The Internal Interval

 
To put the work of Bernard Piffaretti into historical context is no easy task. The first challenge derives from the fact that his technique has changed so little since he first adopted it in the 1980s, that it now appears highly resistant, though not impervious, to an analysis based on the identification of historical trends and period styles that is the classic approach of the art historian.  How does one track changes over time if the oeuvre itself tries to stand as still as possible?  The second obstacle runs counter to the first.  For the idea of basing one’s entire output on seriality does have a historical point of origin: the various minimalist and post-minimalist practices that emerged in the 1960s and 1970.  In order to historicize Piffaretti’s art, then, it seems necessary to try to date the point at which his work first tried to make itself undateable.  


All accounts agree that this point is the early 1980s, when, belatedly, minimalist repetition reached the young Piffaretti through the pioneering collections and exhibitions of postwar art at the Musée d’art moderne in St. Etienne, where Piffaretti had passed his art student years.  Under the directorship of Bernard Ceysson, the museum was one of the first in France to collect in significant depth postwar European and American avant-garde art. 


By the time Piffaretti would have seen the collection, the serial attitude that would mark his work had of course already been digested by his compatriots, the artists associated with Support/Surfaces, who were largely responsible for the dissemination of this kind of art in the 1970s and 1980s.  According to Yve-Alain Bois, one of the weaknesses of the movement was that it tried to combine certain aspects of minimalism and post-minimalism without fully understanding either.
  Thus, color was applied to anti-form objects, in complete disregard for the movements' disavowal of anything arbitrary in the process of making art.   It is a   perverse historical irony that Supports/Surfaces borrowed procedures such as dying and spraying from the work of artists supported by Clement Greenberg, whose view of modernism the minimalists and post-minimalists were contesting.


One way of historicizing Piffaretti’s work, therefore, is to situate his efforts against those of the Supports/Surfaces group, in particular its painting wing, represented by Marc Devade (who was also its theoretician) and Claude Viallat.  While this history in its full complexity cannot be addressed here, let me point out that Piffaretti’s interest in a quasi-mechanical approach to painting -- in which a relatively simple element or device is utilized rigorously and invariably over time, thus deconstructing traditional notions of artistic agency -- is a legacy he inherited from painters like Viallat, who himself benefited from actions of BMPT, another group represented early on in the collection of the St. Etienne museum.


But unlike Viallat, Piffaretti did not succumb to the temptation to overelaborate or decorate the series once its novelty had passed.  On the contrary, the beauty of Piffaretti’s system, if one can call it that, is that the division of a single canvas into two identical halves allows him to incorporate any composition, no matter how decorative or arbitrary, because the composition itself will always be subject to the higher law of repetition governing the entire oeuvre.  It does not matter so much if one painting resembles a conceptual text-based work or, in contrast, a pop-colored abstraction.  For both are only a means to an end rather than the end in and of itself.  


Piffaretti’s first group show would be the St. Etienne Museum’s “Après le classicisme.”  The connection to like-minded artists would be cemented upon his first solo show in 1983 at the Galerie Jean Fournier, then the leading venue for the reception in France of international contemporary art, as its roster of artists, including Simon Hantaï, James Bishop, Shirley Jaffe, among others, attests.  One recurring motif amongst many of the Fournier artists was a critique of conventional ideas of originality, the kind associated then and now with a certain bravura use of gesture that in retrospect was a sorry imitation of Ab-Ex and Informel painting.  One could easily imagine such artists appreciating the statement made by Rauschenberg’s Factum I and Factum II, which has often been understood as a parody of the originary gesture, since all gestures and forms in one painting are painstakingly repeated in the other, putting into doubt the ontological priority of either, which is the sine qua non of originality.  


But Piffaretti, however, is perhaps unique amongst this generation in realizing the other, Cagean aspect of Rauschenberg’s repetition.  A critique of originality Factums may be, but it is also a critique of its opposite: the copy (as Branden Joseph has argued).
  For the two are not so much opposites, but a complementary pair.  You cannot have one without the other.  To have an idea of absolute priority, one needs to have an equally extreme notion of absolute secondariness, the perfect copy.  Both Rauschenberg and Piffaretti, in their own ways, discover that there is no perfect copy.  Repetition, no matter how exact and how labored, is always subject to minute differences.  It is the play of differences within any notion of identity that makes the illusion of the split between pure original and perfect copy possible in the first place.  Piffaretti calls attention to this ambiguity within his paintings by approaching the problem from the side of the not-so-perfect copy.


Since the procedure is more or less invariable to the present day, we can analyze this strategy of difference within repetition more closely by looking at a recent Piffaretti exhibition, Moving Pictures at Cherry and Martin in Los Angeles.

What is the relationship of Moving Pictures to the moving pictures we call films? Is Piffaretti saying that his paintings speak the language of cinema? (The exhibition after all is not far from Hollywood.)

One way of answering this question is to examine one of the artist’s paintings with cinematic qualities. An untitled work from 2015 is the most obvious candidate.
 On the left, two ascending rows of bulbous blue outgrowths—one above, one below—frame an empty white space, as if we are looking out from the inside of some cartoonish mouth. On the right, as anyone familiar with Piffaretti’s work would expect, the same composition is repeated. Finally, a green vertical stripe separates the two halves. 

Three possible readings: an original design has been copied, the two images appearing side-by-side; a whole has been split in two; or both parts have been cropped from a larger sequence. The last option is the cinematic one. If you think of the two images as isolated snapshots, then together they function like the frames of a filmstrip. To the upward diagonal movement of a single image is added the temporal movement of the two images put into sequential relation. In this scenario, the green strip is no longer a barrier to motion. It is rather what enables it, like the sprockets of a celluloid film reel.

It appears that we have been offered a tantalizing glimpse of some unseen abstract movie. Yet a closer look at Piffaretti’s oeuvre—not only Moving Pictures but also all of his work since the mid-1980s—suggests that this promise of the bigger picture will go perpetually unfulfilled. For unlike this untitled example, the vast majority of Piffaretti’s paintings are best understood within the context of the first two readings, original plus copy and whole divided by parts. In both cases, movement hardly enters into the equation. Instead, as my language hopefully indicates, it is the logical nature of the relationship that is at issue here. Is it a case of “1+1” or “1÷2”? Is it an example of addition or division? 

Judging from the critical response, the answer depends largely on one’s concept of “1.” Those who see Piffaretti as a minimalist consider the first composition to be the primary unit, and the second its repetition. Unlike the artists of Supports/Surfaces, the late 1960s-1970s French painting movement with whom he is often linked, Piffaretti understood the true import of the minimalist series. No better way to undo one’s ingenuity then to make of oneself a cliché, “to make one thing after another,” as Donald Judd would say (even though the notoriously hands-off sculptor would never have approved of doing so in painting, whose manual nature made it inherently suspect). 

In contrast, those who see a Piffaretti painting as a fraction (1÷2) rather than a sum (1+1) consider the entire canvas as the primary unit, the “1,” and the individual compositions as subsidiary parts of a larger whole. This conforms in a basic way with Piffaretti’s working procedure, invariable now for almost thirty years: take a canvas, divide it in half, paint a composition on one half, repeat on the other half. From this point of view, division precedes repetition. It is what comes first that matters, chronologically and ontologically. 

One could make strong arguments for or against both of these readings. For instance, one might ask why it is so difficult to determine which half was painted first, even though one knows that one side had to precede the other. However, I’m more interested in how Piffaretti’s paintings keep us, for a remarkably long time, on the edge of making any ultimate decision between alternative readings. The persistence of the pas de deux between rival interpretations in the literature on the artist is perhaps the most telling sign of this condition. Indeed, I’m tempted to say that it is the very undecidability between addition and division that makes us keep returning to the work in the first place. 

The undermining of decisive conclusion—the resistance to completing the equation, so to speak—is not unique to Piffaretti’s practice. When he arrived on the scene in the 80s emulating heroes such as Simon Hantaï and Daniel Buren, there was already in place a whole slew of artistic practices whose main aim, despite differences in temperament and medium, was to deconstruct notions of wholeness, unity, and completeness normally associated with art. Sometimes the target was art’s physical place (site-specific and land art); at other times, it was its institutional containers (institutional critique); at still other moments, it was art’s pretense to originality and uniqueness (photography, appropriation). Instead of stating decidedly what a given artwork meant, these artists posed provocative and ultimately unanswerable rhetorical questions: where is the work of art located? what are its limits? what makes it unique? 

Whether acknowledged or unconscious, all this work shared one fundamental premise: the idea that art, in order to be perceived as such, had to repress that which separated it from the rest of the world—from history, context, and the flow of reality. It was the goal of several generations of postwar artists to bring out into the open the invisible divisions that marked the borders of Art. 

The philosopher Jacques Derrida described such divisions as a kind of interval: “An interval must separate the present from what it is not in order for the present to be itself . . . in constituting itself, in dividing itself dynamically, this interval is what might be called spacing.”2 Derrida here is talking about our experience of the present. But since, traditionally, looking at art has been thought of as being in a kind of eternal present, his words might equally describe aesthetic experience. 

In pictorial terms, the interval that separates the present time of aesthetic experience from everything else is a painting’s border or frame. It is what brackets the viewer from their everyday experience and what induces a self-contained state of reverie and contemplation. In Piffaretti’s double compositions, this divider has migrated centrally from its usual unnoticed position at the edge of the canvas. By internalizing the slim margin, demarcating interior from exterior, these dividers mark the interval that Derrida characterized above as spacing. 

This brings me back to moving pictures and to why I think Piffaretti’s work is

ultimately unlike Hollywood cinema. The play between addition and division and 

the marking of limits that I’ve been describing run counter to the experience of mainstream narrative film. This type of cinema (as opposed to avant-garde film based on a montage of disruptive intervals) is all about undivided spatio-temporal 

attention – or, better, the illusion of it -- as anyone who has sat through a feature-length movie can attest. In this sense, it is not unlike the feeling of presentness evoked by the traditional work of art. This is particularly true of Hollywood productions, where the viewer is lulled into a passive state of reception.

Perhaps it is no coincidence that Piffaretti’s compositions are Pop abstractions painted in screaming acrylic paint. It is as if the artist tacitly understands that all art today, let alone all painting today, exists under the condition of spectacle, the ultimate form of having one’s experience decided for you. And nothing is more spectacular, at least in terms of hype and auction prices, than the latest epigones of Andy Warhol. 

Piffaretti’s choice of Pop-ish designs acknowledges this state of affairs while at the same time the artist has found a way to distance himself from it. If the commodification of abstraction is now triumphant as pictures move across global borders, then any brake on the certainty of its exchange, any delay that might call attention to its hidden mechanisms and boundaries, must surely be welcome. 
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