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At times it is extremely difficult to try to define what could be specific to the matter of painting, of “painting” here and now, when the distinctions between the classical categories of Fine Arts have been diluted to the point of becoming almost laconic definitions, and also when the “here” and “now” are tremendously difficult to pinpoint. In addition to the absence of history the Market entails, the recurrent amnesia the present imposes upon us with its overabundance of all sorts of works, there is the difficulty of establishing a notion of place in a globalized art scene. Besides, painting lacks that suggestive modernist definition of sculpture: “what you bump into when you step back to get a better look at a painting”, which is telling of the extent to which it is privileged in historical assessments. Fortunately, continuing with the modernist derision, the conquest of space through the literalization of the pictorial plane promised by the formalist discourse reached a critical point when Rothko closed the window, Barnett Newman threw away the curtains and Ad Reindhart turned off the lights. Painting became a “specific” object, as did all the elements of which it consists: the stretcher, the canvas (medium), its limits, the paint, the texture, matter…And this evolution revealed a path toward those apparently unsolvable aporias (the monochromes as supreme state, the end of painting, collage, hybridization…) from which, oddly enough, it has been able to escape based on notions of movements left aside by said formalism.   
     Conceptual art was, in this sense, a way out of the impasse, marking the end of the modern period and the dawn of a certain post-modernism. The criticism of the autonomy of the object, the dismantling of its aesthetic and formalist pretensions, resulted, among other things, in making us a little more modest and a bit less pretentious in our aspirations. It also opened the door for all kinds of revisions, such as questioning the construction of its history, the constitution of the subject (determining what public is, for example), the sexism underlying the modernist discourse and the consciousness of the exclusion of alterity implicit in that discourse. The times in which this took place were not innocent either, as it was the decade of the 60s, during an economic boom almost everywhere on the planet and the profound changes that brought about.  

     Four decades later, the same planet is on the verge of catastrophe because of a system that has penetrated each and every realm of human existence. We are in the middle of one of the gravest crises ever provoked by the financial sector and in order to get out, they tell us, the solution is…to consume more! “Never fail to take advantage of a good crisis” Hillary Clinton exclaimed not long ago on a visit to Europe, which, besides making for a good exhibition title, probably means a lot more than what she intended to say at the time. An answer from painting to this state of affairs could be Your Pretty Face is Going to Hell, like the title of the song by The Stooges from 1972, which speaks for itself. In fact, such a response seemed to be the prospect of many of the hopes of painting and modern art for a long period of time. And not exactly in a Nihilist manner, as might be expected. But it is obscene to look innocent and it is candid to look obscene, as Juan Luis Moraza pointed out
 , especially when discussing the inheritance of the modern project. The problem is that nowadays innocence and candour are a part of the etiquette accompanying the product, and they are in very small print compared to the price, with which the only thing they have in common is the typography. Originality, subjectivity, transcendence…are also usually found in the wrapper, though this depends on the brand, but afterwards we throw it into the recycling bin.

     It has been a long time since art integrated the culture industry and became an image, a product. When I began to show my work, right before the First Gulf War
, almost twenty years ago (1990-1991), that product was already totally transubstantiated by its devolvement into image. The aura had disappeared much earlier, or one might say that it was transformed when the industrial use of images was developed. Of course what we call image is different from what is commonly considered an image. It has nothing to do with photography in itself but with the manner in which it has modified our relation to the world, a world governed by the obsessive omnipresence of images. In the capitalist market, in which nowadays everything must be considered, image is what circulates, generates and exchanges value. The reification and fetishism of merchandise exist through image, which has substituted for the object, supplanting reality. Photographic reproduction is no more than one of those aspects. Today the world is an immense accumulation of images, of spectacles. These pictures definitively separate us from reality, preventing us from relating to it directly. All painting, indeed all artistic production, is subjected to this regime of existence, which fundamentally changes its material nature. From the moment it is conceived all painting essentially entails the condition of being a ready-made, an image of a painting. Originality does not exist, and every desire is but a copy of another desire. Painting can no longer bring us images of the outside world; instead it is perceived as an image in itself, and not in the modernist sense of a self-representation of certain aspects of the work, but in that of post-modernism in which the works are first and foremost cultural artefacts. From the moment it is thought of every painting is predestined to be yet another piece of merchandise to put on the shelf along with the rest. And an image of painting is no longer simply a painting about Painting or other paintings, as in painting painted, as were Giotto’s rolled up sky or Velázquez’s Maids of Honour. Picasso is now a brand and an automobile model, Miró has been a logo for a savings bank for some time now and Bauhaus a chain of do-it-yourself stores, to cite some examples from historic modernism, from an age in which to be modern was to be abstract.  
     Historically, to be abstract meant to be a bearer of change. Abstraction used to be a language that involved the creation of forms related to a social project, and in a certain way it was opposed to figuration, which was considered to be less of a bearer of modernity since it was subjected to the mechanisms of representation. Picabia was the first to demonstrate the absurdity of this claim through his characteristic humour and inventiveness. In the context in which images are produced and presented nowadays, if abstraction still means anything, it could very well be the specific vocabulary of painting, the abstractions of painting and its relation to the real world. Such abstractions are the same in abstract and figurative pictures. To represent in paint doubly alludes to its condition as sign, Ceci n’est pas une pipe. Today figures are signs, although they echo the extensive and profuse history of representation in painting. 
     Of course all this is rather more complex than what I aim to explain here, for I would need more time and space in order to be able to develop and address its multiple aspects. The relation that painting establishes today with the visible is a good example, and not because of a rhetoric of the representation of what is painted, but because that statute of image, of its codification of the visible, and its functioning within that market of visiblities
 in which we are immersed. Many artists work with the issue of representing what is left of abstract painting, resorting to the whole vocabulary of gestures and actions that produce it. A relatively recent example of one of these artists is Bernard Frize, who articulates procedure and distance to escape from the image of the pictorial gesture. Other artists approach image from its meta-representations, representations of pictures, photographs, television, or the very history of painting. There would be many to cite, and most of the time their work is incomprehensible in reproductions. Thomas Huber is an interesting atypical case, from a perspective of the representation of the painter’s work, the images he produces and his relation to the world with which he is concerned, as well as the objects that symbolize it, in a species of meta-fiction of painting. The conference-performances that accompany his exhibitions are in this sense exemplary because of the way they circulate throughout the context (the exhibition), the discourse, the pictures, the real and painted objects, and the irony of the aspirations of painting. 
     Having come this far, it is worth noting that the works that are generally interesting to a contemporary sensitivity are those that have been devised taking into account this relation of painting to image and the changes that this relation has entailed. It is extremely difficult to ignore such changes living as we do surrounded by furniture from Ikea and posters of Rothko or Tápies. Remember that this situation is the one responsible for the fact that the dividing lines between the different media have definitively dissolved and lost operative capacity. It is not that painting, photography, sculpture and moving pictures no longer exist as media, and cannot be perceived as such. It is rather that they alone can no longer explain the logic behind the work that inspires the artists who use them. We must not forget that those definitions are linked to processes of economic hierarchization as in the liberal professions. Thirty years ago defining oneself as an experimental photographer or filmmaker meant that one’s work would be worth next to nothing on the market. Today, however, positioning oneself as an artist who makes films increases de facto the value of one’s work on the market. Could we consider Mike Kelly a sculptor or a video artist? And Gerwald Rockenschaub? What is Tino Sehgal? Would we define Ugo Rondinone as a painter for his pictures of blurred targets or his panels of lacquered bands after Kenneth Noland? And yet the question is: Does defining them this way help us to understand their work? A correct answer would be no, but there are also several coherent answers that are incorrect. It is incumbent upon painting to relativize and blot out this correction in addition to posing the embarrassing question of at what distance they should be contemplated. What is specific to painting and its 35,000 years of images makes it possible to see the astigmatic flatness of formalism in those targets, but the bands would point to the fact that the painting of automotive tuning is today “colour field painting”, which is quite different from what may be understood when they are shown with other objects. The whole history of forms and attitudes of modernist painting persists as a backdrop that vanishes when we change perspective. Nothing is simple and since modernism matured the context became the content, to employ Brian Doherty’s expression.

     And if we aim to better visualize the context of some works it is worthwhile to strive to establish some general guidelines that define, now in 2009, spheres and strategies of reflection and production. And this despite the problems I, like all artists, have with categories and classifications, over which we prefer to place the wealth of our experience. Spheres and attitudes that crisscross and overlap in the variety of productions, which are hardly ever clearly delimited but that, at the same time, turn out to be surprisingly identifiable, partly because of their recurrence.  
     A first sphere would be that covering all those proposals in which there is an opposition from the outset against the iconic regime and an abandonment of all types of representation. Turning one’s back on figuration requires conceptual procedures and protocols that distance and dissociate the object and its production process. The affiliation comes from the Russian constructivists, and their notion of “faktura” from Morris Louis, Ryman and Martin Barré. Works begun in the 60s, such as that by the members of the short-lived group BMPT (Buren, Parmentier, Toroni and Mosset) have taken on special relevance over time because, among other things, their distinction between adopting the context, working in situ, as theme and departure point (Buren), or lending a semblance of autonomy to the painting object (Parmentier and Mosset). Their radical deconstruction of the vocabulary of painting to the point of reducing it to zero level and the materialist reduction applied is at the heart of what it currently means to repeat and remake gestures of abstract painting. Painting a nondescript monochrome painting without “pathos” or “affection”, violently tearing it off of the frame and mounting it again leaving the folds and marks, as the ill-fated Steven Parrino did, is a way of demonstrating what this modernist autonomy has become. 
     In the radical vein of pushing painting beyond the limits of representation to the extent of taking it into realms rather remote a priori, a very interesting alternative is that of Bernard Brunon. Since 1989, when Brunon created the painting company That’s Painting Productions, his work has consisted in thinking of and considering his activity as a house painter as his full-fledged artistic activity, with everything that goes along with becoming and operating as a business. There are no objects; the reception of the work lies entirely on the receiver; there is no context that makes it sacred; his activities as artist and businessperson are one and the same, etc. His productions are those commissioned by his clients to paint interiors or façades of the houses and apartments they occupy, as well as an occasional art centre or museum. Competitive prices and professional work are characteristic of his renderings, which singularly question the position of the object in artistic production while also complicating its reception.
 
     By reconsidering the object and the wall, Blinky Palermo could also belong to this group because of his influence on artists such as Imi Knoebel and Christophe Cuzin. Bernard Piffaretti, Cécile Bart, Pascal Pinaud and Dominique Figarella are other examples of how to address, from the perspective of abstraction, themes as diverse as repetition, the flat screen, the use of the ready-made, or the reflection on the making of painting, respectively. Here, there would also be many to cite, and there is not enough room for all of them, yet even so I would like to highlight Marthe Wèry’s work for its power and intelligence, her singular empirical reflection on colour and her perception of painting, as well as her use of media. 
     A second sphere would be in the scope of the overwhelming expansion of the concept of “painting” outside its traditional framework. Not so much for the incorporation of hybridizations and objects but because of its semantic expansion into space. There is no unique object but an experience of the pictorial that shifts into different spaces and contexts, in response to that modern criticism of the object. Examples abound here as well and in recent times quite a few exhibitions have been conceived in an attempt to establish the affiliations, groups, categories, definitions and reflections on context. Again, the number of artists who could be mentioned is considerable, and partly depends on how one contemplates that expansion. It will suffice to mention just a few of them, bearing in mind that this whole painting issue has a lot to do with frustration, and these artists base their work on a material analysis of the pictorial: Katharina Grosse, with her enveloping pictorial installations in which colour is literally pulverised in successive layers over all the materials and architectural elements (wall, floor, ceiling, moulding, sockets…) without any hierarchy at all with respect to the coordinates of the space; Renée Levi’s caustic mural paintings in dialogue and confrontation with the space that accommodates them; Emmanuelle Villard’s paintings, installations and visual objects; Susanna Fritscher’s perfectly integrated architectural inventions. 
     The third and last sphere would be that which employs the vocabulary of the abstract reified as raw material, as a backdrop on which to try to confer new meanings. The neo-geos and the appropriationists, such as Sherrie Levine, Richard Prince and Haim Steinbach laid the groundwork and John Armleder and the solution put forth in his Furniture Sculptures deserves special attention, considering how influential they were later. A partially painted piece of furniture (or heteroclitic objects, such as stools or musical instruments) associated with the abstract painting hanging on the wall represented a huge breakthrough with respect to the way of looking at painting after the modern period, apart from becoming proof of the loss of its autonomy. Still within Switzerland, Stéphane Dafflon, Francis Baudevin and Philippe Decrauzat, each in their own way and with diverse methods, tried to continue a certain abstraction of painting in the age of the dematerialisation of images through the massive employment of computers and digitisation, the generalisation of computer-generated graphic design and easy-listening music comparable to our way of circulating among images.
 
     Still outside the Schengen space, we find the work of the British Mick Finch (who could also be included in the first sphere) with his manipulation of patterns applied to a deconstruction-reconstruction of pictures, and the mixture of design and Op-art practised by the New Yorker John Tremblay and his paintings of deformed targets, or his monumental scale object-paintings, as in Curved Air, and even Dan Walsh’s singular variations on grid and the “all-over”. 
     Lastly, we must mention all those works that pass through these spheres without really stopping or staying in any of them, or those which have addressed them temporarily, sculptures that investigate the tactile or pictorial quality, films that develop the remanence of colour, urban drifts focused on decreeing pictorial zones, etc…The list is long and it would make manifest the futility and impossibility of encompassing this array of proposals through classification.

     In 1989, the film Batman by Tim Burton showed the Joker, played by a histrionic Jack Nicholson, in a scene vandalising and painting over all the works of art in the city’s museum, which he had snuck into after neutralising the alarms. Renaissance carvings, neo-classical works, paintings of the great masters from the History of Art, nothing escaped the devastating deed perpetrated by the superhero’s archenemy. The only work that was unscathed by his iconoclastic action was a painting in the style of Francis Bacon, of which he said with a hysterical grin “No, that is art!” High culture thus represented in a mainstream cultural product conveyed the impression of a private joke from our perspective, despite the recurrent cliché about expressionism with the image of the artist in the mass media and of what Adorno could teach us about the workings of that cultural industry. The budget of the film rose to approximately 48 million dollars. The box office sales surpassed 400 million, not including derivative merchandising. During the same week I write these lines the Disney company has announced the materialization of its takeover and acquisition of the Marvel catalogue
 through a stock and cash transaction worth around 4 billion dollars. Marvel’s Chief Executive Officer, Ike Perlmuttler stated, in a style that Lounatcharsky
 would not have repudiated after the first purges, that Disney is the perfect company for Marvel’s fantastic library of heroes, because it has proven its ability to expand content creation and licensing businesses. A perfect company for our heroes might also be a great title for a retrospective exhibition of the art of the past fifty years.
     And what is next? Must we continue painting? In 2003, in answer to this question, Olivier Mosset replied “bon qu’á ça”—well, just to write—, as Beckett had already expressed in reference to his activity as a writer. “Newman claimed that one painted against the catalogue”, against the idea of being catalogued, but Mosset himself went further, “he painted against the fact of not being able to paint.”

     And by the way, where the heck did Capitán Trueno
 go?

�  Juan Luis Moraza. Ornamento y Ley. CENEDEAC, Murcia, 2007


� I tried to evoke some of these aspects of the inheritance of modernism in the conversation with Glòria Picazo published in the catalogue accompanying the exhibition we organized together, which was titled Afinitas electives/Afinidades electivas (Centre d’Art La Panera, Lleida, 2008). I refer to this catalogue, as well as the texts by Jean-Marc Huitorel and Javier San Martín, to clarify aspects and strategies of the expansion of painting in recent times. 


� We generally refer to the First Gulf War as the response of an international coalition during 1990-1991 following Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, thus overlooking the actual First Gulf War, that is, the contention between Iran and Iraq from 1980 to 1988. At present, the same term is used indistinctly in reference to both events. 


� I borrow the concept used by Marie-José Mondzain in Homo Spectator (Bayard, Paris, 2007). 


� For a more detailed perception of Bernard Brunon’s work, in order to grasp the complexity and the subtleties of the consequences of his existence as a commercial company, see the publication That’s Painting (Roma Publications, Ámsterdam, 2008). 


� Brian O’Doherty. White cube, l’espace de la galerie et son idéologie. JPP/Ringier, Zurich, 2009.


� The tendency in “easy listening” electronic music to glide around the musical reception has conceptually inspired “easy painting”.  


� I have purposely conceived the references in the article from an international perspective, partly because of my expatriate condition and partly also to relate it to the internationalization of the dominant discourse of post-modernism. I believe that the situation of a country like Spain would be entitled to a more detailed analysis than what my partial knowledge enables me to carry out. Nevertheless, I take the liberty to cite the pertinence of works such as those of Ignasi Aballí, Ángela de la Cruz, Perejaume, Berta Cáccamo, or someone from another generation, such as Maider López. 


� Marvel owns the rights to a large number of superheroes such as The Fantastic Four, Hulk, Spiderman, etc…but not Batman, which belongs to Warner. 


� Anatoli Vassiliévitch Lounatcharski, Commissioner of the People for Culture and a very close adviser of Lenin in the Soviet Union of 1917 to 1929. He was forced to resign and substituted by the Stalinist Andrei Djanov, who was to promote Socialist realism. 


� Olivier Mosset. Deux ou trois choses que je sais d’elle, écrits et entretiens 1966-2003. Éditions du Mamco, Geneva, 2005, p. 315. 


� Capitan Trueno is a Spanish comic book hero. 





