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On October 22, 2016, as part of the Lacanian 
Compass New York series “Culture and Psycho-
analysis”, A. R. Price presented a two-part lecture 
inspired by Michael Simpson’s exhibition of “Bench 
and Squint Paintings” at Spike Island, Bristol, and 
his subsequent win of the John Moores Painting 
Prize for Squint (19). The French Program and The 
Urban Education Program at The Graduate Cen-
ter, CUNY, hosted the event. The first lecture drew 
on Frank Stella’s Aluminum series and Bernd and 
Hilla Becher’s photographic project to suggest that 
the shaped frame and the blank ground constitute 
different ways of problematizing the edge in such a 
way as to subvert visual cognition. Price re-examines 
these artistic developments according to the dia-
lectic between pictorial space and the screen of the 
Other that facilitates the return movement of the 
gaze-object as conceptualized by Jacques Lacan in 
the early 1960s, contemporaneous with the artists’ 
work, in the four sessions from Seminar XI collec-
tively titled “Of the Gaze as Objet Petit a.” A revised 
version of that lecture is published here. The second 
lecture, dealing specifically with Simpson’s work, 
was printed in Journal for Contemporary Painting 
4(2):249-265

Robert Buck

A.R. Price has translated Lacan’s Seminars IV, X, 
XIX and XXIII into English (Cambridge: Polity) 
and is at present transcribing the complete corre-
spondence of J.H. Prynne and B. Dubourg. For-
merly he studied painting under Michael Simpson 
at Bath College from 1992–1995.

PRÉCIS
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‘A CERTAIN DESCENT’;
ON PICTORIAL PLANES AND THE SCREEN OF 
ALTERITY

Everything is perishable, except His face.
Qur’an, Surah XXVIII, 88.

Kleide die Worthöhlen aus
mit Pantherhäuten

Paul Celan, Fadensonnen

The present lecture will revisit the considerations on 
painting from The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psy-
choanalysis in the light of coeval inflections to the dis-
cipline that in all likelihood could not have been fa-
miliar to Lacan at the time of delivering his eleventh 
seminar; considerations that have tended to be over-
looked in psychoanalytic circles, turned more eagerly 
toward the extraction of doctrinal elements bearing on 
the scopic drive. The contention here shall be that the 
topologically sensitive broaching of the painter’s prac-
tice no less yields for the analyst an essential articula-
tion that outstrips what had hitherto been conceptu-
alised, not to mention all therein underscored over the 
half-century since.

These inflections are here instanced doubly. First, 
in the 1960 series that Frank Stella exhibited in Sep-
tember of that same year, in Leo Castelli’s New York 
gallery, under the title Aluminium Paintings. Second, 
in the photographic arrays produced by the Ger-
man couple Hilla and Bernd Becher from the early  
1960s onwards. 

Stella and the Bechers were working in very dif-
ferent environments, in different traditions, with quite 
different media. The reception of their work was like-
wise very different in nature, with Stella achieving an 
almost instant notoriety in his early twenties, gener-
ating serious responses from some of the most influ-
ential critics and art historians of the day, while the 

Bechers worked in comparative obscurity during the 
1960s, until Carl André’s brief note in a 1972 issue of 
Artforum and the public emergence of certain of their 
students from the Düsseldorf Kunstakademie.

The discussion will move through the first inflec-
tion as here credited to the Aluminium paintings, 
then on to Lacan’s 1964 remarks, which in turn pre-
pare the focus on the second inflection operated by 
the Bechers’ photography.

*

The aluminium-painting compositions are eight in 
number. Three of them, Kingsbury Run, Luis Miguel 
Dominguin and Marquis de Portago were initially ex-
ecuted using a darker hue of aluminium paint, later to 
be remade from scratch at the time of fashioning the 
five subsequent pieces. Luis Miguel Dominguin would 
have to be remade a third time, having sustained dam-
age subsequent to the Castelli show. For this reason 
the Aluminium series is occasionally inventoried as 
comprising twelve paintings: the eight compositions 
plus their four remakes. Returning to the composi-
tions in 1969 to produce a set of lithographs, Stella 
included a ninth compositional variation under the 
name of Casa Cornu, thereby introducing the possi-
bility of its existence as a ninth variant at the time of 
the 1960 executions.

Carrying over the distinguishing technical strat-
egy first deployed in the preceding series of Black 
Paintings, 2¾-inch bands of paint are laid down in 
width equal to the spread of the 2-inch sash tool Stella 
then favoured, an angled house-painter’s brush. This 
time the paint is a commercial alkyd blend, designed 
as an undercoat for radiators and akin to that used 
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previously by Pollock, at least a decade before, as early 
as Phosphorescence and Cathedral of 1947. The paint is 
thick and opaque; layered by some reports to approxi-
mately five coats. Between each band, the unprimed 
cotton duck shows through, as do guidelines in graph-
ite pencil pre-positioning the long strokes. The high 
oil content of the aluminium paint has resulted in a 
slight bleed into the bare zip lines, and there is no 
evidence of such ridge as would be produced along 
the perimeter of the applied medium had masking 
tape been employed. The lateral support edges (where 
the cotton duck wraps around the outer edge of the 
stretcher frame) are unpainted, and no framing device 
has been appended to conceal them. The conspicuous 
square and rectangular notches in the perimeters and, 
for two of the eight pieces, in the centre, are equal in 
width to the painted bands. Stella himself has quali-
fied this width as the module of his work at the time.1 
The patterned surface is generated by the movement 
of parallel bands that turn in ninety-degree staggers 
to accommodate each notch, the overall tendency be-
ing vertical: throughout the compositions, the two 
vertical edges are each flanked with vertical bands, all 
bands coming to a halt lengthways at the upper and 
lower edges. The stretcher frames are fairly bulky, es-
pecially by the norms of the time, projecting out from 
the wall by somewhere in the region of three inches, 
that is, approximately equal to the bar module plus a  
zip or two.

The Castelli exhibition was Stella’s first solo 
show, four from the previous Black Paintings se-
ries having been included in the Sixteen Americans 
group exhibition at the MoMA in 1959. The paint-
ings were conceived specifically for the Castelli gal-
lery space, and contemporaneous installation pho-
tographs show the taller paintings sitting just above 
the skirting boards and leaving a similar space of a 
mere five inches or so between their top edge and the  
picture-hook rails. 

The show promptly drew a response from crit-
ics who were, or soon were to be, influential figures 
in the definition and promotion of North-American 
post-war painting and sculpture. Stella’s output on the 
whole is characterised by a careful and engaged dia-
logue with the history of painting, seconded in turn 
by his regular interviews and occasional lectures, and 
so some brief survey of this circumstance will not  
be misplaced.

The uneasy alliance between Clement Green-
berg and at least two generations of painters has been 
abundantly documented, and by many accounts was 
so dominant by the late 1950s that any serious prac-
titioner was compelled to embrace it or react to it in 
some measure at least, often in simultaneous unison. 
Rereading today the stream of claims and counter-
claims set out in the writings of the time, the debates 
can come off as a trifle long-winded and pedantic. 
Nevertheless, one theme emerges with particular in-
sistence, not only for its considerable pertinence, but 
above all for a singular failing to be articulated con-
clusively: the matter of the flat support surface of the 
painting and its dialectical relationship with so-called 
pictorial space. This was a failing that would prove to 
be double edged, in that on the one hand critics like 
Greenberg, so active in promoting a practice at once 
resolutely noble and unremitting in its estrangement 
from bourgeois mores, were reluctant to embrace 
Stella’s new work in the lineage they were labouring 
to assert2, while on the other, Stella’s champions and 
close colleagues tended to align his work with non-
painterly practice, whether under the banner of wall 
sculpture, bas-relief, or even ‘specific objects’ as insti-
gated with some success by Donald Judd.3 Neither of 
these moves did any harm to Stella’s career, of course, 
but the nonfulfillment of the tacit promise to account 
for the express and witting radicalness of the painting 
of the 1950s and ’60s stands as something of a missed 
opportunity in the discursive response otherwise so 
keen and forthcoming.

The two critics who came closest to nudging 
Greenberg’s dogma on the flat surface in a direction 
that matches more fully with the practice that ensued, 
but each very differently in their intent, are Michael 
Fried and Leo Steinberg.

Fried’s short 1963 piece on Stella’s then recent 
work describes the painter as extending the ‘domain 
of self-awareness, and hence of decision and control, 
from the flat picture surface to the boundary of the 
canvas’.4 In the later and longer piece from 1967, en-
titled ‘Shape as Form’,5 Fried can be read putting dis-
tance between himself and the stance of his mentor 
Greenberg, striving to account for the shift in empha-
sis from the flat surface to a notion of shape and pe-
rimeter; a shift being performed by painters like Stella, 
but coextensive also with a fresh preoccupation in the 
theorisation of painterly practice.6 What Fried calls 
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‘shape as such’ is distinct at once from the literal outer 
silhouette of the support and from internal depicted 
outlines of forms. The article diagnoses the immediate 
failing in 1967 to ‘comprehend [Stella’s] painting in 
formal terms’, and ventures a remedy by conceptual-
ising the interdependence of inner and outer shape 
under the heading ‘deductive structure’. The concept 
would ultimately be jettisoned for failing adequately 
to account for distinctions between this body of work 
and pre-war European practices, yet Fried does sanc-
tion in this article a decisive feature that sets Stella’s 
work from the early 1960s apart from the European 
painting of a half century before, namely ‘the tendency 
for pictorial elements in both Analytic and Synthetic 
Cubist paintings to pull away from the edges of the 
canvas, especially from the corners, and to gravitate 
toward its centre’; in the aluminium series, much is 
determined by, and in a certain sense ‘happens’, at 
the edges, at those sites where the literal shape of 
the support comes to dominate over any notion of  
depicted shape.

This was an accurate assessment. Yet the literal 
shape of the support is subject to certain constraints in 
its ability to sustain pictoriality, a point underlined on 
several occasions by Stella himself and which has re-
mained a pressing concern throughout his subsequent 
wall-mounted compositional engagements. In Stella’s 
terms, modern painting’s ‘burden’ is the perpetual ne-
cessity to create ‘pictorial space that is capable of dis-
solving its own perimeter and surface plane.’7 This is a 
remark that is indubitably applicable more to the later 
work than to the earlier, let alone that of any other 
modern painter. It does, however, evince a peculiarly 
refined tension in Stella’s thinking between material 
support and the capacity to generate pictorial space. 
Paramount here is the preservation of pictorial spati-
ality; perimeter and plane may be allowed to dissolve. 
An indication of the effect Stella seeks to inhibit can 
be read in his critical remark on Barnett Newman’s 
1950 piece The Wild, described by Stella as not very 
pictorial. An extreme disparity between narrow width 
(1½ inches) and extended length (8 feet) effectively 
annuls pictorial space in favour of an exorbitant as-
sertion of plane and perimeter. This remark on The 
Wild coordinates usefully, indicating how for all their 
radicalness the notched canvases were still operating 
within the confines of a condition.

In 1968, Leo Steinberg delivered a lecture at the 

MoMA on an ambitiously diagnosed ‘characteris-
tic picture plane of the 1960s’.8 In rupture with the 
classical vertical plane consistently implicit from 
pre-Renaissance frescos through to the painterly ab-
straction of the 1950s, Steinberg posits the emerg-
ing dominance of a new status of pictorial surface 
dispensing with the convention of upper and lower 
orientation in reflection of the viewer’s upright bear-
ing. Thus, Pollock’s drip paintings, despite being a 
product of the process that involves laying out the 
canvas horizontally on the ground, are purported still 
to conform to the vertical planar condition since the 
successive layers of paint were applied subsequent to a 
contemplative scrutiny that entailed tacking the sup-
port to a wall. The Unfurls of Morris Louis are attrib-
uted with a similar ‘gravitational force’, even though 
their manufacture involved the folding and tilting of 
unstretched canvas that would be cropped and pre-
pared for wall-hanging only at a later stage. But with 
Rauschenberg’s works of the 1950s, themselves po-
sitioned by Steinberg in indebtedness to Duchamp’s 
Tu m’ of 1918, ‘one detects a sense of the significance 
of a ninety-degree shift’, a horizontality, or at least 
a non-verticality, whereby ‘up and down are as sub-
tly confounded as positive-negative space or figure-
ground differential.’9 Steinberg is careful to iterate 
how the bearing in which the work is encountered 
is not the pivotal factor: a mosaic floor, or a painted 
ceiling10, is not in and of itself apt to trigger the statal 
shift to non-vertical planarity. What counts is the 
‘psychic[al] address of the image, its special mode of  
imaginative confrontation.’

Commentators of the time show alertness to 
something of a new orientation in painterly practice, 
but tend to interpret the surfaces in disparaging terms 
of decoration and ornament. There is, admittedly, 
something disconcerting in the painterly passages of 
Rauschenberg’s combines, where the faintest sugges-
tion of pictorial recession is so abruptly contradicted 
by the three-dimensionality of the support surface or 
of juxtaposed planes and objects. Steinberg’s reading 
is decidedly a generous one in lending the surfaces a 
new reference plane: ‘a symbolic continuum of litter, 
workbench, and data-ingesting mind’.11

Steinberg admits Stella’s paintings into this new 
orientation of the flatbed picture plane on those oc-
casions when they ‘suggest a reproducible image’, 
yet this is an exacting judgement to sustain. Stein-
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berg’s argumentation does find unexpected and un-
acknowledged alliance, however, in the writing of 
Fried himself. Fried’s effort at formalising the singular 
mechanics of Stella’s painting in 1966, chiefly in re-
sponse to the irregular polygon series, generated the  
observation that

there is, one might say, no more ‘outside’ 
or ‘inside’ to the best of Stella’s new paint-
ings than to the individual shapes they 
comprise; and to the extent that a given 
shape can be said to have an ‘outside’ and 
‘inside’ the relation between the two is 
closer to that, say, between the edge of a 
tabletop and the rest of that tabletop than 
to the relation between the edge of a No-
land or an Olitski […].12 

The observation is restated in the closing remark 
that, ‘Stella’s new paintings begin off the ground’. 
Thus, despite Fried’s sustained commitment not to 
engage with Steinberg’s concept of flatbed orienta-
tion13, in 1966 he can be read thinking through the 
recent works in terms that essentially anticipate those 
more fully conceptualised by Steinberg in his MoMA 
lecture two years later.

Not yet drawing any conclusive formulation from 
these two contemporaneous responses to Stella’s early 
paintings, their contribution to a felicitous apprehen-
sion of the Aluminium series may now be entertained 
in proceeding through the compositions one by one, 
with special consideration of the almost unanimously 
neglected component of their titles.

*

Kingsbury Run, Luis Miguel Dominguín, and Mar-
quis de Portago were the first three compositions to 
be executed. While there is no record as to whether 
this trio of titles had been decided upon prior to the 
execution of subsequent works in the series, Stella’s 
revelation that one of the other five was named at the 
suggestion of Carl André could be interpreted as ten-
tative confirmation of a chronological discontinuity in  
their conception. 

Kingsbury Run refers to the Depression-era infor-
mal town on the outskirts of Cleveland, notorious as 
the site of the 1930s ‘Torso Murders’. The bodies of 
the killer’s victims were found beheaded and dismem-

bered; the torso occasionally sectioned in two. Most 
of the male bodies had been castrated. The town was 
later razed by the city’s safety director. The killer was  
never identified.

The eponymous Luis Miguel Dominguín is the 
Spanish matador who at the time of the Aluminium 
series had recently featured prominently in Heming-
way’s chronicle published in three instalments in 
LIFE magazine through September 1960 (later re-
worked and posthumously published as The Danger-
ous Summer). It relates how Dominguín is twice se-
verely gored by a bull, and details the trophy ears, tails, 
and hooves that his wins secure.

Marquis de Portago is named after Alfonso de 
Portago, an aristocrat and racing driver. He died dur-
ing a race in 1957, in an accident that also claimed the 
lives of nine spectators. His body was found, beneath 
his upturned Ferrari, in two sections.

There emerges, then, from the titles of these first 
three paintings in the series a preoccupation with the 
sectioning or mauling of the body in such fashions as 
severely to compromise its imaginary unity; a preoc-
cupation attended by a theme of ostentatious mas-
culine daring, defiance of danger, and extreme physi-
cal duress. The association between the sectioning of 
the body and the segmenting of the flat surface of 
the painting is an especially powerful one, and sets 
in some measure the interrelation between the subse-
quent works and their titles.

Six Mile Bottom is the title suggested to Stella by 
André. It refers to the Cambridgeshire hamlet where 
Byron’s half-sister Augusta Leigh resided. In the same 
way that the title Kingsland Run acknowledges the di-
agonal of right-angle staggers that run from upper left 
to lower right, ‘bottom’ clearly comes in echo of the 
central aperture on the surface. ‘Six mile’, meanwhile, 
reads as an ironic allusion to depth in the context of 
these resolutely flat surfaces. Once again, there is a 
threefold collapsing of the bodily, the geographical, 
and the painterly.

Newstead Abbey is named after another location 
associated with the Byron family: their ancestral 
home this time, a former priory rather than an abbey, 
which in Lord Byron’s time already bore the very dis-
tinctive façade still visible today, of large windowless 
openings in the western face of the priory church.

Avicenna, like Six Mile Bottom, is centre-holed. 
Conceivably an allusion to the practice of trepanation 
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that has been speculatively attributed to the physi-
cian-philosopher, the composition nevertheless stands 
to gain more when read in the context of the pair it 
forms with Averroes. The two paintings are of almost 
equal dimensions, Avicenna measuring 74½ x 72 
inches, Averroes 73 x 71½, but whereas in the former 
the frame is notched in its centre and its four corners, 
the Averroes frame is notched at the mid-point of each 
of its four lengths. Averroës was an attentive com-
mentator of Avicenna, glossing his Canon of Medi-
cine, but taking an opposite stance on his ontologi-
cal theory. Avicenna held that essence is ontologically 
prior to existence, the latter occurring ‘accidentally’ to 
the former (Quod esse sit accidens eveniens quidditati). 
Averroës meanwhile, a committed Aristotelian, finds 
no place for existence, observing that it is not itemised 
in Aristotle’s inventory of ten categories of possible 
accident. Is one perhaps being invited by Stella to 
suppose that the aluminium bands of the Avicenna 
composition are brought into existence around a cen-
tral essence that functions as an enduring emptiness 
dictating their essential form, while the bands of the 
Averroes composition work in the opposite direction, 
self-repeating from the centre to the outside edge? 
While in the former there is a distinction between the 
essential module of the composition, namely the zip-
band, and an initial inexistence (the centre hole) that 
actualises a coming into existence of the composition, 
no such distinction operates in the latter. The reading 
is admittedly strained when set out thus in pseudo-
logical binaries, but a thematic allusion to Avicenna’s 
‘enmattering’ and Averroës’ ‘matter desirous of form’ 
remains persuasive.14 Associating still further, could 
the pairing of Averroës/Avicenna even be taken as a 
wryly critical allusion to Greenberg’s famous remark 
on the ‘essence’ of Modernist painting as flatness and 
the delimitation of flatness, where in Avicenna the de-
limitation works from within to puncture a hole in the 
flat surface?

 Lastly, Union Pacific name-checks the Union Pa-
cific Railroad, nodding both to the aluminium paint 
occasionally used on the locomotive exteriors and to 
the company crest which appropriates the stars and 
stripes emblem, twisting the red and white bands to 
run vertically. The painting could thus be read as ex-
tending the allusion to Jasper Johns’s flag series that 
was most explicit in Die Fahne Hoch! from the previ-
ous Black Paintings sequence.

Of the Aluminium sequence, only this last, Union 
Pacific, could feasibly be apprehended in accordance 
with Steinberg’s own criterion for inclusion within 
the flatbed orientation, in virtue of its faint sugges-
tion of a reproducible image, but singling out this 
one painting from the series seems arbitrary given 
the relative homogeny in their method of execution. 
Yet the regular pattern generated by the bands does 
conceivably function in a similar way to the repro-
ducible image on the flatbed plane and could thus be 
enlisted to widen the criteria. Stella himself entertains 
something of the sort when he speaks of forcing ‘il-
lusionistic space out of the painting at a constant rate 
by using a regulated pattern’, an effect that is fortified 
by the aluminium paint and what he calls its ‘quality 
of repelling the eye’.

In an endnote to his 1966 essay, Fried notes how 
the supports of the Aluminium paintings ‘depart from 
the rectangular only by a few shallow notches’, and 
so ‘the paintings are seen as restrained or held back 
by those notches from completing the rectangles they 
all but occupy.’ This effectively pitches the mechanics 
of the aluminium sequence at a Gestalt level, where 
the prägnanz of the complete rectangle would assert 
itself over the compromised form of the incomplete 
rectangle, and in so doing would exert a ‘pressure from 
within each painting toward the rectangle it almost is’. 
This is an apposite coordinate, but still works within 
the Greenbergian conflation of pictoriality with opti-
cality that Fried was later to drop.15

A slightly different line of argumentation may, 
however, be mooted. Instead of the tension lying be-
tween the actual literal form of the notched rectangle 
and the hypothetical good form of a complete rect-
angle, is it not rather to be located between the irregu-
larly shaped support and the classical pictorial plane? 
The pictorial plane is, if not a transcendent entity, at 
least an immaterial one, most properly qualified as a 
virtual plane that allows of a projection into a virtual 
space. The plane is thus not reducible to the dimen-
sions of its support, and yet to function must entail 
a limited dimensionality that would be edge-circum-
scribed. When that edge is compromised in some way, 
so too is the plane that it sustains. The singular po-
sition of Stella’s work from the early 1960s, and the 
Aluminium sequence in particular, thus seems to lie 
in its straddling of the two orientations, the vertical 
and the flatbed, to perform a knife-edge oscillation 
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between minimal illusionism and literality. Stella’s 
fine calibration is exercised above all in this tension.

To press this point a little further, consider the 
examples of painting that sit on this same knife-edge 
but in far less deliberate and controlled manner. The 
painted panoramas that became fashionable in the 
nineteenth century drew immediate and damning 
critiques, from the likes of Wordsworth and Hester 
Thrale among so many others – certainly the paint-
work itself was often second-rate, when indeed it 
could be inspected from close-up (for frequently the 
viewing platforms afforded only a very limited range 
for contemplation), while occasional associated light-
ing and sound effects, or even wax figures and stuffed 
animals, lurched fully to the side of vulgar phantas-
magorical spectacle – but Monet’s Nymphéas cycle in 
the Paris Orangerie dabbles in none of this frivolity, 
and the painting is every bit equal in its execution to 
his majestic canvasses of the 1910s and ’20s. Why is it, 
then, that a viewer’s immersion in this 360° environ-
ment, which had drawn so considerably on the physi-
cal energies of the aging painter, proves such an un-
derwhelming experience in comparison with the flat 
surface works of the same period? Who can escape 
the sense that the literality of the curved panels which 
line the elliptical architectural space asserts itself just 
a little too strongly over the vertical pictorial plane 
that would countenance an appreciation of the space 
in terms of virtual depth? Steinberg mentions the cy-
cle alongside Duchamp’s Tu m’ as a foreshadowing of 
flatbed picturing, but the pairing works unkindly for 
Monet as one detects nothing therein of the irreverent 
or iconoclastic stance of a Duchamp or a Rauschen-
berg. In this case, for all the fore-planning of the in-
stallation, the slip from one pictoriality to another 
feels uncalculated, an unfortunate after-effect that 
might potentially be offset, for example by reinstalling 
the panels, in contravention of the original intention, 
on flat surfaces. Jeff Wall’s 1993 photograph of the 
Bourbaki rotunda in Lucerne stages a restoration of 
Édouard Castres’s panoramic painting, but note how 
Wall effectively re-inscribes the painting into a more 
conventional pictorial space, encompassing only 180° 
of the mural, despite the photograph being in fact a 
composite of numerous separate shots.

Sustaining the vertical picture plane thus seems to 
be dependent upon something akin to respecting the 
‘fourth wall’ in theatre, or the 180° rule in cinema. One 

might even hazard an analogy in this respect between 
Stella’s shaped canvases and theatre-in-the-round or 
‘flexible staging’. The rule is there for the breaking, but 
the transgression is a perilous one that calls upon the 
practitioner’s art to maintain a controlled effect.

These considerations have their worth, but still 
they fail to secure a release from formalist straight-
jacketing. They offer no account of what it might 
be that determines the inhibiting framework of the 
plane, and what might justify a vocabulary of rule-
breaking or transgression when it is circumvented.

*

Coeval with the mounting concern of the plane and 
its orientation in North American painting, Jacques 
Lacan in Paris set to pursuing a remarkably simi-
lar line of enquiry, prompted by recent publications 
from Roger Caillois and Maurice Merleau-Ponty but 
reaching quite different points of synthesis.16

It is often omitted in discussions of the four ses-
sions on the gaze-object from Seminar XI, which cul-
minate in Lacan’s response to the query Qu’est-ce qu’un 
tableau ?, how they reiterate a great deal of material 
from the previous Seminar, L’angoisse. As an intro-
duction to the antinomy between vision and the gaze, 
Seminar X functions just as adequately as its successor, 
with the further advantage that in it one can witness 
the vocabulary of the scopic field – the regard itself, 
but also la tache, the stain, and the point of light – as it 
emerges in Lacan’s thinking in tandem with the other 
guises of the object a. The overlap, then, between the 
two Seminars concerns everything that has to do with 
the scopic drive, while what is unique to Seminar XI is 
the elaboration on the painter’s practice.

In the same vein, when Lacan does start to pull 
in examples from painting in Seminar XI, his guid-
ing concern is to pursue an articulation related to the 
drive, to the scopic object, and not, at least initially, to 
painting as such.17 Lacan’s reading of Holbein’s highly 
singular employment of anamorphosis in The Ambas-
sadors is not designed to isolate this one gaze object in 
this one painting, but rather to exploit the convoluted 
graphical device as affording a sharply defined ana-
logical manifestation of the gaze such as it instantiates 
in any painting, and indeed commonly in the world 
at large. The flurry of examples inspired by Lacan’s 
reading which came in the wake of the publication of 
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Seminar XI in the mid-1970s are likewise most suc-
cessful when they seize upon similarly sophisticated 
apparatuses and scenarios that appear in works of dif-
ferent media: Hubert Damisch’s study on Correggio’s 
dal di sotto in su ‘machines’ that pierce through their 
architectural support surfaces18; Parveen Adams’s 
considerations on the concave reflector fitted onto the 
cine-camera in Michael Powell’s Peeping Tom or on 
Orlan’s spectacularly gruesome surgical procedures19; 
Norman Bryson’s attention to the open axis through 
the temple in Raphael’s Marriage of the Virgin20; Slavoj 
Žižek’s isolating of the darkroom scene in Antonioni’s 
Blow-Up21; and so on. Each of these instances, and 
many lesser examples since essayed in emulation, tends 
to focus on the apparition of an opaque stain upon the 
image-screen; a stain that uncannily looks back at the 
subject, transforming him into a component within a 
larger picture. More precisely, at the same time as the 
depth of the world collapses in a point that resists the 
mirage effect, the subject is pulled onto the screen to 
the site of his alienated Being. This model will neces-
sarily form the base of Lacan’s specific approach to 
painting, but his ensuing remarks are quite different 
in scope.

Citing a conversation with his brother-in-law, the 
painter André Masson, Lacan proclaims that the most 
pressing matter is not to dally in the art criticism of 
historical periods and styles, but to go to the principle 
behind the function of painting.22 Hence the question, 
‘what is a tableau?’

A tableau is not quite a picture, though Alan 
Sheridan could really not have translated otherwise in 
the context. At one level, the tableau is the taut canvas 
on the stretcher, or the solid panel. Like the English 
‘table’ and ‘tablet’, it is derived from the Old French 
table, via the thirteenth-century tabliau, a target for 
javelins. The pictorial signification is attested from the 
mid-fourteenth century onwards. Thus, the French 
tableau, like the Italian quadro, denotes the support 
surface of the object more than its painted topcoat, 
but the pictorial aspect is far from absent in its mod-
ern signification. In keeping with conventional French 
usage, Lacan oscillates between the connotations of 
painting and picture.23 His use of the word écran in 
these same sessions betrays a similar fluctuating sta-
tus, by and large indicating the subject’s internalised 
visual plane that may be contingently incarnated in an 
exterior virtual plane, but also denoting a screen of al-

terity that becomes abruptly opaque. Within one sys-
tem, the first that Lacan illustrates, the image-screen 
is the Kantian transcendental plane that is most read-
ily duplicated in Alberti’s intersector, the veil of taut 
threads forming a grid across a window-frame. Here, 
the picture as the image of the world lies on the same 
axis as its frame. Only in the second system do plane 
and picture come apart: the plane becomes opaque, 
and the subject himself becomes a tableau, a blot on a 
landscape he cannot behold.

How does the painter operate in relation to these 
two oscillating systems? Lacan’s premise is that the 
eye fundamentally is an evil eye. It has an appetite, 
it is jealous, and it is aggressive. Never is the eye be-
neficent. The painter’s initiative is thus to serve up 
something to the mercy of this eye, upon which it may 
feed. From this first perspective, the picture is a pas-
ture upon which to graze, and this grazing on the part 
of the eye is tantamount to an effective pacification. 
Lacan likens it to a laying down of arms. He calls it a 
‘depositing’ of the gaze. The agricultural metaphor al-
lows for a fathoming of what Lacan has in mind when 
he speaks of the painter operating on a basis that he 
qualifies as à ferme. ‘On lease’, translates Sheridan, 
but this is a special kind of lease, which historically 
referred to a convention whereby the produce and 
profit derived from the exploitation of agricultural 
land would be handed to the landowner in lieu of rent 
payments. A société fermière du peintre, jests Lacan, the 
painter’s farming society.24

Already, in this first move, the gaze has peeled 
away from the eye. It has been laid down like an ob-
ject, or shed like the deciduous scraps broached suc-
cessively in Seminar X, the various bodily castoffs 
and offcuts of the object a. Recall that at this stage 
in Lacan’s conceptualisation, the object is a part of 
the subject’s own body that has been caught up in the 
economy of the Other. Whether yielded or retained, 
it is already countenanced as belonging to the Other. 
But further to existing as a sacrificed part, the object is 
the site of the subject’s Being, which in its very yield-
ing confirms the subject as a subject of the signifier. In 
the scopic register, the object at stake is the subject’s 
own gaze as it returns to him from the Other. Thus, 
the painting itself is not the object; it is a lure that 
harbours the object.

In a second move, having neutralised the evil eye, 
the painter enters the fray as a subject, appropriating 



VOLUME 4 - ISSUE 6 JUNE 2019

the shed object. This is the domte-regard action of the 
painter, not simply the subduing, but the harnessing 
of the gaze-object. The shed skin has fallen away, says 
Lacan, only to be gathered up to cover the framework 
of a shield.

Lest this staging should appear overly caricatured, 
the ensuing elaboration allows Lacan to nuance the 
description in a way that shows the painter essentially 
occupying either position in alternation. The first cast-
down gaze he gathers up is his own. Or more precisely, 
there is no gathering up, for the objects fall, like rain 
drops, directly upon the surface. Lacan speaks of la 
pluie du pinceau, rainfall from the painter’s brush, em-
phasising how, in painting, the gaze object ‘operates 
in a certain descent’. This descent is in direct contrast 
to his previous model of sublimation, in which there 
was a raising of the object to a higher dignity. Here it 
is a matter of falling, like a bird letting fall its feathers, 
a snake casting off its scales, a tree letting fall its leaves. 
Furthermore, this imagistic passage is immediately 
followed by Lacan’s insistence that a painter’s brush-
stroke is an entity in which a movement is terminated. 
Thus, through apposition, the brushstroke on the sur-
face is read as the frozen moment at which the vertical 
falling is broken by a non-vertical plane.

Lacan’s analogical elaboration anticipates some-
what remarkably Steinberg’s literal notion of the flat-
bed picture plane.25 The Lacanian painterly surface is 
less a site for the production of illusionistic depth than 
the site upon which there settles an accumulation of 
discarded objects, thus largely akin to the Steinber-
gian ‘symbolic continuum of litter, workbench, and 
data-ingesting mind’.

This leads Lacan to qualify this site not as a site 
for representation, but rather as a site for the stand-
in, the placeholder, of representation, in an explicit 
nod to Freud’s Vorstellungsrepräsentanz. And so in 
Lacan’s scheme the impression of Impressionism is 
far less the impression of a view than the reasserting 
of the surface impression, the impressed trace of the 
brush, each stroke standing in for, not reproducing,  
representation per se.

Less cogent in Steinberg’s account is his notional 
assertion, positively the most speculative passage in 
his lecture, of a movement from nature to culture in 
the shift from vertical to horizontal. Lacan’s notion of 
the civilising aspect of painting is altogether different 
from Steinberg’s, but draws on a similar intuition of 

essential shifts between horizontality and verticality 
in its movements of descent and movements of alter-
nation. It is not that one plane is more ‘civilised’ than 
another, but rather that the very movement from one 
plane to another – as it were, from the coronal (X-Z) 
plane to the transverse (X-Y) and vice-versa – implies 
in and of itself a specifically cultural planar division. It 
might be argued that Steinberg’s flatbed plane, theo-
rised locally for the new painting of the 1960s, can 
be usefully redeployed as a conceptual tool to amplify 
an intrinsic aspect of painterly practice in its greater 
extent, from its earliest attested beginnings.26 

Nevertheless, Lacan’s disquisition turns most 
emphatically to focus on a variant orientation: the 
left-right axis that comes to the fore in virtue of the 
painter’s gesture. Had I been delivering this lecture 
in Lacan’s time – and this was still the case when I 
was a painting student in the early 1990s – a little 
time would have been devoted to loading transparent 
slides into a deck or carousel. This could prove to be a 
somewhat perilous exercise, especially with images of 
non-figurative work, where the miniature reproduc-
tions did not always permit a definitive conclusion 
as to orientation. Yet no sooner than the slide was 
projected onto the screen, it would become apparent 
to all in the room, even when they had no prior ac-
quaintance with the reproduced work, should an er-
ror have been committed in the loading of the slide, 
whether the presentation was upside down or back 
to front. This charming inconvenience of analogue 
technology serves today as a reminder of the insis-
tent axial character of the painted image, whether as 
a result of compositional dynamics or the movement 
of the brushwork itself. Is this brushwork reducible 
to the directionality of each individual stroke such as 
it might be read in reference to prior knowledge of 
the painter’s dominant handedness? If this apprecia-
tion of the axiality is not palpable at the level of the 
transparent slide when held up to the eye, at the level 
of these small inch and a half reproductions on which 
the traces of the brush are seldom visible when viewed 
unaided, this might well be the case.27 But perhaps 
there is something further at issue.

In his 1995 discourse on de Kooning’s Rosy-Fin-
gered Dawn at Louse Point, J.H. Prynne tentatively 
advances the category of ‘declared strokes’, defined as 
‘strokes that from a normal viewing distance mani-
fest themselves as visibly gestural movements of the 
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hand holding the brush.’28 If Stella’s painted lines are 
to be included in this category, and surely they must 
be, they will nevertheless expand the category some-
what.29 What one sees in the Aluminium paintings 
are bands that conform to the width of the brush, but 
as noted above, a single band does not correspond to 
a single brush stroke, since each is comprised of lay-
ered coats. This distinction becomes more critical in 
regard to Prynne’s subsequent observation on what he 
terms ‘the facture of the particular brush in hand’.30 
Each stroke in de Kooning’s Rosy-Fingered Dawn ‘la-
tently infers the painter’s obscured body, while […] 
attenuating and re-attributing its presence.’ The reader 
comes to know that Prynne is not here entertaining a 
humanising bodily dramaturgy, because in an endnote 
he chides Richard Wollheim for this very tendency. 
The observation is further on refined:

the covert lateral drip-markings here, 
which were of course done while the can-
vas was temporarily in landscape format, 
are a kind of concealed play of punning 
upon […] the displacement of the im-
plied subject-position and the viewer’s 
vertical stance.31

This appreciation of declarative brushwork works 
both with and against Lacan’s premise of a fixed axial-
ity when read according to a pictorial notion of ori-
entation, while simultaneously endorsing a similar 
premise when read according to a corporeal notion of 
orientation. And if an amplification may be permit-
ted of this implicit notion of a corporeal orientation 
– specifically the painter’s body, not the viewer’s – does 
this not lead to a reassertion of the flatbed picture 
plane such as it is suggested by Lacan’s allusion to a 
surface that functions most fully in accommodating 
an accumulation of variously oriented oddments?

Lacan’s fourth session on the gaze concludes with 
the painter’s terminal gesture, its curious temporal 
collapse whereby the instant of seeing is concomitant 
with the moment of conclusion, annulling all time for 
understanding. It is in this that the painter’s gesture 
can seem almost remote-controlled, as Lacan has it. 
The painter is invariably working on the level of the 
Other’s desire: not desire of the Other, but desire à 
l ’Autre, desire that belongs already to the Other. While 
no longer beheld, the subject is no less beholden to 
the Other. Is it not, then, that the ultimate gesture 

of hanging the tableau on the wall is a reassertion of 
the plane of alterity whereby the Other is experienced 
somehow not as a catoptric reflection, but neverthe-
less as a singular corporeal architecture that coalesces 
semblance and Being subsequent to their sundering 
by the evil eye?

If Stella’s aluminium paint really does repel the eye, 
whose eye is at stake? Is this to be classified, ambi-
tiously but ineluctably, as a Modernist evolution of 
pre-modern prophylactic measures against the eye’s 
maleficence? The Aluminium Paintings, with their 
allusions to sectioned bodies, to paradoxical on-
tologies, grounds without figures, or perhaps figures 
without grounds, not mirrors without silvering, but 
silvering without glass, reflecting non-mirrors, em-
phatically mineral yet ‘straight from the can’, oper-
ate as variations on this corporeal topography of the 
Other.32 Furthermore, whereas de Kooning’s strokes 
are declarative of the oriented hand and brush in re-
lation to the oriented surface, Stella’s strokes in the 
Aluminium Paintings are declarative of orientation 
as such. Is it not precisely in this absolute evacua-
tion of depicted form and stable pictoriality that the 
body is most powerfully invoked in its primal rela-
tions of symmetrical and gravitational orientation  
and reorientation? 

*

It has often been asserted that the development 
and refinement of the formal concerns of Modern-
ist painting arose in specific contradistinction to the 
emergence and advance in photographic technology, 
the latter purportedly giving rise to a colonisation of 
the pictorial territory traditionally commanded by 
the painter’s discipline. The dominant model of the 
camera as a single-viewpoint device, aligned histori-
cally with the monocular viewpoint of perspective 
and further coupled with the overriding tendency to 
display the developed and printed photograph in the 
same orientation as previously occupied by the film 
in the camera chamber at the moment of exposure, 
on a similarly flat support surface, is often supposed 
to have acted as a prompt to searches for a paint-
erly specificity that would lie beyond this technical 
confine. The assertion is not altogether satisfactory,33 
not least because one of the most complete yet ap-
parently uncontrived transitions of photography into 
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the sector of pictorial practice more usually associ-
ated with art practice was the appearance of Hilla and 
Bernd Becher’s photographic arrays in commercial 
art galleries from the mid-1960s onwards, and their 
enthusiastic reception by the contemporary art com-
munity; photographs that, while possessing the many 
distinctive features now to be appraised, were con-
ventional in their respect of vertical orientation and  
single viewpoint.

The Bechers had their first show at the Galerie 
Ruth Nohl in Siegen in 1963, where they exhibited 
a sequence of photographs of water towers. There-
after, they went on to exhibit photographs of mine 
heads, steel mills, cooling towers, blast head furnac-
es, coal tipples, gasometers, storage silos, coke ovens, 
lime kilns, grain elevators, and oil refineries, among 
other industrial structures.34 Most of these were pho-
tographed in Belgium, France, Germany, Luxem-
bourg, the Netherlands, the UK, and later in Italy  
and the US.

The 1963 show exhibited a selection of works ex-
ecuted following a recent modification to the Bechers’ 
methodology. Between 1959 and 1962, a Linhof 
Technica 6 x 9 cm camera with 12 DIN glass plates 
had been their device of choice, but 1963 saw them 
switching to a Plaubel Peco 5 x 7” camera, which ac-
commodated sheet-film (13 x 18 cm) of finer grain.35 
They employed as many as eight different lenses, 
sometimes even a 480 or 600 mm for long focal dis-
tances. The front and rear sections of the Peco allowed 
for perspectival distortion to be lessened still further. 
The exposure times were long, sometimes extending 
in excess of one minute, but more often than not 10 
seconds at an aperture of 45.

The gelatin silver prints that the Bechers pro-
duced from their photographs were initially mounted 
individually on square supports that could accommo-
date portrait or landscape formats, then to be associ-
ated with other prints in a grid. These measured 12 x 
16”. Later they made larger 20 x 24” prints in editions 
of five. Hilla Becher has remarked that, ‘there was no 
money for frames’.36

From the late 1950s onwards, the on-site work-
ing methodology of the Bechers changed very little. 
Each of the industrial structures that feature in the 
works is photographed, when possible, frontally from 
a raised viewpoint. When constrained by obstacles in 
the vicinity of the structure to adopt a closer position, 

they would raise yet further the vantage point of the 
camera and attach a wide-angle lens. 

During the process of establishing the prints, 
the structures were close-cropped. There is a strict 
minimum of incidental detail in the surroundings. 
The large plate camera, fine-grain film, and pow-
erful lenses, allow for great image sharpness from 
a distance in relation to the structures that, seen 
with the naked eye, would not permit the same  
scrutiny of detail.

The space above and around the central structures 
in the photographs is of an even white or near white. 
One of the most painstaking features of the Bechers’ 
on-site working process, aside from the frequently 
drawn-out administrative process of gaining access 
to the object-structures, was anticipation of uniform 
cloud cover or light fog that would facilitate the white 
background in the photographs.37 Sometimes the 
blank surrounds would be further accentuated during 
the process of exposing the paper to the negatives in 
the dark room.

Emphasis is frequently laid upon the typologi-
cal aspect of the Bechers’ work38, following their own 
qualifying of a suite of photographs in 1970 as Eine 
Typologie technischer Bauten, [‘A Typology of Technical 
Buildings’]. However, despite the not inconsiderable 
typological interest of their various projects, the title 
is a reductive one. Photography holds scarcely more 
interest when it comes to the scrutinising of types in 
architectural typology than does the corrupted form 
of the rendering in commercial architecture. Plans 
and elevations have long held the ascendant role in 
the study of architectural form and engineering. In a 
late interview shortly before her death, Hilla Becher 
remarked that she never really thought of the pho-
tographs in typological terms, considering the struc-
tures simply as ‘objects that reappeared in different 
countries’.39 The Bechers’ commitment to single-view 
photographic composition has the consequence of 
omitting as much information about each structure 
as it documents, and even in the dual-aspect ‘com-
parative juxtaposition’ tableaus, the photographs do 
not reveal a great deal more about the structures than 
could be garnered by a passer-by. It may be supposed, 
for instance, that the top of a cooling tower is an open 
aperture, or that the upper surface of a gasometer is 
closed, but nothing allows the specificity of such in-
ferences to be inspected or confirmed. The inquisitive 



VOLUME 4 - ISSUE 6 JUNE 2019

eye is allowed no further than the skirting plates or 
the sheath and brace armatures.

And so another path opens, somewhat divergent 
from this insistence on typology. 

First, from what kind of tradition or historical-
ly sustained thematics might this representation of 
impermanent functional structures proceed? What 
might be deduced from the suite of various unwieldy 
monikers used to designate and unite the structures 
that the Bechers photographed – from ‘industrial ar-
chitecture’ or ‘anonymous sculpture’, to ‘anti-architec-
ture’ or ‘nomadic architecture’ (terms coined or ratified 
by the Bechers themselves)?

In the posthumously published The Projective 
Cast, Robin Evans revisits the same enmeshing of 
architecture and perspective in Renaissance painting 
that had then been recently explored at considerable 
length by Damisch, Bryson, and others, but in ap-
proaching the question from the field of architectural 
history he succeeds in articulating a fresh consider-
ation. Evans notes how the ‘setting’ in perspectival 
painting was always liable to transform into architec-
ture, since indeed it was already a kind of ‘virtual ar-
chitecture’. ‘What could be easier’, he observes, ‘than 
to turn a grid into a pavement?’ Yet where one might 
have expected in the Quattrocento ‘a spate of topo-
graphical paintings to exhibit the verisimilitude of the 
new technique [of perspectival construction]’, very 
few such paintings exist.40 Perspective is quite apt to 
‘report direct from reality’, as is familiar to us from 
the examples of Dürer’s machines and the Brunelles-
chi panel of the baptistery so regularly trotted out by 
way of illustration, but seldom does this describe what 
in fact occurred in Renaissance painting. ‘Whatever 
an artist using measured perspective is tied to,’ writes 
Evans, ‘it is not the objective data from the real world’; 
it is rather ‘the method of construction’, and so in this 
painterly practice one meets not topographical depic-
tion, but ‘inventions and fantasies’.41

What kind of fanciful pseudo-architecture did 
painters of the Renaissance commonly concoct? Na-
gel and Wood in their erudite Anachronic Renais-
sance note how Quattrocento paintings of the Nativ-
ity and the Adoration marked a kind of about-turn 
in the process of substitution in which architectural 
advance consists. In the ruins of classical stone archi-
tecture roughly supplemented with makeshift timber 
buttresses and thatched lean-tos – Nagel and Wood 

cite the Botticelli Adoration in Washington DC and 
Francesco di Giorgio’s Nativity in San Domenico, Si-
ena, to which many further instances may be added 
– they read an ‘image of pure functionality’, an ‘ar-
chitecture stripped of its representational dimension’, 
which in turn permits of diagnosing a series of con-
comitant reversals, from stone to timber, from per-
manence to impermanence, from the legendary Casa 
Romuli to the Nativity shed, and from sophisticated 
masonry to elemental bricolage.42 Slightly later, in the 
Beccafumi Nativity, also in Siena, the crumbled tri-
umphal arch is supplemented by an improvised ocu-
lus of hovering angels: this return to a ‘degree zero’ 
of architecture is, by the reckoning of Nagel and 
Wood, as much an ‘improbable bridge to an eternal,  
immaterial architecture’.

Nagel and Wood’s study is especially pertinent 
for its critique of typological approaches, suggesting 
these were most productive when ‘type and token, 
model and copy, did not resemble one another too 
closely.’43 To this notion of typological substitution 
is contrasted one of performative spoliation. Spo-
liation is essentially a military metaphor: ‘the carting 
off and display of the artefacts of the vanquished’; a 
metaphor that has survived ‘because the elements of 
violence and of the reassignment of meaning as the 
perquisite of cultural dominance are so often present 
in the history of European architecture, well beyond a 
strictly military context’.44 Dale Kinney, cited by Na-
gel and Wood, traces the etymology of the wartime 
‘spoil’ to the spolium that is the armour stripped of 
a defeated opponent, just as a hide is stripped from 
an animal.45 Unlike the type, the spolium often ex-
ists unacknowledged, or decontextualized beyond 
the legibility of referential linkage. If it is acknowl-
edged or asserted, it is an anonymous material link, 
and not a formal-historical one, indeed it ‘rhetori-
cally interferes with the model of a smooth succession  
of regimes’.46

The anonymous hand, the de-historicised and 
generic entity, could not be more implicit in the in-
dustrial structures that the Bechers captured, framed, 
and reconfigured in the two-dimensional grids on the 
gallery wall. Just as Nagel and Wood insist on spolia-
tion’s aspect of ‘authorial invention’ in the ‘repurposing 
and sometimes deliberate framing of reused materi-
al’, the Bechers’ authorship is asserted in the lacunae 
of the anonymous and forgotten designers of these 
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functional structures, which are thereby appropriated 
as ready-mades, to be rerouted into a field historically 
infused with an altogether different tradition of ap-
preciation and engagement.47

In the same way that the question was asked, 
apropos of Stella’s painting and its commentators, 
whether the constraints of the formalist readings has 
adequately been left behind, the similar question aris-
es as to whether this shift in emphasis from typology 
to a notion of performative practice is sufficient to ac-
count for the larger poetic and associative dimension 
of the Bechers’ work.

What exactly is the encounter or scenario that the 
Bechers stage? Its barest constituent elements may 
be itemised as follows. One industrial mechanism, a 
camera, is placed frontally in relation to another in-
dustrial mechanism. Both mechanisms date from 
approximately the same era, the mid-twentieth cen-
tury, and were conceived and built in the same geo-
graphical zones, northwest Europe. Both mechanisms 
are fashioned from durable materials – for the most 
part highly resistant, extra-hard metals – and their 
form corresponds strictly to the function for which 
they were designed. Indeed, in both cases the visible 
exterior shell is an outer casing that also possesses a 
concealed inner surface. The interior dynamics, hu-
manly inaccessible when the chamber is in working 
mode, determine the surface shape. Any apertures in 
the chamber surface are carefully controlled valves or 
shutters, permitting the calibrated ingress or egress 
of a material substance or, in the case of the camera, 
light. The dynamics of the chamber are often de-
signed to operate a controlled physical modification 
of its transient material contents.48 In the case of the 
column-guided gasometers, the state of the material 
content modifies the two-component exterior form 
in a telescopic movement that is strongly reminiscent 
of the movement of a telephoto lens. The chief dif-
ferences between the mechanisms lie at the level of 
scale and mobility. The camera device is comparatively 
small and portable. The industrial structures are enor-
mous and, as Bernd Becher was wont to stress, firmly 
rooted in the ground.

The transience of material contents is another 
important thematic that unites the two mechanisms. 
The camera plays initial temporary host to photo-
graphic film later to be darkroom processed, just as 
the industrial structures accommodate ad interim 
gases, oil, grain, molten metals, ore, and so on, to be 

treated and reprocessed elsewhere prior to human use 
or consumption. To pursue the allusion to darkroom 
practice a little further, since it forms an integral part 
of the associative matrix of the Bechers’ work (while 
becoming increasingly less familiar in the present 
age of digital image capture and relay), photographic 
practice in the darkroom, far more essentially than 
painterly practice, was compelled to pass via a hori-
zontal ‘flatbed’ phase of execution, if not necessarily 
in the exposure of the light-sensitive paper, then at 
the very least in the chemical treatment thereof in  
open trays.49

This associative dimension may be pressed yet 
further, prompted by the Bechers’ enigmatic remark 
that in their work they ‘wanted to complete the world 
of things’, to ask in what way the specific staging of 
an encounter between industrial mechanisms might 
contribute to such completion of the manufactured 
res extensa? In what way might the industrial struc-
tures be incomplete? Could the camera mechanism be 
considered as completing in some way the mechani-
cal industrial structure? As noted above in relation to 
Stella’s fragmented canvases, to attribute the quality 
of incompleteness to an object is always to human-
ise or anthropomorphise it to some degree, and this 
tendency is by no means absent from the literature 
on the Bechers’ photographic prints. Pepe Karmel has 
proclaimed that ‘the theme of the revelation of the 
body’s interior […] plays an important, albeit sub-
liminal role’ in their work, notably in the tubes and 
tanks which he reads as ‘the industrial equivalent of 
the body’s circulatory system.’50 Susanna Lang refers 
to the outer armature of the structures as an ‘epider-
mis’.51 Michael Fried (again) remarks on how the 
selection of water towers on the cover of the 2003 
Typologien volume is ‘openly anthropomorphic’.52 
Would the camera thus complete the industrial 
structure as a disembodied mechanical eye that fur-
nishes the structure with its own mirror image, with 
which then to identify? This interpretation is strange-
ly absorbing, with its Hofmannesque overtones of 
an eye restored to an automaton, but still will not  
altogether convince.

There is a further aspect to the Bechers’ project, 
perhaps its defining trait given its presence from be-
ginning to end of their project, namely the specific 
way in which they transform the geographical sites 
they visit into scenes. Two methodological procedures 
are entailed, noticed very briefly above: the white 
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backgrounds that surround the industrial structures 
and the expansive physical distance maintained be-
tween object-structure and camera lens.

Various verbs might describe what the white 
backgrounds do – isolating, framing, silhouetting, and 
so on – but perhaps they are most effective in what 
they do not do. They decline to provide any local in-
cidental detail. Whereas the initial defining trait of 
photography had been, as Barthes argued, the punc-
tum, the non-deliberated and unintentional index of 
the photographer-subject’s having been at a specific 
site, without that subject necessarily having been 
attentive to this one aspect of the site, the Bechers 
bring about an evacuation of the punctum. The careful 
omission of cloud forms, airborne wildlife, and other 
transient entities moving through the sky, is an effec-
tive sublation of any indexical marker that could be 
construed as confirming human corporeal presence in 
a spatial and temporal locality.

This sublation is duplicated in the remote vantage 
points, which reduce as far as mechanically possible 
the dramatic perspectival convergence of parallel lines. 
I couldn’t resist reproducing this image of the Bechers’ 
print of a cooling tower alongside a reconstruction 
of the lost Brunelleschi panel of the east face of the 
Florence baptistery, mentioned in passing above. By 
the goodness of Brunelleschi’s biographer, Antonio 
Manetti, the architect’s viewpoint from the recess of 
the western portal of the Cattedrale di Santa Maria 
can be calculated as exactly 60 braccia from his model, 
just over 114 feet (35 meters). It takes no effort to see 
that the perspectival convergence is far less dramatic 
in the Bechers’ print, indicating that the camera was 
stationed at a much greater distance from the object-
structure. This protracted expanse softens the angles 
of the receding lines to the extent that the vantage 
point becomes far less certain.

As a parenthesis, it may be noted that at the same 
time as the Bechers were employing the new photo-
graphic technology to offset the overpowering per-
spectival convergence that is a direct consequence of 
stationary monocular vision, Euan Uglow in London 
was devising contrivances to circumvent the same 
phenomenon within the ‘close-up’ tradition of still-
life and nude painting. In the 1967 Nude from Twelve 
Regular Vertical Positions from the Eye, the vantage 
points are multiplied but consolidated on the single 
plane of the support surface. In the 1971–72 Summer 

Picture, the dramatic convergence of a rectangular 
table-top was overcome by building a new support 
for the model with a parallelogram surface, wider at 
the back than at the front, as is perhaps more evident, 
though just barely, in Still Life with Model Marks of 
the same year, depicting the same surface when unoc-
cupied by the nude model.

What the Bechers bring to the industrial struc-
tures that command their works through the dual as-
pect of the blank background and the deep visual field 
is not the seeing eye, but precisely the gaze-object 
with its uncertain perceptual capacity. Lacan’s reiter-
ated lesson on the gaze is that it is never less palpable 
than when the seeing eye is present. The industrial 
landscapes that the Bechers put before us are com-
pletely bereft of such presence, yet strangely inhabited 
in their appropriation of these anonymous casings of 
one same invisible void, these alchemical crucibles 
that stubbornly shield from us the intensity and mys-
tery of their inner workings. The authorial subject is 
thus reasserted not as a localised presence at a par-
ticular site, but as an object-gaze, looking back at the 
subject-viewer precisely when he was most off-guard. 
Far from ushering in a new ideal objectivity, which is 
how the Bechers’ project has often been categorised, 
these peculiar photographs put before us a new objec-
tality, to use Lacan’s term; they give us a sense of this 
‘part of ourselves, this portion of our flesh, which nec-
essarily remains snagged in the formal machine’. And 
just like logical formalism, formalism in art, without 
this irretrievable bodily morsel, ‘would amount to ab-
solutely nothing for us’.53

*

In conclusion, where Frank Stella’s Aluminium paint-
ings problematise the immaterial picture plane as such, 
by compromising or de-completing the integrity of 
the support surface – and here support can be heard 
as much as the support for the plane as the support 
for the applied medium – Hilla and Bernd Becher’s 
photographic arrays problematise any conflation of 
geometral point and subjective position, pushing the 
perspectival intersections towards infinity. In so do-
ing, each of these bodies of work constitutes a critical 
inflection to the discipline of pictorial plastic art, but 
above all betrays an exemplary sensitivity to the ques-
tion of the object of alterity in the scopic field.
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As an additional remark, to close: these develop-
ments from an era that is now a half century behind 
us, along with the questions of orientation and capti-
vation that they engage, afford an unexpected angle 
on the radically different relation to the screen that 
has emerged over the last two decades with the rapid 
proliferation of digital technology. Just as Giorgio 
Agamben has been led to decipher the contemporary 
use of the virtual ground in terms of a tension be-
tween the frame of the folio page and the unfurling of 
the infinite scroll54, one might also enlist the tension 
between the vertical and the flatbed plane as a line 
of approach to our vertical ‘desktops’ and viewfinders 
that double as mirrors. Between the illusionistic reces-
sion of the constantly accessible image and the touch-
sensitive surface of the tablet, there is a new tension 
between the virtual and the real that is perhaps not 
quite where it was before, but not altogether elsewhere 
either. Concomitantly, in a grotesque return of the an-
tique module of the braccio, the world is incessantly 
beheld at arm’s length in the stopgap image of a self 
maintained at constant measure.

© A.R. Price 2019
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the former. In a further inconsistency, however, he will ac-
cord a paragraph to the crossing of the frame, when it ap-



VOLUME 4 - ISSUE 6 JUNE 2019

pears ‘as a pictorial milieu of the image’, belonging ‘more to 
the virtual space of the image than to the material surface 
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