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Pointing

In 1971 Vito Acconci made a video called Centers, where for 20 minutes he points his finger at the spectator. Many paintings from all eras depict someone pointing their finger, indicating someone, but what is being pointed at here? Initially it seems like the onlooker is being pointed at, as if he were coopted, like in the famous Uncle Sam posters- if not being outright accused.

Rosalind Krauss, who discussed this video in her famous Video e narcisismo, wrote that the origin of Acconci’s gesture lies in a criticism of the modernist idea “to indicate the center of the canvas” as a sign of the self-referentiality of the work, to indicate the internal structure of the opera-object. Acconci’s video is a parody of the conviction that preceding art and its overturning, the changing of its direction: you are the center. But naturally things aren’t so simple, because the same gesture –as the unresolvable dilemma shows us, whatever the Chinese sage says, between looking at a finger or the moon – in reality indicated the video camera when it was being recorded, and now it can seem to indicate the transparent surface between the artist and the spectator; and perhaps even other things... Two years earlier, in 1969, John Baldessari had created a work based on pointing entitled A una persona è stato chiesto di indicare. The story goes that it was inspired by a literal interpretation of a comment on Conceptual Art attributed to the painter Al Held: “Conceptual Art is nothing other than pointing at something”. Baldessari asked his friend George Nicolaidis to point at things that caught his attention and he photographed the gesture each time. Is there irony? A parody? It doesn’t seem so. It seems like Baldessari was investigating what it means to point and what to take literally. The difference is between self-referentiality and taking something literally, the difference between deductive and literal composition comes to mind. It is one thing to derive one’s actions and one’s work from the material that inspired it, it is another to show how the same letter means not simply many things, but almost the opposite, that profound uniqueness that is lost if the meaning of pointing is not recognized. When Baldassari complicates the situation by using those pictures in another series, they are read in two different ways. The artist had the pictures painted by amateur painters, even Duchampian sign painters, because there is also reference to Duchamp’s finger in Tu m’ , but he did not show these paintings, rather he photographed and then serigraphed them on paper and wrote “Painted by…” with the name of the painter. He broke the superficiality, but he also found another way to point and another letter: the declarative, attributive, objective caption. It makes sense to cite, more than Clement Greenberg, Michael Fried, or Ludwig Wittgenstein, rather Walter Benjamin or the famous lines by Martin Heidegger: “This mere indicating (Weisen) is a fundamental trait of thought, the way towards that which always has and will give man something to think about. Anything can be demonstrated (Beweisen), that is deductively derived from appropriate premises. But pointing (Weisen), calling attention to something, liberating it for its advent, can only be done with respect to a few things, and in this case only rarely “ (in What does it Mean to Think?). We have looked and we look too often only at the self-referential side of so-called “Conceptual Art” in the formalist reflection on art and language, always losing more and more the opposite direction, of reason and meaning, of the action. Why would an artist limit himself to reflecting on art, if not because it “liberates something for its own advent”? Or as some prefer to say, because it means something, because it indicates “the way towards what gives thought”. Other artists must have taken up this gesture again, but we can’t think of who they are at the moment and so we shall stop here and move on to Dario Bellini, who shifts the attention elsewhere. People- not artists, but rather tourists (remember the saying of John Cage who considered himself a tourist on the Earth?) – indicate art as model for their attitude, something to imitate. That we are doing it jokingly here may seem to say that it is deeply-rooted rather than a parody, not an individual decision but a sedimented gesture, a form of pathos, to return to our Warburg. Let Bellini take it from here.
