency that was continuous, not periodic, and he learned shame; and
this coming together of sex and shame impelled him to seek a wife, to form a
family, to found a civilization, to boldly go where no man had gone before.
Heterosexist as this zany tale is, it does reveal how civilization is conceived in
normative terms—not only as a general renunciation and sublimation of in-
stincts but as a specific reaction against anal eroticism that implies a specific
abjection of homosexuality.®

In this light the shit movement in contemporary art may intend a sym-
bolic reversal of this first step into civilization, of the repression of the anal and
the olfactory. As such it may also intend a symbolic reversal of the phallic vis-

uality of the erect body as the primary model of traditional painting and sculp-

160




THe RETURN OF THE REAL

ture——the human figure as both subject and frame of representation in Western
art. This double defiance of visual sublimation and vertical form is a strong
subcurrent in twentieth-century art (which might be subtitled “Visuality and
Its Discontents”),* and it 1s sometimes expressed in a flaunting of anal eroticism.
“Anal eroticism finds a narcissistic application in the production of defiance,”
Freud wrote in his 1917 essay on the subject—in avant-gardist defiance too,
one might add, from the chocolate grinders of Duchamp through the cans of
merde of Piero Manzoni, to the mounds of shit substitute of John Miller.*® These
different gestures have different valences. In contemporary art anal-erotic defi-
ance is often self-conscious, even self-parodic: not only does it test the anally
-repressive authority of traditional museum culture (which is in part an Oedipal
projection), but it also mocks the anally erotic narcissism of the vanguard rebel-
artist. “Let’s Talk About Disobeying” reads one banner emblazoned with a
cookie jar by Mike Kelley. “Pants-shitter and Proud of It” reads another that
derides the self-congratulation of the institutionally incontinent. (“Jerk off
Too,” this rebel-nerd adds, as if to complete his taunting of civilization ac-
cording to Freud.)*”’

This defiance can be péthetic, but, again, it can also be perverse, a twisting
of the paternal law of difference—sexual and generational, ethnic and social.
This perversion is often performed through a mimetic regression to an anal
world where given differences might be transformed.®® Such 1s the fictive space
that artists like Kelley and Miller set up for critical play. In Dick/Janc (1991)
Miller stains a blonde, blue-eyed doll brown and buries her neck-deep in shit
substitute. Familiar from the old primer, Dick and Jane taught several genera-
tions of North American kids how to read—and how to read sexual difference.
However, in the Miller version the Jane is turned into a Dick, and the phallic
composite 1s plunged into an anal mound. Like the stroke in the dtle, the
difference between male and female is transgressed, erased and underscored at
once, as is the difference between white and black. In short, Miller creates an
anal world that tests the terms of symbolic difference.®

Kelley also places his creatures in an anal world. “We interconnect every-
thing, set up a field,” says the bunny to the teddy in Theory, Garbage, Stuffed

Animals, Christ (1991), “so there is no longer any differentiation.”” He too

161



John Miller, Dick /Jane, 1991.

W
3Ty

N

i
Rt




Mike Kelley,

Nostalgic Depiction of the Innocence of Childhood, 1990, detail.



CHAPTER 5

explores this space where symbols are not stable, where “the concepts faeces
(money, gift), baby-and penis are ill-distinguished from one another and are easily
interchangeable””" And he too does so less to celebrate mere indistinction than
to trouble symbolic difference. Lumpen, the German word for “rag” that gives
us Lumpensammler (the ragpicker that so interested Baudelaire) and Lumpenprole- -
tariat (the mass too ragged to form a class of its own that so interested Marx—
“the scum, the leavings, the refuse of all classes”),” is a crucial word in the
Kelley lexicon, which he develops as a third term, like the obscene, between
the informe and the abject. In a sense he does what Bataille urges: he thinks
materialism through “psychological or social facts””® The result is an art of lum-
pen forms (dingy toy animals stitched together in ugly masses, dirty throw rugs
laid over nasty shapes), lumpen subjects (pictures of dirt amd trash), and lumpen
personae (dysfunctional men that build weird devices ordered from obscure
catalogues in basements and backyards). Most of these things resist formal shap-
ing, let alone cultural sublimating or social redeeming. Insofar as it has a social
referent then, the Lumpen of Kelley (unlike the Lumpen of Louis Bonaparte,
Hitler, or Mussolini) resists molding, much less mobilizing. But does this in-
difference constitute a politics?

Often in the cult of abjection to which abject art is related (the cult of
slackers and losers, grunge and Generation X}, this posture of indifference ex-
pressed little more than a fatigue with the politics of difference (social, sexual,
ethnic). Sometimes, however, it intimated a more fundamental fatigue: a strange
drive to indistinction, a paradoxical desire to be desireless, to be done with it
all, a call of regression beyond the infantile to the inorganic.” In a 1937 text
crucial to the Lacanian discussion of the gaze, Roger Caillois, another associate
of the Bataillean surrealists, considers this drive to indistinction in terms of vis-
uality—specifically in terms of the assimilation of insects into space through
mimicry.”® Here, Caillois argues, there 1s no question of agency (like protective
adaptation), let alone of subjecthood (these organisms are “dispossessed of [this]
privilege”), a condition that he can only liken, in the human realm, to ex-

treme schizophrenia:
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To these dispossessed souls, space seems to be a devouring force.
Space pursues them, encircles them, digests them in a gigantic
phagocytosis [consumption of bacteria]. It ends by replacing them.
Then the body separates itself from thought, the individual breaks
the boundary of his skin and occupies the other side of his senses.
He tries to look at himself from any point whatever in space. He
feels himself becoming space, dark space where things cannot be put. He
1s similar, not similar to something, but just similar. And he invents

spaces of which he is “the convulsive possession.””®

The breaching of the body, the gaze devouring the subject, the subject becom-
ing the space, the state of just similarity: these conditions are evoked in recent -
art—in images by Sherman and others, in objects by Smith and others. It recalls
the perverse ideal of the beautiful, redefined in terms of the sublime, advanced
in surrealism: a convulsive possession of the subject given over to a deathly
Jouissance.

If this convulsive possession can be related to contemporary culture, it
must be split into its constituent parts: on the one hand an ecstasy in the imag-
ined breakdown of the image-screen and/or the symbolic order; on the other
hand a horror at this fantasmatic event followed by a despair about it. Some
early definitions of postmodernism. evoked this ecstatic structure of feeling,
sometimes in analogy with schizophrenia. Indeed, for Fredric Jameson the pri-
mary symptom of postmodernism is a schizophrenic breakdown in language
and temporality that provokes a compensatory investment in the image and
the instant.” And many artists did explore simulacral intensities and ahistorical
pastiches in the 1980s. In recent intimations of postmodernisim, however, the
melancholic structure of feeling dominates, and sometimes, as 1n Kristeva, it too
is associated with a symbolic order in crisis. Here artists are drawn not to the
highs of the simulacral image but to the lows of the depressive object. If some
high modernists sought to transcend the referential figure and some early post-
modernists to delight in the sheer image, some later postmodernists want to
possess the real thing.
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Today this bipolar postmodernism is pushed toward a qualitative change:

many artists seem driven by an ambition to inhabit a place of total affect and to

be drained of affect altogether, to possess the obscene vitality of the wound and
to occupy the radical nihility of the corpse. This oscillation suggests the dy- ‘
namic of psychic shock parried by protective shield that Freud developed in his K

discussion of the death drive and Walter Benjamin elaborated in his discussion

ﬂy of Baudelairean modernism—but now pushed well beyond the pleasure prin-
4 ciple. Pure affect, no affect: It hurts, I can’t feel anything.”

% ‘Why this fascination with trauma, this envy of abjection, today? To be
sure, motives exist within art and theory. As suggested, there is dissatisfaction
with the textualist model of culture as well as the conventionalist view of real-

%) -ity--—as if the real, repressed in poststructuralist postmodernista, had reiurned
1 as traumatic. Then, too, there is disillusionmernrt with the celebration of desire as
oW ' an open passport of a mobile subject—as if the real, dismissed by a performative
postmodernism, were marshaled against the imaginary world of a fantasy cap-

tured by consumerism. But there are strong forces at work elsewhere as well:

despair about the persistent AIDS crisis, invasive disease and death, systemic

poverty and crime, the destroyed welfare state, indeed the broken social contract

(as the rich opt out in revolution from the top and the poor are dropped out in
immiseration from the bottom). The articulation of these different forces is
difficult, yet together they drive the contemporary concern with trauma and
abjection. ' o

One result is this: for many in contemporary culture truth resides in the
traumatic or abject subject, in the diseased or damaged body. To be sure, this
body is the evidentiary basis of important witnessings to truth, of necessary
testimonials against power. But there are dangers with this siting of truth, such
as the restriction of our political imaginary to two camps, the abjectors and the
abjected, and the assumption that in order not to be counted among sexists and
racists one must become the phobic object of such subjects. If there is a subject
of history for the cult of abjection at all, it is not the Worker, the Woman, or
the Person of Color, but the Corpse. This is not only a politics of difference
pushed to indifference; it is a politics of alterity pushed to nihility.” “Everything
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goes dead,” says the Kelley teddy. “Like us,” responds the bunny.®® Yet is this
point of nihility the epitome of impoverishment, where power cannot pene-
trate, or a place from which power emanates in a new form? s abjection a
refusal of power, its ruse, or its reinvention?®' Finally, is abjection a space-time
beyond redemption, or the fastest route for contemporary rogue-saints to
grace?

Across artistic, theoretical, and popular cultures (in SoHo, at Yale, on
Oprah) there is a tendency to redefine experience, individual and historical, in
terms of trauma. On the one hand, in art and theory, trauma discourse continues
the poststructuralist critique of the subject by other means, for again, in a psy-
choanalytic register, there is no subject of trauma; the position is evacuated, and
in this sense the critique of the subject is most radical here. On the other hand,
in popular culture, trauma is treated as an event that guarantees the subject, and
in this psychologistic register the subject, however disturbed, rushes back as
witness, testifier, survivor. Here is indeed a traumatic subject, and it has absolute
authority, for one cannot challenge the trauma of another: one can only believe
it, even identify with it, or not. In trauma discourse, then, the subject is evacuated
and elevated.at once. And in this way trauma discourse magically resolves two
contradictory imperatives in culture today: deconstructive analyses and identity
politics. This strange rebirth of the author, this paradoxical condition of absen-
tee authority, is a significant turn in contemporary art, criticism, and cultural
politics. Here the return of the real con\}erges with the return of the referential,
and to this point I now turn.®*
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