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Radical Visions of Modern Life

Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev

Multitude, solitude... the terms are equal and interchangeable for the active, productive poet.
Charles Baudelaire, 18691

With the rise of the big city during the nineteenth century, crowds, multitudes and masses, as well
as the way in which they shaped modern society and its consciousness, became a new focus. In pre-
modern societies, it was rare to encounter strangers in the course of one's daily existence, and
people spent their lives with relatives, colleagues, and long acquaintances. It is now often noted
how modern life offered for the first time a more open condition - the crowd, which created
unexpected encounters as well as anonymity and solitude.

With the birth of factories and the rise of new industrial cities, people who had never met before
brushed shoulders in streets, cafés and urban parks. Class consciousness and revolutionary or
utopian social movements also emerged. By the turn of the twentieth century, photography had
established itself as a major force in the depiction of humanity, representing more people's faces
than traditional painting had ever been able to. Thus, one way to read the history of cultural
production in modernity, and in particular, the history of its aesthetic incarnation in modernism, is
to tell the story of how we have come to terms with the "collective," and to explore how throughout
the modern period and up to today the single, personal or individual subjectivity has been defined
by, and has defined, the subjectivity of the group.

In traditional art-historical discourse, Edouard Manet's paintings of the mid-nineteenth century are
put forward to exemplify the birth of modernism because he broke the rules of Renaissance
perspective and spatial organisation, introducing the flat picture plane, and thus ushering in
generations of artists who would continue to explore art as an autonomous object of research. It has
been argued that in the age of photography and film, art needed to carve out its own sphere - thus
reaching beyond figuration to other deeper, more abstract, and more "authentic" levels. According
to this analysis, the modernist artist acted almost with scientific method, identifying artistic
conventions and then casting them off in a progressive quest for the "ultimate" and "essential"
aesthetic experience. Along this route, abstraction, the monochrome, the Minimalist "specific
object," the "attitudes become form" of post-Minimalist practices, and, finally, the dematerialised
conceptual artwork - thought itself as art - developed.

Expressionism, Surrealism and Pop Art, as well as the works of individual, unclassifiable artists like
Alberto Giacometti or Francis Bacon, who never wavered from their portrayal of tormented figures,
were generally classified as offshoots, or sidetracks from the main course of artistic progress
towards "essentials." Only with the advent of postmodernism and its critique of originality in the
late 1970s did this scientific modernist quest abate, at the cost of transforming art into self-critical



practice, into hermeneutics, or "art after the end of art." Postmodernism did not allow for the
pleasures of illusion.

But the persistent use of illusionary space and the represented figure throughout the twentieth
century and into the twenty-first in the radical practices of artists working across a broad range of
media from painting, collage and sculpture, to print-making, photography, film and video - suggests
a different story from the one told by modernist art critics and historians of the last century, which
has become stereotypical by now.

As Charles Harrison points out in his essay in this catalogue (p. 40), artists have often renewed and
revolutionised artistic language by engaging the viewer within the illusionary space of their
pictures. Jeff Wall, for example, has been pursuing this device in his back-lit photographs ever since
his first Picture for Women in 1979, not by chance a homage and restaging of Manet's Bar aux
Folies-Bergere (1881-82).

However, in none of the writings by Manet available today is there any mention of his interest in the
"flat" surface of paintings, nor in art as an autonomous object. Modernist writers have perhaps
based their readings of his art more on Emile Zola's formalist and "naturalistic" interpretation? than
on Manet's own statements. For Zola, Manet painted what he saw as directly and as truthfully as
possible through an observation of the tonal values of light, allowing the physicality of paint to be
visible in order to affirm art's truthfulness, but also its autonomy. Manet was not very popular
among most critics and connoisseurs of his time, and was pleased with Zola's attention and support
of his oeuvre, willingly accepting this perspective. Yet Manet himself spoke mainly of instantaneity
("Capture what you see in one go")3, painting his impressions quickly and directly, a taches (with
spots), for a specific reason: if he could capture the emotion he himself had felt before reality, then
the artwork might become not only a convincing representation of the real but, more importantly, a
catalyst for that same feeling in the viewer: "When you look at it, and above all when you think
how to render it as you see it, that is, in a such a way that it makes the same impression on the
viewer as it does on you, you don't look for - you don't see - the lines on the paper over there, do
you? And then, when you look at the whole thing, you don't try to count the scales on the salmon.
Of course not, you see them as little silver pearls again grey and pink."4

It was the speed and flow of change characterising modern life that interested Manet: "Who was it
that said that drawing should be the transcription of form? The truth is, art should be the
transcription of life... You must translate what you feel, but your translation must be instantaneous...
Personally, I am not greatly interested in what is said about art. But if I have to give an opinion, |
would put it this way: everything that has a sense of humanity, a sense of modernity, is interesting;
everything that lacks these is worthless."S Speaking about his Venetian paintings, furthermore,
Manet wrote: "Crowds, rowers and flags and masts must be sketched in with a mosaic of coloured
tones, in an attempt to convey the fleeting quality of gestures."® Technically, Manet did not use
photography as an aid to find new points of view on scenes, as Edgar Degas did. His art was less
concerned with mimicking the snapshot than with capturing the instantaneity and flow of modern
vision, and integrating these into pictorial illusion.

The fluid, changing, "rhyzomatic" nature of perception and knowledge has been the particular focus
of postmodern theory since the 1970s. Both feminist and post-colonial thought have, over the last
decades, delved deeply into notions of hybrid, changing and multiple subjectivities. However, such
characteristics are not specific only to postmodern culture in the latter part of the twentieth century
and the beginning of the twenty-first. Quite to the contrary, this exhibition argues that, as the art of
Manet exemplifies, the representation of the fluid, complex, layered nature of experience has been
one of the most evident traits of modernism since its inception in the crowd scenes, the café-
concerts and parks he and the Impressionists in the latter part of the nineteenth century depicted.



This ability to open up and renew the language of art occurred principally through the time-based
qualities of the new media of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries: on the one hand, the
instantaneity of photography and, on the other, its alter-ego, the constant flow of imagery in film
(photography in movement). Such a double-sided development could only take place within the
realm of illusion and the figurative - the locus in which a viewer is most able to"project"
psychologically onto the artwork.

A sense of how autonomous subjectivity breaks down in the city is thus present in Umberto
Boccioni's early Futurist paintings, such as La citta che sale (The City Rises, 1910) or
L'Antigrazioso (The Anti-gracious, 1912-13), where figures seem to dissolve into the urban
landscape that rushes past them. It is also present in the layered and reflective imagery of Eugene
Atget's photographs of Paris at the turn of the nineteenth century; or in George Grosz's Café (1915)
and Max Beckmann's The Artist's Café, 1944, where space is represented as a coming together and
interaction of clashing picture planes and perspectives onto modern figures and their social settings.

The exploration of the self as a figure whose boundaries have become malleable due to its reaction
to the "crowd" of modern life continues in Francis Bacon's dynamic distortions of the 1950s, such
as Untitled (Crouching Nude), 1950, and Study for Portrait IX (1957), and in Andy Warhol's iconic
representations of the contemporary self as at once a celebrity (a projection of a collective self) and
a multiple (an anonymous, repeated, instant product of consumer culture).

In Michelangelo Pistoletto's Quadri specchianti (Mirror paintings), created since 1960, instead,
"projection” is taken quite literally to mean the incorporation of the viewer's own image, reflected in
the mirror, into the depicted scene, while in Richard Hamilton's paintings of crowds such as People
(1965-66) and The Bathers Il (1967), a blurred photographic gaze creates an ambiguous and
shifting zone of perception, which the viewer completes by "projecting" his own figures onto the
picture.

The referencing of the cinematic in the art of the 1990s provided a further articulation of the
modern flow, particularly exploring the layering of subjectivity. In Pierre Huyghe's L'ellipse (The
Ellipsis, 1998), for example, the artist asked the actor Bruno Ganz to reprise the role of Jonathan
Zimmermann that he had played in Wim Wenders' film The American Friend (1977), this time
filling in the temporal ellipsis or jump cut between two scenes in the original movie. In Huyghe's
work, the aging Ganz walks through Paris, a contemporary fldneur of our urban imagination.

Thus, from Manet's Le Bal masqué a |'Opéra (Masked Ball at the Opera, 1873) to the photographs
of drag queens and the New York underground that Nan Goldin has been making since the late
1970s, up to Mark Leckey's representations of people dancing in Fiorucci Made Me Hardcore
(1999) and Destiny Deacon's even more recent Matinee (2003), where a man and a woman meet
and dance in an oneiric space and the video itself becomes an animated and dancing technology, the
modern (and postmodern) experience has been portrayed by artists as an on-going flow of
subjective perceptions and emotions, defined by, and contrasted with, moments of collective
atmosphere.

Both Freud and Marx were great modern thinkers - the former looking closely into the individual
psyche, the latter more at the bigger picture of collective relations and historical processes. Yet they
both defined their thinking through constant attention to the other extreme - Marx to the individual's
alienation from the products of his own labour, Freud to the way in which the psyche is constructed
and determined by sexual patterns - that is, by patterns of group behaviour. Amongst the earliest
representations of modernity as a relationship between the individual and the crowd is Edgar Allan
Poe's tale "The Man of the Crowd" (1840), later commented upon by Charles Baudelaire, whose
concept of the flaneur inspired Walter Benjamin's Passagenwerk (Arcades, 1927-40), the first full
description of life in the modern city and one of the first critiques of the inception of consumer



culture. In Poe's story, a narrator sits at a table in a café, gazing at the passing crowd through the
window. While he is able to identify most of the people he sees with one of the many identifiable
groups that make up the mass of city dwellers, he becomes aware of a strange, isolated individual,
apparently moving through the streets without aim, unclassifiable. He follows the man in his
wanderings through the streets for the course of a day and a night, until he eventually confronts
him.

The narrator of Poe's story might simply be following himself - the search for the 'other' in the
anonymous crowd boils down to a search for oneself, for a stable subjectivity within the flux.
Significantly, Marcel Duchamp portrayed himself photographically in Hinged Mirror Photo (1917)
as a figure multiplied and divided from himself through his five-fold reflection - a crowd of
identical men sitting at a table wearing a jacket and smoking a pipe. The same dynamic search for
the individual in the crowd (or for oneself in the crowd) can be seen in Vito Acconci's Following
Piece (1969), where he tailed strangers in New York until he lost touch of them; in Sophie Calle's
Suite Venitienne (1980), for which she followed a man from Paris to Venice and back again; in
Steve McQueen's Exodus (1992-97), where two men carry plants through the city; in Francis Alys'
Re-enactments (2000), in which the artist walks the streets with a gun, undetected by the majority of
people who ignore him; and Matthew Buckingham's Situation Leading to a Story (1999) where the
artist follows the clues of a story through two reels of home movies found in the trash.”

In Poe's tale, the man being followed stops for a while in front of a theatre - a space of modern
spectacle and ritual gathering - just as the performance ends. Theatres (where the audience
experiences the illusion of spectacle) as well as the spaces outside them (the foyer, the pavement
outside) are sites of transition from this illusion to the bustle of the real city as well as from the
feeling of being alone and transfixed within a projection, and the feeling of being grounded in the
here and now together with a crowd of other real people. Theatres not by chance recur in many
modern works of art. These are places in which society is both represented as divided into classes
and where those divisions also break down. In Manet's Le Bal masqué a I'Opéra (Masked Ball at
the Opera), for example, the focus is on the crowd of men in black top hats and the well-dressed,
masked women in the foreground, yet the two legs dangling from the balcony suggest a partially
hidden alternative class, yet somehow still belonging to the space below. This space 'above' also
suggests a subconscious world of fantasy and impulses which influences life 'below' and is
manifest, refusing to be pacified in any form of psychic removal.

Walter Sickert's Gaieté Rochechouart (1906) again represents social hierarchy: the painter's point of
view is frontal, and he divides the canvas into an upper half showing a full balcony and a lower half
crowded with more wealthy spectators. But David Bomberg's Ghetto Theatre (1920) radically
skews this perspective: the artist's viewpoint onto the scene is from above and aslant, disrupting
perspective and foregrounding the seated working class in the upper tier. In Carlo Carra's Uscita dal
teatro (Leaving the Theatre, 1909), furthermore, with its almost abstract atmospheric quality, the
people outside the theatre, on the pavement, blend together, united by their collective memories and
sensations of the spectacle just witnessed.

The space of spectacle as a sports competition, and in particular the boxing ring, is another subject
that has attracted the observation of modern artists, exemplified by works from George Bellows'
Ringside Seats (1924), and Jack Yeats' The Small Ring (1930) to Paul Pfeiffer's video trilogy The
Long Count (2000-01). In Bellows' pre-television painting, we identify with the point of view of
spectators, and the ring is beyond our scope and high above our position; in Yeats' painting, instead
we are located behind the boxer's pale body, we are identified with the boxer, seemingly engaged
not with an adversary but with the crowd itself. Several generations later, Pfeiffer returns to the



motif only to edit out the boxer digitally from the scene. His absent and consumed body is present
only by default, as a ghostly shadow hovering over the stage.

This is a "self" consumed by television while also an example of a newly found form of agency in
the digital age, since we the viewers are not "allowed" to enjoy his body, paradoxically retrieved
from technology by technology itself. The installations of Janet Cardiff and George Bures Miller,
meanwhile, often involve the creation of suspended spaces suggestive of spectacle - from the
miniature theatre The Muriel Lake Incident (1999) to Paradise Institute (2001) and The Berlin Files
(2003). In this universe of theatre and of film, judgement is suspended, and subjectivity is lost in
projection. We are alone with(in) a story but, unlike when we read alone, we are part of a crowd of
fellow spectators whom we do not necessarily know personally, a space where class boundaries are
looser, like in the café-concerts so often depicted by the Impressionists. In Juan Mufioz's almost
life-size grey plaster and iron sculptures of spectators seated on chairs, such as Three Seated on the
Wall With Big Chair (2000), the sculptural figures address each other and only obliquely watch the
scene below, where the viewer stands.

Many artists, and in particular those interested in the spaces of spectacle, have depicted the modern
condition of living in crowds as a positive and liberating dynamic, as a psychological state where
the individual might feel free to construct and reconstruct the self continuously and at will, since we
are no longer bound by personal biography and the condition of being immediately identifiable by
those around us. Thus, the woman on the right who stares at the viewer in Manet's painting proudly
wears a mask over her eyes, reversing the usual power structure of viewer over viewed. She looks at
us, but we cannot truly see her; she is looked at by the men in the picture, but cannot truly be seen
by them.

The pleasures and freedom of assuming fictitious identities recur in Brassai's images of Paris by
night, in Man Ray's photographic portraits of Marcel Duchamp as Rrose Sélavy (1920-21), in
Claude Cahun's self portraits, begun in the 1920s, in which she adopts a variety of costumes so that
gender identification breaks down, and in Cindy Sherman's Film Stills of the late 1970s and 1980s,
where the artist assumes different roles and identities based on cinematic stereotypes.

Amongst the artists who have also explored the relationship between the individual and the group as
a positive dynamic are those engaged artists who contributed to modern revolutionary impulses.
Here the individual self is identified with the cause of the collective. Dziga Vertov's film, Man With
a Movie Camera (1929), an avant-garde tale of twenty-four hours in a modern city, Alexandr
Rodchenko's photographs, the posters and collages of Gustav Klucis and John Heartfield, as well as
the photographs of Tina Modotti all fall into this category.

Many of these works are photographs or photo-collages, and photography has contributed much to
this depiction of modern life in general. Whether made with a documentary or a direct political
intent, the images of crowds and public events created by photographers like Robert Capa, Henri
Cartier-Bresson, Walker Evans, Helen Levitt, Eve Arnold, René Burri, Mario Giacomelli and David
Goldblatt, suggest the energies of the collective.

More recently, the self explored by Sam Durant since the 1990s in his pencil drawings and
installations dedicated to the heroes and myths of the 1960s and 1970s (from the Altamont Rock
concert to anti-war demonstrations) is defined by utopian projection onto moments of collective
history, their memory and a sense of their having become arcadie. A similar spirit informs Jeremy
Deller's historical re-enactment of the (in)famous 1984 battle between striking miners and the police
under the Thatcher government in The Battle of Orgreave (2001).

Yet parallel to this optimistic viewpoint, another thread has run through modern and contemporary
art: an acute expression of self-doubt, the questioning of whether it might ever be possible truly to
connect with others, or to survive the alienation of anonymity and the overwhelming energy of the



crowd that surrounds us. From Edvard Munch's representation of loss in paintings such as
Ddgenderpa (The Day After, 1894-95), where a half-dressed woman lies sprawling on a bed with
two empty glasses and some bottles on a bedside table, to Nan Goldin's melancholy portraits of
friends after parties, or people alone while others are gathering in an adjacent space, solitude has
been depicted in modern times more and more acutely than it had ever been represented before. The
sadness evoked by Kéthe Kollwitz's crowd scenes of prisoners or of mourners in Gedenkblatt fiir
Karl Liebknecht (In memory of Karl Liebknecht, 1919-20) are matched by the desperation of Soho
Eckstein alone in his office in William Kentridge's Stereoscope (1999), unable to connect with the
outside world. René Magritte's silent figures, often substituted by hovering spheres, as in La
Reconnaissance infinie (The Infinite Recognition, 1933) bring to mind Edward Hopper's realistic
depictions of solitude, as well as the paintings of Gerhard Richter, which seem imbued with the
sadness of coming into the world after photography has irremediably changed our viewpoint,
making direct experience impossible, as if dulled by memory. Giacometti and Bacon portrayed the
Existentialist self of the mid-twentieth century, alone and distorted. An exasperated modern self in
the tortured expressions of psychological and physical tension suggested by Bruce Nauman's
installations and videos made since the late 1960s, such as Clown Torture (1985-87) is almost
reversed in Douglas Gordon's slowed-down and hallucinatory version of Alfred Hitchcock's film
Psycho (1960) in 24-Hour Psycho (1993), a slowed-down version to almost stillness of the film,
played in slow-motion to the point of being almost still.

In literature, politics, philosophy, psychology and art, the question of how to understand the
individual in terms of the collective and the collective in terms of the individual has been at stake
throughout modernity, and is still a highly topical issue in today's globalised world of
interconnected groups and "multitudes" of singularities, as the writings of authors as diverse or
Giorgio Agamben or Toni Negri and Michael Hardt prove.

Modern times saw the rise not only of the masses, but also of a sense of belonging to groups that
went beyond the whim of the moment, with shared values and lifestyles, and common historical and
economic goals, groups which became defined as "social classes." The crowd that aggregates and
disperses unexpectedly was instead feared in early modern times as uncontrollable, and the solitary
individual within it was seen as decadent. Artists, however, have continued, throughout modern and
postmodern times, to be fascinated by these less organised social formations, by their vitality and
fluidity. Today, it is precisely the transitory and the temporary nature of the modern crowd that
seems more "real" than any early modern notion of class or mass. And it is the crowd which
challenges both our consciousness, our political imaginations, as well as our universe of illusions in
art.
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