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(DETAILS)

1 Door AND WiNDOW ELEMENTS This essay exists
only by virtue of a variety of intersecting tech-
nologies — the publication process through which
Hirsch Perlman gained his initial acquaintance
with me, the phones and postal systems through
which I gained such acquaintance as I have with
him, and, of course, all the technologies of word
processing and printing that lie behind the mate-
rial fact of the present text. There is to start with
no face-to-face encounter between artist and
writer or, for that matter, between writer and
work: the work is — will be — was for you in some
“now” — in The Renaissance Society at the Uni-
versity of Chicago; but I, now, in your past, am in
Syracuse, projecting slides on the wall of an
empty classroom.

But it will of course not have escaped you that
such circumstances of writing are not utterly alien
to the terms of the work vou face or have faced in
that room on that campus as I presumably do not
and have not in this room on this campus. We
speak, after all, of an age of mechanical reproduc-
tion and of simulacra; we take these phrases to
touch the postmodern.

The task of criticism is to enter the
work. “The work” here means the
work of art, but criticism, however
informed by thought, having no
method or rule, is called upon also
each time anew to enter into its own
work. Under the present circum-
stances these entries diverge, slide
away from each other; something is
missing.

This then is not and cannot be an
essay in criticism. It is something else,
a kind of greeting perhaps, a pause at
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the door, a glance into the room.

The room is of course one with which
you are familiar: a gallery whose walls sup-
port or frame words and images, photo-
graphs and printed texts, art works. You
have entered and recognized it, although
your entrance was perhaps a little uncer-
tain. The gallery, however familiar it may
be, is not quite itself — the walls, for exam-
ple, are a little too high, a little askew, and,
like the text pieces, they have edges, as if
they were somehow not simply self-sup-
porting but had been cut from some other
wall and placed here for you.

There is then a kind of folding of the
gallery onto itself and this folding is dou-
ble: if the texts and treated walls seem to
undercut a picture of autonomy that allows
us to imagine one thing — a gallery, some
lengths of wood or metal — framing an-
other and to reduce that imagination to the
simple fact of cutting, still the photographs
in their frames, as if in themselves, con-
tinue to hang securely on walls that remain
the walls of a gallery in which another
show will hang next month. Or do you
want to say it the other way: that the walls
and texts are somehow autonomous in
their disattachment and that the photo-
graphs like the gallery betray that
simplicity to artifice, convention, institu-
tion? Perhaps you should want to say that
autonomy divides itself here; that it is only
as it confounds the cut with the healing of
that cut, shows each in the other.

There would then be a kind of call-

and-response between the exposed cores of
the walls and words in one place and the
not-quite flat surfaces of the photographs
in the others —as if those surfaces were
everywhere a healing over of their depth,
their striations marking their core, their
support, as insistent in them. And this
would mean that the puns and allusions
that hold the exhibition together do not
function simply to manifest some more or
less infinite flight of signification in the
face of which you are freed to such indeci-
sion or decision as you will. Rather they
would work to fix you within an awareness
of ineluctable depth, of space and dimen-
sion as permanently inherent in the rhet-
oric of interpretation and as offering
continuing standards for your dealings
with sense.

The pictures are of buildings, interior and ex-
terior, private and public, and if they are not pic-
tures of pictures, they hover within that space.
You have stood in front of them and looked into
them; you have been invited to stand within them.
Perhaps, invited, you have discovered yourself al-
ready to stand within them. We build to give our-
selves shelter from circumstance and hazard;
building we create what remains circumstance be-
cause so long as we stand somewhere nothing can
deliver us from it and until that choice is taken
from us we have no choice but to stand. Circum-

stance, like rhetoric, names the space within
which we are — permanence of accident.

The task of criticism is to enter the
work, to enter into its work, to extend
the work, to alter and other it, to tilt a
wall, display adoor, inventan opening,.
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2 InNTErIOR The gallery has, distinctly, a front entry and,
equally distinctly, a back. On the back of the second inner
wall, on the far side of the exhibition, hang two pictures and
a text. The whole ensemble is entitled Stonborough Wit- |
tgenstein House, 1928, Peter Altenberg and Ludwig Wit- |
tgenstein. The pictures are of the house Wittgenstein built in
Vienna; one is an appropriated image, the other borrows
only the look of appropriation. The text mounted between
the two, like all the texts in the gallery, is from Bernhard
Leitner’s The Architecture of Ludwig Wittgenstein: A Docu-
mentation. But here, of course, it “fits,” finds itself in some
proximity to its proper object, as if here the show closes
itself, marks its limit. Like all the other texts, it is a fragment
of description. It reads: “switches (knobs recessed, flush with
surface of wall).” The pictures no more illustrate this than the
earlier pictures have illustrated their companion texts. They
perhaps illustrate it also no less.

But one’s first thought is as likely to be that it is not clear
how it illustrates itself. Every previous text in the show has
mimed its message: the remark about doors and entries
[House for Vienna Werkbund Exhibition...] are given that
shape; the “column and a half” so arranges itself both on its
ground and in its relation to the accompanying image [House
for Weissenhofsiedlung...]; the analysis of symmetries in the
doors divides itself into exactly balanced paragraphs and in
so doing places itself at notable odds with the photographic
images it nonetheless might also be said to display [Haus
Lange and Haus Esters...]; the “elevation with main en-
trance” deploys itself in the horizontal tripartition it names
[Leitner, Bernhard, The Architecture of Ludwig Wittgens-
tein...]. If the Stonborough Wittgenstein House... text also




mimes itself it can be only by being whart all the others also
are: words on the surface, switches (flush with the surface of
wall). And are then the two photographs of the house them-
selves adequately captioned by this text? Is “switching” the
piece’s name for their relation? What if one says, yes and no:
there is a switch, but these things are mounted on the wall
and not flush with it, are framed and do not open their core
to inspection? Does the impulse to say yes win out through
the recognition that “yes-and-no” itself reflects the structure
of a switch? — But then switches do not in fact go both ways;
they go one way or another, their logic is yes-or-no. — These
text-switches work differently, naming and not naming their
selves, or their placement in relation to the accompanying
image or images, or those images themselves. They depend
upon their slippage; they become peculiarly autonomous.

If then it is not wrong to think of the work of this back
wall as being to close the show, to close the space, the com-
plexity of that closure needs to be fully noticed. This closure
registers and repeats a disturbance that runs throughout the
room — a disturbance that is, one might say, the very opening
of that room. The openness of the space would not be some-
thing given in advance and simply to be arrested by the
external imposition of some bound. This space, this room,
would not exist prior to or apart from its enclosure within
walls. The text and pictures on this back wall are in fact not
on the back wall; they are, as it were, on the back of the show
while facing the back wall of the gallery, as if the end of the
room were not a surface available to the work but one only to
be engendered or justified by it. The show hangs on two walls
in the center of its room, and it shapes, opening and closing,
that space. Hanging there, it plays itself off against its other

-14-
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Column and half column in hall.

Leitner, Bernhard, The Architecture of Ludwig Wi in: A
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element: the three detached images (switches, not quite flush
with this outer wall) that remark the inevitable incidence of
the institution — the armory bought by the Museum of Con-
temporary Art, Miess School of Architecture at LLT, the
Chicago Historical Society, The Renaissance Society — upon
the work’s claim to autonomy, to mastery over the space
within which or as which it works. One might speak here of
the implication of the gallery in the work; it would perhaps
be more accurate to speak of the work’s willingness to admit
its implication in the gallery — and one might gloss this
critically through a certain willingness to confound indica-
tive and subjunctive.

The installation then (but one can wonder if “installa-
tion” is the right word here — “exhibition” or even “demon-
stration” will at times seem more apt, and even the simple
word “show” can be heard differently here) works its room,
lowering a baseboard here, lifting it altogether there, sealing
the balcony, skewing or heightening the freestanding walls. It
is these freestanding walls that have had their baseboards
removed, so that in one mood or from one angle one will
think them to float, to stand free, while in another mood or
from another angle one will see them more nearly to remark
the supporting floor. One’s understanding, say one’s reading,
of the works hung on those walls will shift as one’s under-
standing or reading of the walls themselves shifts; the switch
opens or closes both ways, opens and closes both ways.

It would be easy to conclude with some remarks about
how these switches block one’s reading of the exhibition, lead
it into dead ends, blank walls, and radical indecisions. To do
so however would be to mistake one’s own experience, to
forget the depth to which one has read these surfaces, the
extent to which in them or as them something insists.

-16-
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3 LehTing It is perhaps too late now to
think to define the postmodern; the
matter has taken on a frivolity and in-
dustry all its own. But it is perhaps
worth noting that when the con-
versation was serious, there were at
least two powerful alternate visions,
one tied to architecture and the other
tied to photography and visual
appropriation. It has not been clear
how, if at all, these two images of the
postmodern might be placed in
communication.

They are perhaps in communication
here, on these walls. The architecture
presented is of course modern and clas-
sically so. The photographs are in color,
and I like to think of color as essentially
alien to the modernist spirit in architec-
ture so that an important element of
architectural postmodernism seems to
me its recovery of color. I think of this
as having to do with the way in which
modern architecture finds its forms and
problems in space as opposed to what I
take to be a postmodern insistence on
place. The appearance of color in these
photographs is too slender a reed to
support any major point but I am
tempted nonetheless to take it as an em-
blem of the displacement Perlman’s
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chosen buildings have undergone, and I
do so in order to stress that what they
have undergone is precisely a displace-
ment and not, say, a relocation in space.
This appeals to my sense that the
postmodern cannot be so much a break
with as a repetition of the modern, a
repetition that shows it to have already
been other or more complex than it
took itself to be — as, for example, Perl-
man’s rephotographings and framings
show their objects as displaceable only
by virtue of a prior attachment to place,
an attachment at once displayed and
concealed by the architectural photo-
graph, becoming visible only in the
framing of that photograph. Postmoder-
nism here is not a style but a recogni-
tion and a way of arriving at recogni-
tions; appropriation is bound less to the
presumed fact of mechanical reproduc-
tion than to the permanent but not al-
ways activated possibility of some-
thing’s being out of place. It is tempting
to say that what has so relatively re-
cently become available to us as “art”
has always depended precisely on our
more or less explicit willingness to acti-
vate this possibility, and that the turn
we keep trying to call postmodern sim-
ply continues the modernist explora-

tion of autonomy that comes with the
historical availability of “art.”

I have, in any case, had trouble
keeping Heidegger out of my mind as I
draft these remarks. I think, as always,
of “The Origin of the Work of Art” —1
think of the conditions under which
Heidegger’s Greek temple assembles a
world and of the conditions under
which it shows itself to do so; I think of
the struggling intimacy of earth and
world, an intimacy not quite of form
and matter, nor of frame and content,
nor of shape and line; and I think, per-
haps above all, of the more difficult in-
timacy Heidegger seems never quite
able to think between the world a work
frames and the world reduced to pic-
ture. This seems to me the joint be-
tween the modern and our desire for
the postmodern, the place where the
core is exposed.

I am reminded also that after
Heidegger conjures the world of his
peasant and her equipment out of the
apparently neutral illustration of the
Van Gogh shoes, he remarks, crucially,
that it is perhaps only in the painting
that we see this. This is, I suspect, some-
thing like what I want to say about the fit
of architecture and appropriation here.
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4 entrances So, Hirsch, we still have not met — circumstance divided
us there — but I have some time entered your work, some time paused in
that small anteroom with its almost-identical doors with their modified
Wittgensteinian handles — paused perhaps not long enough, because
they were too quick to spot me through the unalterable office door — and
even that had for me the right thickness of life and accident to it. There
are dissymmetries that do not recover their balance; core and surface
never quite fold into one another. If they did there would be no need of
the work and no need of entering it. Too many doors in one wall, not
enough in another; one enters as best one can — when one has done so
and which alterations are the work of which hand are questions best left
to fend for themselves. What remains true is that given the telephone
and the photograph and the whole dazzling world of media, the thing

must still take place.

Stephen Melville
Syracuse University

October-November 1988
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LIST OF PHOTOGRAPHS

A) Detail, Untitled (I.I.T.), c-print, polyethylene
fluted sheet, frame, laminated b/w photograph,
sintra and honeycomb board, 26" x 72" x 1.5"
overall.

B

~—

C) Detail of shifted wall showing exposed
styrofoam core.

D

—

Detail of edge of text panels, sintra and honey-
comb board.

E

~

Haus Lange and Haus Esters, 1927, Mies van
der Rohe, c-prints, polyethylene fluted sheet,
frames, laminated b/w photograph, sintra and
honeycomb board, 343%4" x 129" x 1.5"

F) Installation view, The Renaissance Society, 1988.

G

—

Stonborough Wittgenstein House, 1928, Peter
Altenberg and Ludwig Wittgenstein, c-print,
b/w photograph, polyethylene fluted sheet,
frames, laminated b/w photograph, sintra and
honeycomb board, 4134" x 134" x 1.5" overall.

H) Installation view, The Renaissance Society, 1988.

) House for Weissenhofsiedlung, 1927, Le Cor-
busier, c-print, polyethylene fluted sheet, frame
b/w photograph, sintra and honeycomb board,
444" x 874" x 1.5"

J) Installation view, The Renaissance Society, 1988.

K) Untitled (Armory), c-print, polyethylene fluted
sheet, frame, laminated b/w photograph, sintra
and honeycomb board, 26" x 66" x 1.5" overall.

L) Door from exhibition space to vestibule with
balcony above, The Renaissance Society, 1988.

M) Vestibule, The Renaissance Society, 1988.
N) Vestibule, The Renaissance Society, 1988.

0) Detail of cast iron door lever.

Installation view, The Renaissance Society, 1988.
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CATALOGUE OF THE EXHIBITION

Haus Lange and Haus Esters, 1927, Mies van
der Rohe, 1988

Three panels

left: 17% x 23 inches; C-print, polyethylene
fluted sheet, frame, plexiglass

middle: 16 x 21 inches; C-print, polyethylene
fluted sheet, frame, plexiglass

right: 349 x 44% inches; laminated B&W
photograph, sintra, and honeycomb board
overall: 34% x 129% inches

Courtesy of the artist and Feature, New York

House for Vienna Werkbund Exhibition,
1932, Adolph Loos, 1988

Two panels

left: 20 x 21 inches; laminated B& W photo-
graph, sintra, and honeycomb board

right: 36% x 42%4 inches; C-print, polyethylene
fluted sheet, frame, plexiglass

overall: 42% x 87 inches

Courtesy of the artist and Feature, New York

House for Weissenhofsiedlung, 1927, Le
Corbusier, 1988

Two panels

left: 21% x 22Y% inches; C-print, polyethylene
fluted sheet, frame, plexiglass

right: 442 x 33 inches; laminated B&W
photograph, sintra, and honeycomb board
overall: 442 x 87V4 inches

Courtesy of the artist and Feature, New York

Leitner, Bernhard, The Architecture of Lud-
wig Wittgenstein: A Documentation, New
York: New York University Press, 1976,
.40, 1988

30% x 60%s inches

Laminated B& W photograph, sintra, and
honeycomb board

Courtesy of the artist and Feature, New York

Stonborough Wittgenstein House, 1928
Peter Altenberg and Ludwig

Wittgenstein, 1988

Three panels

left: 18%s x 20% inches; C-print, polyethylene
fluted sheet, frame, plexiglass

middle: 41% x 31% inches; laminated B&W
photograph, sintra, and honeycomb board
right: 20 x 22% inches; B&W photograph,
polyethylene fluted sheet, frame, plexiglass
overall: 41%: x 134 inches

Courtesy of the artist and Feature, New York

Untitled (Armory), 1988

Two panels

left: 19% x 19% inches; laminated B&W
photograph, sintra, and honeycomb board
right: 26 x 26 inches; C-print, polyethylene
fluted sheet, frame, plexiglass

overall: 26 x 66 inches

Courtesy of the artist and Feature, New York

Untitled (Chicago Historical Society), 1988
Two panels

left: 19% x 19% inches; laminated B&W
photograph, sintra, and honeycomb board
right: 26 x 26 inches; C-print, polyethylene
fluted sheet, frame, plexiglass

overall: 26 x 66 inches

Courtesy of the artist and Feature, New York

Untitled (1.1.T.),
Two panels

left: 19% x 19% inches; laminated B&W
photograph, sintra, and honeycomb board
right: 26 x 26 inches; C-print, polyethylene
fluted sheet, frame, plexiglass

overall: 26 x 66 inches

Courtesy of the artist and Feature, New York

1988
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Service entrance. The door handle
and lock are not original although the
The main entrance, on the opposite
side of the building, is basically of the

same design but one foot higher.



