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Modernism, Postmodernism, and Steam*

T. J. CLARK

Over the past twelve months or so I found myself thinking about modern art
and steam-steam compressed, but also steam dispersing. Partly this was accidental.
It so happened that I opened the pages of the New York Times in late October 2000
to a photograph of an open-air installation piece by Tony Oursler-a huge, and,
by the look of it, frightening, image of a face projected onto a cloud of water
vapor. The face, as those of you familiar with Oursler's cast of image-characters
will immediately guess, cannot stop talking. It has a lot on its mind. Gradually one
begins to gather from its ranting monologue that the face's main problem is the
Internet. The face is a ghost, or a soul, or a spirit seeking rest after death-part of
a great family of such spirits. And rest has become impossible. For some reason
the Internet has invaded the world of these spirits and taken over their wavelengths. So they are coming back to do battle with the digital enemy. Real ghosts
want room not to breathe in. How can people die, finally, if their last resting place
is continually invaded by fragments of drivel from the chat room?

Oursler calls his installation The Influence Machine. I see it as a kind of
technological, digitized replay of the scenario played out at the end of W. B.
Yeats's poem "The Cold Heaven" (1916):
... Ah! when the ghost begins to quicken,
Confusion of the death-bed over, is it sent

Out naked on the roads, as the books say, and stricken
By the injustice of the skies for punishment?

The question that closes Yeats's poem is a real one, or real to the poet, and meant
to occur to the reader as real. Yeats believed in ghosts, and certainly believed in
the possibility of endless agony, fueled forever by a life unfulfilled-not stopped
* What follows is the text of a lecture originally delivered in November 2000 at the Museu d'Art
Contemporani de Barcelona as part of a series entitled "Modernitats," and then at the New School
University in April 2001. The essay incorporates some elements from my "Origins of the Present Crisis," New
Left Review 2, March-April 2000. I have made only minimal changes to its first-person, lecture-hall format,
and in particular decided not to rewrite my responses to Oursler's ghost dance in the light of recent events.

OCTOBER 100, Spring 2002, pp. 154--174. ? 2002 T.J. Clark.
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Tony Oursler. The Influence Machine.
2000. Photo: Aaron Diskin. Courtesy the

artist and Public Art Fund.
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The occultist draws the ultimate conclusion from the fetish character

of commodities: the menace of objectified labor attacks him on all
sides as a set of objects, demonic and grimacing.... The bent little
fortune tellers terrorizing their clients with crystal balls are toy models
of the great ones who hold the fate of mankind in their hands.1

This seems to speak to the Oursler somehow. The Oursler knows it is playin
terrorizing us. It is proud to display its terror apparatus. Steam and video are

media. It is a machine-Oursler's title insists on the fact. And the machine is

meant not to convince us. We shall never wipe the postmodern smile off ou
Once I had seen the photograph of The Influence Machine, and starte
think about the way it spoke to our present utopia of information, I could n
coming up with points of comparison for it from the art of the last 150 y

thought of the end of modernism in the late 1960s, and of steam, in

Morris, as the figure of that ending. I read Morris's steam piece as essent
literalization of the previous century's pursuit of abstraction, reducti
dematerialization-its wish to give art over to the moment, the event, to
contingency. I had my doubts about what Morris's literalization of these im
did-whether to literalize them was to banalize them-but at least I understood,
or thought I understood, where Morris was coming from. And I knew he knew he
was at the end of something, so maybe even the banality of the metaphor was
deliberate-it showed us what modernism amounted to by 1968. This still left me
with the problem of what Oursler achieved by giving Morris's steam a face. That is,
by projecting onto modernism's emptying and dispersal enough of an apparition,
a suffering subject, a stream of words.

Then, of course, I began to realize that steam, in the art of the last two
centuries, was never unequivocally a figure of emptying and evanescence. It was
1. Theodor Adorno, Minima Moralia: Reflections from Damaged Life, trans. from the German by E. F. N.

Jephcott (London: Verso Editions, 1978), pp. 239-40.
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Giorgio de Chirico. The Uncertainty
of the Poet. 1913. ? Artists Rights

Society (ARS), New York/SIAE, Rome.

always also an image of power. Steam could be harnessed; steam could be compressed. Steam was what initially made the machine world possible. It was the
middle term in mankind's great reconstruction of Nature. Rain, Steam, and Speed.
The speed that followed from compression turns the world into one great vortex
in the Turner, one devouring spectral eye, where rain, sun, cloud, and river are
seen, from the compartment window, as they have never been seen before. Steam
is power and possibility, then; but also, very soon, it is antiquated-it is a figure of
nostalgia, for a future, or a sense of futurity, that the modern age had at the
beginning but could never make come to pass. Hence the trails or puffs of steam
always on the horizon of de Chirico's dreamscapes. A train races by across the
Imperial desert. It looks as though the Banana Republic is producing the requisite
goods. Or are we already belated visitors here, tourists, gawping at ruins halfovertaken by the sand? Is modernity spreading and multiplying still to the ends of
the earth-setting up its statues and smokestacks, having its great city perspectives
march off into the distance as far as the eye can see? Or is this a retrospect, a
collection of fragments? A cloud of steam in de Chirico is often glimpsed between
the columns of an empty arcade. Once upon a time the arches led to the station,
and people hurried to catch the express. Not anymore. Once upon a time people
gloried in the vastness of the new perspectives, and built themselves dream-houses
devoted to the worship of cog wheels and tensile strength. But modernity was
always haunted by the idea that this moment of dreaming, of infinite possibility,
was over.

That is what is meant, I think, by de Chirico's great titl

the Infinite. A great title, but one whose tone (as so of
modernism as a whole) is impossible to pin down. No do
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bound to be steered by our knowing
that the year in question was fated,
and fatal, and sensed to be so at the

time-you did not have to be a
gloomy Nietzschean to feel, in 1914,
that the infinite was about to be put
to death. But even here, at this terrible turning point, the nostalgia was
strong. It matters, I think, that de

Chirico's engineer father was in

charge of building the railroad from

Athens to Corinth. De Chirico's art

is partly a series of attempts to
return again to that founding
moment, and revel again in Father's

victory-modernity's victory-over
natural obstacles, his turning of
antiquity into decor seen from a
speeding carriage.

We could ask of the Tony
Oursler, by contrast, whether in it

steam and the machine have left in

them any suggestion-any memoryof possibility and power. Or is what
they produce just so much illusion?
The Influence Machine, Oursler calls his

piece. "Influence" is a dead, dispiriting
word. (In America it comes with a

price tag.) The men and women in

the Galerie des Machines in 1889

were not "influenced" by the
mechanics of modernity. They were
dwarfed by it, maybe; crushed by it;

but also elated and magnified. The machines were their creations. Adorno is
doubtless right that objectified labor is menacing, and in a sense demonic; but

in modernity it is also wonderful, heavenly. If Oursler's machine no longer
plays out this dialectic, even vestigially, then it may be true that we have left
modernity behind.
My key term of comparison with the Oursler, therefore, is Manet's Le Chemin

de fer. Steam is this painting's great subject, clearly; and how people relate to
steam, how they face it or do not face it; how they turn to face us. It does not take

much ingenuity to see that steam in the Manet is a metaphor for a general, maybe
constitutive, instability--for things in modernity incessantly changing their shape,

hurrying forward, dispersing, and growing impalpable. The picture is perfectly
conscious of the fact that their doing so is deeply appealing. It is a sight for sore
eyes. We all like watching the trains go by. But steam in Le Chemin defer is also a
figure for that shifting and impalpability getting into the texture of life. Steam is a
de Chirico. Nostalgia of the Infinite. 1913-1914.
? Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/SIAE, Rome,
and 2002 The Museum of Modern Art, New York.
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metaphor for appearance, and appearances here being transitory, and for some

reason also thoroughly guarded. Steam is the surface that life as a whole is

becoming. The girl and the governess are put in a space that is more like a cage
than a terrain vague. From railings to picture plane there are no more than two

or three feet.

Steam and appearance, then: that is certainly Manet's ruling trope. But not
simply appearance canceling depth, and ruling out inwardness altogether. Manet
and modernism never go that far. The governess is reading and dreaming. For a
moment she may be all outwardness and facingness, but she still has two fingers
keeping her place in her book. Maybe steam could also be a metaphor for the
freedom of the imagination. But then we look again at those implacable railings,
dividing and ruling the rectangle, pressing everything up to the picture surface.
Surfaces are too easily organized, that is the trouble with modern mobility and
anonymity. Always in the new city freedom (evanescence) is the other side of
frozenness and constraint.

As I followed the trail of images opened up by the Oursler-looking

particular at The Influence Machine and Le Chemin defer side by side-it dawn
me that what I was thinking about was the difference between modernism

Edouard Manet. The Railway. 1873. Photo ? 2002
Board of Trustees, National Gallery of Art, Washington.
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of the father, which bears as much resemblance to the real one as a wooden

hobbyhorse to a horse-this seems to me utterly futile, and a guarantee of bad,
self-righteous, simplistic work. I believe we need to understand modernism, in
other words, if we are ever genuinely to get out from under its shadow.

Most of this essay, it follows, is devoted to thinking again about what modernism was. But I do want to make a link with the present. I want to talk about the
nature of modernism with the following question always in mind: "If this was
modernism, then what would escaping from it to another paradigm of artistic
production be like?" Are we in the process of such an escape? In particular-and

This content downloaded from
67.83.7.91 on Mon, 08 Feb 2021 13:24:03 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms

Modernism, Postmodernism, and Steam 161

this I take to be the central challenge present

modernism to be a form of art somehow de

possibilities of modern life (of the form of li
think that the life we are living now is suffici
Manet or Picasso or Jackson Pollock to deserve

think it has not yet got one? Maybe just putting a

is inadequate, but would I not agree that moder

last thirty or forty years? Reconfigured to the po
And is not part of that reconfiguration a new f

a virus through the culture at large-a new ma
of the social balance from a previous regime o
the image? Surely that circumstance offers vis
not uniquely placed to enter into a dialogue w
central means of production of a newly imagin
unique opportunity turn out to be exactly t
visual art to the actual present instrumentatio
production of subjects-turn out to be not close
in the process of becoming simply and irrevoca
Life production? Is not this the real sense of th

the pages of Parkett or Artforum confirms the fa

the line of demarcation between visual art and

simply no longer exists? Not only does it not exist

The nonexistence is one of art's great affirmati
Do not leap to conclusions here. I shall not g
contrast to the present situation, that once st

the image-regimes that truly had power in the
existed in close, dangerous proximity to the r
doubt the Manet speaks to that. Modernism's m
young Marx's critique of Hegel: Modernists beli
any Realism, to take the forms of the present
mimicry, almost ventriloquism; but that out of
critique, of true destabilization-they would "t
dance by singing them their own song."2
The question of this essay, then, is whether
art. You will not get a crisp answer to it in wha

give one. Maybe none of us do. But at least

involved in asking the question. If what we wan
present day might still be able to "teach the p
singing them their own song," then surely we

truly petrified and petrifying in the current wor

2. Karl Marx, "A Contribution to the Critique of Hegel

Karl Marx, Early Writings (Harmondsworth, England: Peng
p. 247, translation modified.
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Malevich.
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pieces locked into position on the plane. Both the
that. Their means of ordering are explicit, almost
splitting of bodies into vertical segments are m
breakup of the world into formal elements or par
least partly, like a compositional machine.

But already, as I begin to describe the particu
formalism, we are face-to-face with the other s
modernists put a peculiar stress on the facts of th
here should fall on "stress" and on the stress be

Modernism is the form formalism took in condition
as it tried to devise an answer to modernity. And th

Either formal order was foregrounded-one might
it registered as positively an imposition, a prefab
templates. Or form was dispersed-pushed toward

random juxtaposition-discovered always on t

Henri Matisse. View of Notre Dame. 1914.

? Succession H. Matisse, Paris/Artists Rights
Society (ARS)/New York and 2002 The Museum
of Modern Art, New York.
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realm of experience, they gave rise to recreation-to lif

games. Malevich's space-suited sportsmen are only a profes
Manet's little girl's absence of mind.

This is the first dream of modernity. The second,
separate from its twin. The world, it said, is more and

rationality, made available and comprehensible to i
made mechanized and standardized. The world is on it
lucidity. In the end it will become (and if you look har
world of relations rather than entities, exchanges rat
management rather than bodies engaged in physical l
the realm of necessity.

These were the central imaginings of modernity,
modem artists shared them-they were not somehow im
practice-this is the key point-they found themselves

patterns of imagery, to the test. And the test was form, th

particular medium.

Modernism was a kind of wind tunnel, in which moder

pushed deliberately to breaking point. For "pushing,"
"flattening." How do the values and excitements calle

Manet's question) when they are put down in two dimensio
was a means of investigation: it was a way of discovering w

really amounted to, by finding what it took to make a pai
play between flatness and depth, what kind of stress on t
what sorts of painterly insistence or abbreviation? And if
to give such and such an ideal of modernity form, then w

ideal? Does the available imagery of the modem pass th
draw it-if I give it this particular visual existence-does it

Of course, putting the problem in the way I have j
modernism seem too detached, too reasonable. In practi
something about the dreams of modernity that drove
were put to the test by being materialized, by being
technical maneuvers; but time and again they were f
process, as if the artist wanted to see how much of th
extremes of dispersal and emptying, flattening and ab
de-skilling-the procedures that strangely, in modernism,

was. Modernist formalism was forcing, in other words;
for that forcing, that continual extremism, except th
extremity in the thing-the life-being tested.
Once upon a time I called this exacerbation of means
modernm art its "practices of negation." But I do not like
think it wrong to opt for either "negative" or "positive,"

descriptions of modernism in characteristic mood. The

always on the lookout for the moment, or practice, to wh
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Some of you will have been saying to yourselves, reading the last paragrap
that it tells a story you have been told many times before. And you are right. T
kinds of shifting and undecidability I am pointing to are the ABC of modernis
Face is giving them a basic grammatical outing. It has a pedagogical tone. Its bl
and white is that of the blackboard or diagram. It is pedagogical, schematic, an

therefore, I believe-this is another typical fact about modernism--deep

intertextual. The painting is obviously haunted by Picasso's own previous versi
of geometry and monochrome, and seems to be asking itself the question, "Wh
if anything, is left to painting from the series of experiments called Cubism?

this what Cubism now comes down to? This set of black-and-white mechanisms, in

other words-this chessboard of presences and absences. Nor do I think t

Cubism is the only previous pictorial grammar being invoked. I look again at t

slightly yellowed vertical at the right-hand side and find myself thinking, irresistibl
of the same vertical in Matisse's Porte-Fenitre a' Collioure. We cannot be sure, by th

way, that Picasso would have seen this painting by 1927. But I think th

conceptually it is the right pairing. Modernism, as I see it, is always debating
whether anything--especially any human thing--can make an appearance agai

in the void of Matisse's 1914 window. And certainly Picasso knew enough

Pablo Picasso. Face. 1927. ? Estate of Pablo
Picasso/Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York.
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himself demonstrates that. And the face at the window in Picasso is not to be

Bl

placed unequivocally in an anti-Matissean realm of un-pleasure, say, or outri
monstrosity. There is a strange dialogue going on in Face not only with Matis

3. See the discussion in Yve-Alain Bois, Matisse and Picasso (Paris: Flammarion, 1998), pp. 41, 46

Matisse. French Window at Collioure. 1914. ? Succession H. Matisse,

Paris/Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York, and CNAC/MNAM/Dist.
Riunion des Musees Nationaux/Art Resource, New York.
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Manet. At the Cafe. 1878.
The Walters Art Museum.

Regularly in a Manet you begin to realize that the first casualness and mobility mask
some kind of loss or horror. One's eyes move off left to the woman whose body is cut

by the frame; and the lean of her body, and desolation of her look, insinuate
themselves as the keys to the picture's whole tone. The face is all the more agonized
for being incidental-for being almost absorbed into the meaningless flow of sights.

Modernism was about some form of agony, then; but the point is that the
agony, in modernity, is not separable from delight. That is true of the Manet, but also
true, I would argue, of the Picasso. This is why Picasso's effort at an imagery of horror

is bound up with a pictorial dialogue with Matisse. "I shall show you that horror is
beauty, under modern conditions": that seems to me what Picasso is saying. And it
was not as if Matisse simply disagreed with him, or failed to see what Picasso's art
meant. Certainly horror and agony are never the right words in Matisse's case. He
wanted to go on believing in the dream of appetite and sensation. Of course-but in
practice he too knew that the machinery of pleasure and possession was just that, a
machine; and that time and again what the machine churned out was a vision of
plenitude on the verge of stridency and overkill (or smugness and fancy dress).
Picasso's Face and Matisse's Porte-Fenitre a Collioure are the proper foils for The
Influence Machine, in my view; but on their own they are too private and immediate-

too refusing of history--to stand for modernism as I conceive it. They are one
moment of modernism: the inward-turning one, the retreat to form as ultimately a
shelter from modernity; though always, in the art that matters, modernity returns.
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Nobody is denying that this impulse is integral to m
many of its highest achievements. But it is a mom
isolated and phantasmatic in modernism is always t
its place in space again, and exercising its new pow

eternal present there is always de Chirico's drea
Nostalgia of the Infinite, and put beside it anot
sometime during the terrible years of forced coll
these two pictures as modernism facing the wo
facing it in a profoundly strange way.

Malevich. Peasant in the
Fields. ca. 1928-32.
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Modernism was certainly about the pathos of dream and desire in twentiethcentury circumstances, but, again, the desires were unstoppable, ineradicable.
The upright man will not let go of the future. The infinite still exists at the top o
the tower. Even in the Picasso the monster flashing up outside the window is my
monster, my phantasm, the figure of my unnegotiable desire. The monster is
me-the terrible desiring and fearing subject inside me that eludes all form of
conditioning, all the barrage of instructions about what it should want and who i
should be. This is Picasso's vestigial utopianism. You think that modernity is a
realm of appetite and immediacy! I'll show you appetite! I'll show you immediacy! I shall, as a modernist, make the dreams of modernity come true.
Modernism was testing, as I said before. It was a kind of internal exile, a
retreat into the territory of form; but form was ultimately a crucible, an act of
aggression, an abyss into which all the comfortable "givens" of the culture wer
sucked and then spat out.

Suppose we finally put the Oursler opposite the Picasso (which I realize is
unfair), and try to confront the question of modernism and postmodernism head
on. Let me say again what I said at the start. I do not know the art of the presen
well enough to be able to ask questions of it with any authority; but I think I kno
the art of the previous era well enough to know what questions ought to be asked
I have been arguing that modernism wished to understand, and put under real
pressure, the deep structure of belief of its own historical moment-those things
about itself that modernity most took for granted, or most wished were true. Th
pressure was formal. The beliefs would survive the test of the medium, or they
would disintegrate. Mostly, it seems, they disintegrated. Modernism was modernity's
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official opposition. It was the pessimist to mod
cultivated extremism-it seems as an answer to m

technicality (which of course most modernists also l
was not problem-solving. It made problems worse.
The question to put to the art of the present, t
appear to see as the beliefs in the culture of our o
structural, similarly the core of our present ideolo
putting those beliefs to the test? I have talked some

but of course for visual artists it is beliefs about vision

or, rather, beliefs that take the form of images-o
dreams of knowledge arranging itself in specifically
such beliefs are at present the cutting edge of a n
Oursler is typical here. Any artist with smarts is g
that matters currently is the one promoted by the
that dream life going to be put under real pressure
implied by Marx's "Teach the petrified forms how t
own song." Mimicry is not enough. Nor is hectoring

singing. But singing involves hitting the right n
involves not an approximate knowledge of what th
about itself, but an intuition (of the kind that Man
precisely the central knot in the dream life-the fo

structure of dream-visualization. It is easy to fake mod

as Benjamin reminds us, has thrived from the very
of the strange, the new, the phantasmagoric. But
The art that survives is the art that lays hold of t
surface image-flow.

I see two belief systems that the art of our tim
with. One is simply the imagery of "information," a

newly robbed of its space-time materiality by a truly g

of virtualization. The world in the hands of the sym
put a pessimistic spin on it; or the world laid open
great global community of hybrids and particulars,
utopia proposed lately by Antonio Negri. This is be
that it is, among other things, a belief about a new

means of materialization and dematerialization of labor. And at the center of the

belief system is an image of knowledge visualized, taking place in screen space, and
being altered in its very structure by that new placing and mobilizing, that new
system of appearances. This leads straight to belief number two. It is simply th
conviction that some kind of threshold is being passed, or maybe has been passed,
from a bygone world where the Word was the ultimate structure of knowing to
one ruled by the image or the shifting visual array.

This is the belief system, obviously, that visual artists will feel it hardest to
disagree with or get a distance from. Just as Manet, with one side of himself, fell
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ances was also one of identities, fixities, constraints, and determinations, I dare

to predict that once the present ecstasy of the virtual and nonverbal is put to the
test of form, it too will be found wanting. And I shall stop pretending to be neutral

and say why. I shall end by offering artists of the present a few antivisual,
antidigital slogans. Maybe you should imagine them as coming in a torrent out of
the mouth of Tony Oursler's ghost.

Nothing could be further from the truth, says the protagonist of The
Influence Machine, than the idea that the age of the Word is finished. On the
contrary, words are still everywhere. And the image machinery we have created
and disseminated is just a means for making those words over into images-that is
the trouble with it. The ghost abominates the current means of visualization in
the culture not out of nostalgic "logocentricity," but because it sees our present
means of symbolic production as essentially flooding the world with verbiage-with
the simplest of words (the most banal and transparent of knowledge-motifs) given
sufficient visual form. Sufficient, that is, for the motifs to make their hit, name

their product, push the right paranoid button. Everything about the actual
configuration of image-making in the world around us speaks to that fact. The
system's notions of image clarity, of image flow and image density-they are all
essentially modeled on the parallel (and unimpeded) movements of the logo, the
compressed pseudonarrative of the TV commercial, the product slogan, the sound
bite. Images are still everywhere telling stories or issuing orders. Web pages,

billboards, and video games are just visualizations-magnifications and speed-

ups-of this prior and continuing world of the shouted (or whispered) sentence.
The ghost rants on, I realize. But remember he is suffering-the new "Cold
Heaven" has driven him mad. And at least in his bitterness he points to a complex
of problems which, for the moment, our culture wishes not to recognize. If there
is to be a visual art of postmodernity, in other words, I think it will have to begin
from the ghost's anger, the ghost's skepticism. It will have to probe, as Manet and

Picasso did, at the concepts that truly organize-that produce-our present
fictions of the now. Once upon a time that meant mobility, and the free play of

appearances, and the great myth of individuality. Those were Manet's and

Picasso's raw materials. Nowadays it is the notions of virtuality and visuality. It is
time this imaginary was put to the test of form.
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