Marie de Brugerolle

Ubi? Quolibet!
I will address the issue of pointing starting from two works of art: Going to the Market by Guy de Cointet and Commissioned Paintings by John Baldessari. I will reflect on the gesture of pointing, which indicates and localizes, to spark meaning and as a critical act, an act of choosing. 
For Guy de Cointet (1934-1983), the use of objects like words and words as objects, their theatricalization makes them move from the stature of paintings to that of accessories and then characters, and create an original opera. The root of this type if art is the work of Raymond Roussel and in Futurism, which found perfect terrain for development in American culture. Guy de Cointet arrived in New York in 1965, where he worked with the fashion photographer Jérôme Ducrot before becoming a regular at Warhol’s Factory. This is where he met Viva, presented by Larry Bell, for whom he worked as an assistant. The Warholian environment, the famous “15 minutes of fame” which reconciles time with the fast pace of a “soap opera”, which certainly greatly influenced his attraction for a form of theatricalization of daily life. The Rousselian method, similar to the how Eisenstein cut his films, produces meaning outside of narration, so that it is disturbed and at the same time completed by certain special effects. The gestures of the actors induced by the text and the scenic object1 organize the space. Words, images, sounds join together to form a language whose objects are phenomena. The actors’ bodies compose lines, points, curves and design this calligraphy in some way. An original, primordial alphabet which resembles the earliest Chinese Kanji, whose forms are initially reproductions of people and naturalobjects. Going to the Market (1975) is an example of one of the earliest monologues where the transformation takes place from a read text to an acted text, starting from a scenic object. If first the actresses read standing up in front of paintings, now (from the opera dating just before: At Sunrise a Cry Was Heard, 1974) they act out the text in a game that is physical and visual, where the text and the images become meaningful only through action. The text is underlined by the body in movement, and it is linked to it through a gesture: pointing. The actress points at one sign, letter, number or group of numbers or letters or another. The reference object is a square cut in the shape of Texas. The painted wooden borders form a black frame, a few segments are painted blue and orange. Maps and paintings together, like another kind of treasure map, Tell Me (1979) which is to be looked at and read at the same time, the signs are meant as “memory aids” for the actresses. For example, when she points at blue, she evokes crossing a river. The name of the main character, ADUL, is written, as is his age, 38, and the speed he is driving at: 35 km/h. This evokes the “theater of memory”, the procedure used by Cicero and mentioned by Quintilian which consists in imagining a house whose various rooms each contained part of the discourse. Here the code is visible to all, but it is activated only by the actress who points. Pointing a finger isolates and distinguishes a detail in relation to the whole. It has to do with making a metonymy which starts from a metaphor. A word for one, an object for another is the principle at work in the plays by de Cointet and in general in the “hidden” side of his work. The basic principle of the code is the substitution of a habitual element with another. The operation consists in fooling the reader, making him believe that there is a subtext under the text. The actress’s gesture establishes a visual contact and draws an imaginary plot. The hand links the scene and the image, tracing invisible writing: the unfolding of meaning in the request for the letter. The latter is always a sign and a meaning, landscape and character, during the time of the story. The argument is a sign of meaning, a clue, and harkens back to this category according to Pierce’s definition.2

Rosalind Krauss recalled that “ in the measure that photography is part of the class of signs that refer to relationships that involves physical action, and is part of the same system of impressions, symptoms, traces and indexes/index fingers”. This raw, indexical “photographic” material is the basis for John Baldessari’s work. From his earliest photos of the back of a truck (The Back of All the Trucks Passed by Drawing from Los Angeles to Santa Barbara, Calif., Sunday, 20 Jan. 1963) up to the collection of scraps of posters or the purchasing of scene or magazine photos, he never stopped collecting fragments of a real “I saw it at the cinema”. With this he realized the art of the list of an inventory of American life through mass communication. Poetry, and in particular that of Imagists like Ezra Pound, was the basis of his way of constructing. “I consider myself in some way as a visual poet. In the sense where I create interpretations for which words won’t be enough. [...] Generally, I am looking for disrupted images which evoke the unpredictability of life. Things happen that we don’t appreciate, because the world is not a quiet place. And I like to think that the world could collapse at any moment. It is just that until now, it didn’t happen...”]3

Drawing from reality and working through analogy, John Baldessari is an artist of the pointer finger. For him, making an image means taking an image: “make and image, take an image”. The fragments become the chosen pieces and in this choosing everything is at stake. Etymologically, “choice” comes from the Greek “hairesis”. The gesture of picking something up, pointing at something, isolating it from reality, defines John Baldessari’s heretical way of working. Many of his works include the gesture of pointing, a finger pointing at something. And this is the case of Commissioned Paintings (1969). After taking a walk at a country fair with his artist friend Douglas Huebler, looking at the “crusts” of Sunday painters, they asked themselves how they were different from them. He decided to take 14 photographs of everyday things, without interest, like a banana peel, a sink plug or an empty cigarette pack, and have the pictures painted by 14 “Sunday painters”. All of the canvasses are the same size and they are based on the photographs. The title is written on the canvas, as often happens with Baldessari’s works from the ‘60s-70s, and literally points out what they depict. The work poses questions on different levels. Who is the author4: the one who signed the painting? Does “A painting by Pat Perdue” mean it is by Pat Perdue? Or is it the one who chooses the subject, that is Douglas Huebler? Or is it the one who has the original idea and sees the whole, which would be John Baldessari? This also poses the question in painting, of what is “paintable”, what deserves to be painted. Naturally also Tu m’ comes to mind, the last painting by Marcel Duchamp, from 1918. He had it painted by a “sign painter”, including the hand that pointed to the whole. This hand, which at that time was a hand that normally pointed to something, like a store. And Baldessari has paintings painted by “painters of words”. We find these two things: any text creates an image and the collective unconscious is whatever is standard, a sort of mold that shapes language. How can we tell them apart? By pointing, giving meaning, a direction. The artist is he who chooses and orders, classifies, names. In other series (Directions Pieces, 1975) Baldessari uses arrows to give meaning to images found and constructed by imaginary scenes. “When Something Happens Here, Something Happens There” could be the subtitle for the function of the index finger. In effect, by pointing vectors are created, a direction is given, things move and they can become events. So pointing gives painting the movement that the photograph lost. 

1 Scenic object: an expression I coined during my research on Cointet to designate an object that is more than a prop and participates in the scenic effect, at the same time an actor, in motion, director of actors, text and then it returns to being a sculpture.

2 Pointing, according to Pierce, is “ a sign or a representation that harkens back to the object not so much because it is associated with the general characteristics of a given object, but because it is in dynamic connection (including in a spatial sense) with the individual object on the one hand, and with the senses or the memory of the person for whom it serves as a sign, to the other”: Charles S. Pierce cited by Rosalind Krauss in Teoria e storia della fotografia, trad. it. Bruno Mondadori, 1996, p. 74.

3 From the documentary John Baldessari, The Visual Poet, Arte Television, France, 2002.

4 Roland Barthes published La morte dell’autore in 1968.

