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Schreibtischuhr
The starting point here is the relation between writing and time,
object and text, hence the title “Schreibtischuhr” (writing desk clock).
We are considering the time of the written as a point of origin and
analysis, rather than the duration of the spoken. The desk stands for
the common starting point of both the artist and their critical double
when considering the concept image/reads/text. The time of the
desk that begins and ends in silence and is a place of reading and/or
writing. A place for the production of scenarios and a site of critical
writing, correspondence and thought placed into written form. Works
in the exhibition are “on and of ” philosophy. Forcing a material to
speak, as a more productive way to go beyond image and caption. Text
as a point of departure and return – an alert and a series of reflections
at the same time.
A series of precisely selected desks from various moments in the
modern period are displayed in the gallery. The surrounding critical
context of the exhibition is a series of works by artists who take
different approaches to questions of time, scenario production,
identity, and withdrawal – both undermining and accentuating the
themes under examination here.
Liam Gillick and John Rajchman, New York, 2017
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YOUME NOW
Text and Image Today
John Rajchman
Nau Em I Art Bilong Yumi
The Art of Today Belongs to Us!
This phrase, in pidgin English, from Papua, New Guinea was used by
Lawrence Weiner in a series of works in the 90’s, sometimes in stencil
and sometimes as take-away postcards. Forming part of the artists’
long journey out of the linguistic idealism of 60’s conceptual art, it
would become a stand-out image in a group show at the Serpentine in
London, later re-staged in New York at the Jewish Museum.1
The phrase encapsulates a good question. What is this NOW in which
you-and-me are living together each in our singular ways? And who is
this YOUME in art now, today, for example here in Vienna? What role
does image and text, or the relations – or ‘non-relations’ – between
them, play in posing this question. For it has not always been thought
of in the same way; and reading this phrase now we can perhaps see a
new style of formulating it for the art of today.
For a long time the question of art and image tended to be conceived
through the ways in which words are inserted in pictures (as with
the famous ‘non-relation’ Michel Foucault found in ‘ceci n’est pas
une pipe’) or again in whether or how pictures are accompanied by
captions or explanatory labels (as earlier in Walter Benjamin’s worries
about the Neue Sachlichkeit). In the conceptual art of New York in
the 60’s announced by Lawrence Weiner’s famous instructions, it
was a question of countering the prevailing modernist (or ‘formalist’)
1. In the context of this exhibition, we have taken up this phrase again,
printing it on bottles filled Vienna’s famously excellent water.
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view of abstract painting turning in on itself, purifying ‘the medium’
by eliminating all figure, all story or imagistic content. What is
remarkable today is how little these earlier problems or strategies
hold sway – who cares anymore about whether a picture is abstract or
not, or to what determinant medium it belongs? Word and pictures
are now used in other ways; and the question is often posed in other
terms: how do words and images (whether abstract or not) figure
together in larger material fields of practice and sensibility, which are
exposed and opened up through disruptive artistic acts – opened up,
that is, to ‘you and me today’. Seth Price, for example, dismissing the
old abstract-figurative divide, puts it this way: “Art is the productive
outcome of wrong seeing, odd thinking, strange action” within current
conditions and practices – conditions now dominated by the changing
geographies of wealth, new digital technologies, and their respective
roles within the ruling ‘neo-liberal’ formations of today.2
But what then does the principle of ‘wrongly seeing, badly saying,
thinking differently’ suppose theoretically or philosophically; and what
role does theory or philosophy often read by artists like Lawrence
Weiner or Seth Price, play in posing it? Taking a fast look back at the
last century, we find two larger preoccupations, intersecting with one
another in moments of rich invention: on the one hand, the ‘linguistic
turn’ in philosophy or theory and the many formalisms to which
it gave rise; and, on the other, in the arts, the great preoccupation
with abstract or non-objective ‘pictures’, in turn, complicated by
the role of the iron curtain in art history (with Gerhard Richter,
for example, already crossing the border). Thus, there was the great
moment of Russian formalism (Jacobson/Malevich) or of French
structuralism (Jacobson/Lévi Strauss), not to mention ‘American style’
Greenbergian modernism and its clashes with the translations of the
2. Seth Price, ‘Wrong seeing, Odd Thinking, Strange Action’
in Texte Zur Kunst, issue 106, June 2017
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‘late Wittgenstein’ in London or New York. Neither preoccupation
matters much anymore – in philosophy anymore than in art. It is as
though abstraction or linguistic form were again a new idea, harboring
new potentials, at the same time as philosophy or theory has become
concerned more with brains or ecology than with any strict linguistic
determinism. And yet, the question of text and image is still with us.
In contemporary art – or for YOUME today – the question not only
thus calls for new styles and ideas, it also involves a new sense of time
itself: an ana-chronic, multiple, displaced time, suited to changing
geographies and displacements, requiring new strategies of ‘secession’
from the larger forces that keep our seeing in line and our thinking the
same. Der Zeit ihre Kunst, Der Kunst ihre Freiheit, inscribed in stone,
was once the great motto of an earlier Viennese moment of secession.
But today it is as though the Zeit/Freiheit relation were posed in other
ways, giving the motto a sort of contemporary afterlife, in which
Zeit is less an ‘age’ in the march of European history, more a complex
‘moment’ in which many times and geographies come together,
and Freiheit, the new possibilities or potentials that are thus opened
up for you-and-me. The Art of Today, in other words, calls for new
kinds – new times and spaces – of secession (withdrawal, refusal,
questioning) directed against the forces that restrict or delimit what
we can see, say, or do, pushing you and me into a strange time and
space ‘outside’.
We can see this spirit already earlier in Vienna, at the time of
Secession, articulated on two famous writing desks not far from one
another, now themselves part of a larger movement of displacement
and translation of thought and art in Europe, thanks to which their
thinking would become entangled with many experimentations in
post-war ‘art and language’. Now as then, writing desks play a singular
role in the invention of new ways of seeing and talking. They belong
to a history of ‘techniques of the self ’ (or related ‘cultural techniques’).
9.
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They often function as great ‘deterritorializing machines’ – alone at
one’s desk, one is not one’s usual ‘self ’; one becomes outlandish, a
stranger to oneself, yet at the same oddly linked to others, elsewhere,
or in other times. That is how the writing desk figures in the complex
processes of dislocation and displacement in time as in space. We see
this for example today in relation to the Kurds, captured in the images
of ‘swinging doors’ inviting movement that Amet Öğüt invented from
his desk in Berlin. But the problem was already posed in a stark way
by Vilém Flusser in an essay that helped establish him as a Germanlanguage ‘media theorist’ of texts and images. Displaced from a
pre-war multilingual Prague, passing through a forbidding London,
Flusser found himself in post-war Brazil, where he would take part in
the great experimentations with concrete poetry, neo-concretist art,
and changing exhibition formats, seeing in them an antidote to the
European Nationalisms from which he had fled. Disappointed in turn
by the rise of the military dictatorship and returning to Europe, now
a citizen of several cities and a denizen of several languages, he came
to see his writing desk itself as the only remaining home (Wohnung)
in the resulting condition of his Heimatlosigkeit. He would die shortly
after in a car accident.
A writing desk is thus never a home, a Heimat, located in any single
language, way of seeing or thinking; on the contrary, at one’s desk, one
often carries on a kind of battle with fixed ways of talking or seeing,
thus opening to a sense of ‘citizenship’ in art and thinking, irreducible
to any one place. We see this, in particular, with Freud’s famous desk
on Berggasse 19, and with Wittgenstein’s in the same city. Each, and
in tandem, these desks would become the sites of some of the greatest
‘exercises on the self ’, carried out in the last century.
For Ludwig Wittgenstein it was endless. The notes, the ‘remarks’
and ‘investigations’ Wittgenstein wrote at his desk, his daily practice
of ‘conversation with himself ’, his on-going ‘work on himself ’,
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would after the War become his work itself, now a great sprawling
labyrinthine Nachlass. In them and through them, ever troubled
by language, he sought – and tried to show – a way out, pointing
towards a new art of seeing. Never quite at home in polite academic
conversations in Cambridge any more than in Viennese drawing
rooms, always trying to get away from himself as from these others,
he came to picture thinking itself as an activity outside any agreed
way of talking: “A philosopher is not a citizen of any community of
ideas. That is what makes him into a philosopher”, he would write to
himself.3 But of course, actual citizenship was to prove rather more
territorial. With the proclamation of the Nuremberg Laws, German
citizenship became a matter of blood and soil, and the nominally
Catholic Viennese Wittgensteins became ‘pure Jews’. There was
nothing to be done. In order to get out, the family would turn to
the same lawyer as Freud; and when, dying of cancer, Wittgenstein
would come back to the family house in Vienna, then re-located in
the Russian quarter, his situation would be no less Heimatlosig than
Flusser’s.
Wittgenstein took his voluminous notes in a Viennese German, his
Viennese German, inventing a strange strict language he carried with
him through his displacements, a sort of idiosyncratic knot that no
one can quite unravel still now today. Mercilessly dividing up our
ways of talking into myriad ‘language-games’, some quite ‘minor’ or
ordinary (as, notably, with different facial expressions of affect) he
came to picture language itself as a vast web of many little games and
related ‘forms of life’, with no national language to unify them, and no
one foreign one to disrupt them. Thus, in a striking image, he likened
his taking notes to making sketches of a great city, mapping the many
uses of language taking place in it without any overarching scheme
or code – nothing like ‘the logical form’ and related ‘picture theory
3. Ludwig Wittengstein, Zettel, 455.
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of meaning’ that had held him captive in his Tractatus, with its mad
mystical edicts. For no prior scheme pre-exists such webs of language
use in which we are endlessly caught up; all is only endless game,
practice, we carry on with ourselves and one another. Mapping the
games we play thus involved a new picture of how language works: a
Bild but not an overriding Weltanschauung or indeed any sort of ‘overview’. In the end, it is something we come to see only by working on
ourselves in turn in a new art, a new exercise in seeing. For if one can
never oversee all the myriad games we play, we can never locate their
sense by looking within; on the contrary, we must learn instead how
to look outside our supposedly ‘inner selves’ to the games we play with
one another, the ‘forms of life’ in which they figure. There can be, in
other words, no ‘private language’ of just your or just my sensations,
belonging to just you or me. There are only the little unnoticed
practices we never stop playing together and with ourselves—you and
me. To see this play of language with its unscripted rules, we must thus
ourselves take up the sort of exercise Wittgenstein was carrying on at
his desk – an unending ‘philosophical therapy’ in how we see and talk
at a time and place. For no demonstrative argument, no given way of
seeing – or seeing ourselves – can take us there.
Freud’s writing desk, later transported to London, now recreated in
both places, was no less the residence of a new exercise in writing and
seeing. It is itself now quite well known in particular for the figurines
he placed on it. But at the same time, at this desk, Freud was also
engaged in an exercise on himself, inseparable from the new kind of
therapy carried on in the adjacent consulting room. In that room hung
the telling lithograph ‘The Lesson of Dr. Charcot’, the great ‘inventor
of hysteria’. Charcot’s clinic in Paris would be the site of Freud’s own
‘discovery’ of the unconscious, after which he returned to his desk in
Vienna, to study it further with Breuer. For it was after all his dreams,
his ‘self-analysis’, carried on through his correspondence with Wilhem
Fliess, that would lead him to the new ‘interpretation of dreams’ and
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related ‘talking cure’. No less than Wittgenstein, Freud would invent
new writing styles to get at the strange role of language and image
in this treatment and new Deutung – for example with the striking
case study of the mad Viennese family K., leading to young Dora’s
abrupt break with the treatment, raising the unanswered question
of its failure. The very idea of symptom shifted to include slips of
the tongue, peculiar rituals, affective states, as well as dreams and
memories – a strange entangled knot of words and images, in which
alone is to be found the key to unlock it. For our symptoms there preexists no interpretive code or fixed way of seeing of the sort exhibited
in Dr Charcot’s grand symptomatic tableaux painstakingly produced
through the media of photography, drawing or film, anymore than
in the collective ‘archetypes’ of which Freud’s Swiss-German disciple
and rival, Carl Jung, would later dream. In our symptoms, we are
each quite singular, irrevocably idiosyncratic, hermetic; to unravel our
peculiar stumblings and dreams we need something like the
Witz Wittgenstein so admired in Karl Krauss. For, as it would later
be put in Paris, our symptoms ‘write themselves’ in our lives,
inseparable from all the images we form of ourselves and one
another, without prior interpretative scheme or logic; always being rewritten, ‘after the fact’, nachtraglich, this unending writing
involves us each in a peculiar non-narrative non-developmental
relation to time and a dislocated, unheimlich, relation to space. But
what then does all this mean for text and image in the arts? In postwar Paris, this question would be debated anew, forming part of a
larger ‘translation’ that would send French psychoanalysis off on a
different path than in New York or London, where Freud’s own desk
would be re-located. There and then, it would be associated with
many mad artistic experimentations with words and images –
Raymond Roussel, for example, or, for that matter René Magritte –
giving the whole idea of the ‘work’ of the unconscious, a rich after-life,
with many ramifications, notably with many new women artists
and thinkers.
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Today many visual artists still also work off of writing desks. A great
desk, for example, dominates Philippe Parreno’s studio in Paris, where
he works and thinks alone on projects for many different places and
occasions. Of course one now works with other instruments than penand-paper or, as already with Nietzsche, the now obsolete typewriter.
Indeed our computers now all come equipped with virtual ‘desktops’
– perhaps in art, as in work, one is alone ‘at one’s desk’ more than
anytime before. Philippe Parreno’s desk, well equipped with film
and photo as well as words, helps him to move away from the old
idea of images as pictures hung on a gallery or museum wall for an
external, immobilized eye. His floating fish are ‘images’ of another
kind and in another space than such pictures, as if undoing the old
divisions between theater hall and art gallery, introducing a new sense
of movement within. Inspired in the 80s by Jean-Francois Lyotard’s
show “Les immatériaux”, he went on to take up the whole question of
the visual image in music, theatre or cinema, opening up the spaces of
visual art exhibition to a ‘participation’ or a ‘performance’ freed from
their traditional roles in theater or music spaces.
More generally, it seems that today there are many more desks,
many fewer fixed homes. ‘Based’ somewhere, contemporary artists
are always taking up projects elsewhere, their resulting ‘itineraries’,
displacing the more sedentary idea of biography or story told about
family and place. One is always ‘on the move’, even or especially if
one is at one’s desk. At the same time, one is now told that images
themselves migrate, finally freeing themselves from the old ‘prison
house of language’, thus calling for a new ‘iconic’ theory replacing the
older linguistic ones – a new ‘picture-theory’, a new Bildwissenschaft,
as if updating the grand old European iconography of Warburg,
if not of Panofsky, for the contemporary world, with its multiple
times and decentered geographies.
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Of course what is still called visual art is now made, shown, collected,
bought and sold, in many places, thus passing through many desks.
Often seen in circumstances very different from the ones in which
it was produced, it seems that no one language, no one place can
quite contain it. And yet, it is not as if images today had relation no
relation to language. Not only is ‘global English’ now a sort of default
lingua franca for talking about them, they in fact are often made and
circulate within the confines of the new institutions of global art,
passing from one curator’s desk to another. The question becomes
rather how to invent new ways of talking, new sorts of pictures, not
already prescribed for ‘peoples’ or ‘publics’ already in place, with
their given languages and ways of seeing. It thus seems less a matter
of instituting an overarching cultural ‘image science’ than an art of
‘critical translation’ carried on in zones where image-making from
different times and places are thrown together at once, clashing and
mixing anew. We see this sort of translation in the long history of
‘calligraphic’ arts or images, East and West, for example, which goes
back to the 19th century, with artists today inventing troublesome new
scripts or hybrids. In such cases, one translates not from one national
linguistic community to another, but rather within shared clusters of
material practices cutting across nations and identities. Moving out
from such regulated fields (and related ‘skills’), one is free to invent
new languages, new kinds of images, that don’t quite fit in anywhere.
Indeed, as Deleuze once tried to show, perhaps one in fact never thinks
in a given national language or land – or one only ever thinks by
introducing a kind of ‘foreign language’ from within, leading to new
ways of seeing, new sorts of image, as with Kafka’s ‘minor language’
in Prague, Francis Bacon’s ‘Irish’ way of undoing the face in London,
or the great principle he found in the images of post-war ‘third world
and minority’ cinema, that ‘the people’ is missing and must itself be
invented in turn. Languages, in other words, are not Humboldt-like
‘imagined communities’, but rather multiple territories, whose creative
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potentials new striking images in film or painting as in literature can
help us to see. That is why Créole, a French colonial patois, has now
seemed to offer a better picture of the role of language in art today
than the great national languages in Europe, within which Kafka
already felt he could write only by inventing a ‘minor language’.
Edouard Glissant in particular has helped advance such a picture of
‘the art of today’, associating it with the new artistic geography of the
‘archipelago’ – a constellation rather than a linear narrative, involving
many places at once.
We might then see the pidgin English phrase that attracted Lawrence
Weiner along these lines, extending beyond the French colonial
situation. Papua New Guinea is in fact the island where the most
languages are spoken, mixing several European colonial with many
local ones, its Pidgin bringing them together. Who then is ‘YouMe’ in
such a language? A people, a nation, a former colony? More generally,
what language can we speak, what pictures can we make, on our own,
at our desks, but, at the same time, together or ‘in common’ in a world
still – perhaps increasingly – dominated, divided by nations, borders,
fixed territories, landed citizens and so with ‘foreigners’ and the sort
of war or violence to which their existence can lead? If images now
migrate and artists travel as never before, can there be, in art as in
thinking, a kind of ‘global citizenship’, based in no one land, working
in many?
Lawrence Weiner of course, hit upon this phrase, in his own passage
out of the artistic debates about language and image that once raged
in New York. With his ‘In Front of Itself ’, he is coming back to a
very different city, not only from the Hudson docks where he once
worked loading crates, but also those mad creative years, when the
whole question of word and image was being raised in new ways –
for example, by the ‘Pictures Generation’ for whom images were in
fact ‘pictures’, objects produced and circulated within given settings,
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which artists can expose and which they can play with in turn. Louise
Lawler would become one of the most subtle, sly practitioners of this
new art. More generally, the ‘conceptual art’ of the day, increasingly
pre-occupied with spaces and media of production and reception,
would lead to an ‘institutional critique’, along lines later analyzed by
Benjamin Buchloh. But when Buchloh was offering this analysis (for
a show of conceptual art in Paris in 1989), institutional critique, once
‘centered’ in New York, was itself at a kind of impasse. As Andrea
Fraser would put it: we now are ‘the institution’, where then can we
find any ‘outside’? What new role might texts and images yet play in
that new search or given this new dilemma – and where?
In effect, the problem with the turn to the institutional critique of
images, or of the habits and fields in which they figure, was that it
provided no real room for such an outside, only for critique from
within. But the whole history of modern art is a story of moving out
in different ways from such institutions, as with the Secession early in
the century in Vienna, allowing artists the freedom to ‘see wrongly,
think differently’. That is why it is more promising to start directly
with a materialism of the practices (and related ‘distributions’) of our
sensibilities, which, moving across disciplines, allows artists and their
arts to live and act outside the fixed institutional arrangements or
dispositifs which tell them who they are and how they are supposed to
‘see’ things. In Lawrence Weiner’s case, we can perhaps detect a search
for just such a materialism of sensory practice and the unruly role of
art in it. In recent interview with Benjamin Buchloh, looking back,
sometimes disagreeing, he talks of being a ‘happy migrant’, passing
from one discipline, media, and group, to another, looking for a new
‘materialism’ of language itself based in ‘sensual’ terms.
But how then to produce a work for the new Bloomberg inspired (and
financed) ‘cultural hub’ in Manhattan along the Hudson, in front
of the grand sliding exhibition box that Diller Scofidio has designed
17.
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for it? Back the 70’s in New York, Weiner was free to ‘migrate’ to
new practices, forming new associations, leading to the remarkable
drawings he called ‘maps’ or the new use of film, inspired by Godard.
At the time, the city was bankrupt, and, armed with cameras, artists,
often moving their desks into lofts and setting up new spaces for
inter-action and exchange, would take the resulting ‘delirium’ of
the city as a new field of investigation. But that was then. Perhaps
the ‘delirious New York’ of today is more like the one captured in
Loretta Fahrenholz’s film ‘Ditch Plains’. Shot in Brooklyn with nonprofessional black performers, by this young artist based in Berlin,
it suggests a new time and geography of delirium and dislocation,
pursued in another way in her current look at ‘2 am’. Indeed perhaps
Brooklyn today is closer to her Berlin than to Manhattan, where the
new Shed is to be unveiled.
Already as Mayor of that New York, Bloomberg had envisaged a
‘cultural hub’ of a kind found elsewhere, notably in Asia, displacing or
transforming the old idea of cities as ‘art centers’, linking them to one
another in new ways – different therefore from the great modern art
spaces centered in New York, against which ‘institutional critique’ was
once directed. Drawn up at his desk in his studio, ‘In Front of Itself ’
is a work notable for its scale – a forest of 12 ft high custom paving
stones inscribed with this phrase. Who can say, once installed, how
this work will come to be seen – or read? Or indeed just what will
take place in the Shed itself, in front of which these towering words
will appear?
When we look at writing desks today, we can already discern not only
the sense of dislocated time and multiple place that Lawrence Weiner
once amusingly encapsulated through a pidgin English saying, but also
a foreboding atmosphere of war, battle, enclosure, surveillance, within
which images (and words) figure, and against which we now need to
contend. Perhaps we are now confronted with new questions not easily
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contained within the new global cultural hubs or simply reducible to
the questions of translation, displacement, border that once issued
forth from our increasingly interconnected desks. For we seem to be
up against the forces of a nationalist, territorializing reaction to these
sorts of global openings, assuming different forms in different places,
introducing new upheavals in sensibility and debate and calling for a
growing ‘resistance’ (withdrawal, refusal, ‘secession’). What role will
text and image play in such diagnosis and resistance, whose forms and
outcome are still hard to discern? And for and by whom? Who then is
YOUME NOW?
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Stills from TWO a.M.
Loretta Fahrenholz
Still images from unused scenes for Two A.M. shot at the G20 in
Hamburg, a garden show in Berlin, Oktoberfest, a nudist beach in
Munich, and a Goth Festival in Leipzig.
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Rirkrit Tiravanjia, Exhibition view, Secession 2002, Photo: Matthias Herrmann
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DISPATCH FROM A COLLAPSED
REFLEXIVE FRAMEWORK
Noah Barker
A child leaps from a cushion in a gallery. The fabric is bright,
part of a tropical scene with Broodthaers-esque palms around.
She lands and skips across an open expanse toward a modernist
pavilion rendered in stainless-steel. Her reflection and the horizon
behind her are distorted in the structure’s funhouse-approachingvirtual surface. Another lap around the room, navigating an
interior made exterior, permeating a sequence of symbolic orders,
she exits through newly installed glass doors to a rear garden.
Ain flight, a picture of the child is snapped by the director of the
institution hosting her. This image will be dispersed via e-flux
email blast several years later to promote a series of exhibitions
across Western Europe, each conceived as a memory of this one
and others like it.
In circulating as a sign of what’s to be recollected, her figure
inherits allegory from discourse. As Hal Foster recalls in the
opening anecdote of ‘Return of the Real’: a young girl skips along
the wooden beams of a sculpture into the distance of a gallery
only to reappear behind him, still on the beams. While Foster
postulates minimalism’s recurring significance, of which the work
before him is a nominal example, she maneuvers the space of the
interconnecting rooms guided by the art. Admitting his “theory
no match for her practice” the child is said to embody the paradox
of the work’s discursive qualities, one authored in both past
and future. The work is inscribed within the intergenerational
narrative of the avant-garde, which like the child, Foster claims,
recedes and returns within tomorrow. Further, it is the tomorrow,
the return, which fully realizes the significance of the first trauma
as Foster, through Derrida, turns to Freud with the concept of
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Nachträglichkeit, or afterward-ness. He projects the child as a
discursive subject, literally written into the book, as propulsion
and movement, a storm blowing in from Paradise, with himself,
the historian, gazing backwards. Likewise, the Secession child is
inscribed with a legacy of subjects, discourses, and institutions.
As she permeates blurred thresholds of public and private space
she embodies a narrative in which her self is at stake. Passing out
of the gallery, into the garden as sign and subject, she brings this
construction with her.
I’ve caught a mild stimulant buzz chattering with mostly new
faces as the crowd swells behind the Secession. I’m in town for my
second Curated by_, a collaborative initiative between a collection
of private galleries and the city’s private arm, The Vienna Business
Council. The opening weekend has been coordinated with the
Secession Summer party, making the night an affirmation of
community and premier networking event for those passing
through, or to quote the Creative Industries section of the agency’s
website: “proximity” and “sharing of know how”. Keeping up
conversation, someone points out the decorative relief added to
a section of façade during the institution’s recently completed
renovation. The facelift was funded by symbolically selling the
leafs of the structure’s iconic golden dome one by one to donors
for 100 euros, a novel way of the ‘world’s oldest independent
exhibition institution’ democratizing philanthropy. Based on
photographs of the exterior prior to the second world war, the
stucco figures clad in gold leaf would wrap the structure, but the
board has decided it’s not what they were expecting. I and others
agree. “Regardless of its historicity the site shouldn’t fabricate an
image of history.” The group postulates together. The institution
maintains a fragmented identity yet tourism and simulation seem
secondary to its conflicted civic significance. Sensing a momentary
lull, I dig into my pocket past euro coins, pulling out my phone,
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swiping through google images to quickly find what I’m looking
for. “This child is a citizen, and a subject. She is immersed in her
modernity, getting fixed with identity…” As I in mine, beholding
her. “… a projection of the work as a utopic drive.” In an encore
mode, I string out some words echoing a swamp of texts that
form my conscience, “The activities had here, the liberalism and
flexibility they insinuate, these are accommodated and dreamed
by specific economic relations. These markets need this subject!” I
end the performance with a sip of Stiegl.
Founded in 1897, the Secession’s original construction was paid
for by Ludwig Wittengenstein’s father, Karl, then the largest steel
magnate in continental Europe. To commemorate its centennial
anniversary and the Austrian Modernism it first housed, its iconic
dome was minted on the Austrian 50 cent schilling in 1997.
That same year Erste Oesterreichische Spar-Casse, Austria’s first
savings bank, went public and the following year the renamed
bank became the Secession’s primary sponsor. In coordination
with raising capital through its IPO, Erste expanded into Eastern
Europe, buying a Hungarian bank and 9 more by 2006 in a region
roughly mirroring the former Habsburg Empire. The anticipated
political and monetary integration followed in the region from
which Hungary, Slovakia, Czech Republic, and Slovenia joined
the EU in 2004 (followed by Croatia in 2013, also with an
Erste presence). By the time Austria joined in 1995, the journey
to a single currency was coming to a close following the single
and common markets before it. Another step toward the free
movement of goods, services, capital, and people set out in the
European Economic Community’s founding Treaty of Rome with
the intention of civic cohesion through economic instruments.
Following the French Revolution the Habsburg Emperor Francis
I desired a savings bank for the growing urban population. His
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advisor and lender to the Austrian state Bernhard Eskeles cofounded Spar-Casse (to be Erste) in 1819 with other wealthy
Viennese civic patrons, finding a public protagonist in Johann
Baptist Weber, a Catholic pastor. Conceived and promoted
as a philanthropic endeavor to service early wage earners, the
savings bank took up the bee as a symbol of industriousness and
frugality, extending secularized economic reason of the sovereign
through civic society to the growing urban working population.
Gradually, against its original intention, the bank came to service
a limited affluent segment of citizens. Likewise, the Bee faded
into obscurity but was brought back in 2003 to brand the Erste
Foundation, which now acts as both the primary shareholder of
the bank and charitable arm of the Erste Group. A portion of
the yield, or honey so to speak, from the 19% of shares it holds
is used to fund hundreds of initiatives in education, research,
leadership workshops, and think tanks, promoting what the
foundation refers to as Europeanisation. This is essentially an
acclimation of cultural and social aptitudes to the those of western
EU countries from whom foreign investment is desired. These
ventures include Okruzenje [Vicinities], the only television show
viewable in all Balkan states, and Kontakt, a collection of art since
1950 from the countries in which the bank operates. Vicinities as
a term can be thought of as a spatialization of underdevelopment.
In large part, the Erste interest in Eastern European countries
is their maintenance of approximately double the growth rate
compared to their western counterparts over the past decade.
This colloquial ‘outer area’ said to be involved in a ‘catching up’
is in turn not geographically distinct so much as politically and
historically, as Peter Osborne states in conversation with Nataša
Ilić published in the Kontakt collection’s own catalogue.
With a title in reference to the Slovak artist Július Koller, the
Kontakt collection sets out to integrate the post-war art of Eastern
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Europe into the historically western, dominant discourse as a
doubly repressed history by both official state culture and the
western canon. Koller’s bio on the collection website conflates
his practice’s relation to Soviet suppression of the Prague Spring
and socialist technocracy to the transgression of Modernism by
other post-war neo-avant-gardes. Koller’s “anti-pictures” and
“anti-happenings” are textual in ways paralleling the western
avant-gardes as Foster ascribes them in his doctrine. The October
historian projects these practices within a midcentury “crisis
of signs”, taken to mean the transition from the “structural
linguistics of high modernism to the post-structuralist semiotics
of post-modernism.” In this narrative, modern art turns inward,
purifying its source, bracketing its referent to either autonomize
itself as a sign, paradigmatic in Mondrian, or explore the
arbitrariness of the sign as in Dada and Russian Constructivism,
repressed by Greenberg and Stalin respectively. At the postmodern dawn, following Greenbergian paternalism, the neoavant-gardes are said to further “liberate” the sign’s internal
signifier and signified, amounting to the Nachträglichkeit register
of the original fragmentary trauma. In doing so, art reflected,
self-consciously or not, the ‘abstract dynamic of capital’ which
is essentialized by Marx in a description of finance capital (M ¨
M’) as “form without content”, where by money becomes more
money through interest. It is in circulation, or exchange, that
consciousness is alienated and fragmented from its material reality.
And as commodities came to further penetrate all aspects of postwar life, the subject too was realized as a construction of signs,
socialized by language and the other.
In the ‘Cultural Logic of the Late Capitalist Museum’, Rosalind
Kraus proposed that the ‘radically contingent’ corporeally
centered subject projected by minimalism may have inadvertently
led to or anticipated the ‘utterly fragmented’ subject of post
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modernism. She along with Foster engage György Lukacs through
Fredric Jameson’s ‘Post-modernism: The Cultural Logic of Late
Capitalism’. The Kontakt website follows along in describing
Koller as working “in the spirit of dialectical materialism to
debunk false consciousness and to demystify the social hypocrisy
of socialist Czechoslovakia.” Lukacs, while exiled in Vienna,
developed the notion of ‘false consciousness’ in ‘History and Class
Consciousness’, the founding document of western Marxism and
as such the origin of much Critical Theory. (There were orthodox
Marxists in Frankfurt too, but we turn most frequently to those
whose analyses incorporated the bourgeois sciences because they
reckoned with the cultural imminence of fascism.) Like Koller in
Prague, Lukasc would face Soviet repression while participating in
the 1956 Hungarian government. Such policies of the Soviet state
were lent an unerring aura with Stalin’s 1938 essay ‘Dialectical and
Historical Materialism’, which fixed the dialectic in nature to be
reflected by the mind. The text was self-brandished as the official
“world outlook of the Marxist-Leninist Party”. Among the first
French Marxists to have read Lukacs’s Hegelian-Marxism, Henri
Lefebvre would respond to Stalin’s overly closed orthodox dialectic
in 1939 with a “recreation of the movement of the real, through a
movement of thought”. Collapsing metaphor and scenario, Koller
founded a ping-pong club for a 1970 exhibition to illustrate and
enable such movement. As revealed in the ping pong diplomacy
of the same decade, the game had potential as a softener of social
expectations and generator of casual acquaintance. In the ‘90s
ping pong emerged in the foreground of startups beside desktop
computers as a way to work longer. It’s in this context that the
game would find its way into the exhibitions of a generation of
artists keenly aware of work mimicking play while surfing had
already replaced the older sports.
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Between terms as Hungarian prime minister, Victor Orban
shared the stage of an Erste Foundation sponsored panel in
2010 with Polish journalist Adam Michnik, crediting him with
the conception of a civil society strategy. It was islands of civil
society maintaining discourse as an internal alternative to the state
that ultimately withstood the collapse of the Eastern Bloc and
from which sprung power in the following decade. Predictably,
in an attempt to consolidate power in his current term, Orban
has attacked civil society and independent institutions of
education. Last spring’s shuttering of the Lukacs Archives, set
in the writer’s former apartment on the Danube is but one
example. And as the terms for a soft Brexit are agreed on, which
is to say the preservation of some movement, the United States
of Europe, phrased by Andreas Treichl who over saw the Erste
Group’s eastern expansion, is revealed to be an illusion within
the eclipsed post-war horizon that opened new markets and
an interlude of prosperity. Like the pollinating of bees housed
beneath the Secession’s golden dome, installed there symbolically
by its sponsor, circulation is what is inferred by contact with
the vicinities, as in €20 and 2 hours from London to Budapest.
Glimpsed in orbit, shot through the web, the child is but a
signifier of this movement which the scenario propels. And I,
in the garden with her, play along in talking my way into a
return flight.
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