Bones, Nails, and Footprints: LIFELIKE  FORGERY


								by Rosanna Albertini








No more objects, a living substance. Lifelike. The living art I am talking about comes after the last World war.  The big mushroom’s shadow is still hovering overhead. After the atomic bomb, the intellectual illusion that art appears in a faraway country in which time and space do not have any influence stops making sense. Some of the artists work about human endurance, and every time they test what is really possible to handle, mentally and physically, they happen to discover how much the ongoing texture of life alters and disfigures people and objects. It is through this constant alteration that they are able to perceive themselves and their own outcomes. 


	Objects are no more permanent that we are. In every age they possess a different meaning. Painted or written signs of human intelligence separated from the person who made them are partially silent, abandoned things. Many artists engage their own body in art making, others prefer conceptual paradoxes, and all of them display limits and alterations. Forgery is the toil of a living art generated by discontent. : “to forge is to make a copy of something, in order to deceive...” says the Oxford dictionary, but deception is a spring of creation for an artist, as well as conflicts and an appetite for association. A few landmarks --in the shape of icons--   the whole landscape would require days, or weeks.





Icon n.1: an artist, Allan Kaprow, goes out on the sidewalk in a sunny day. He looks at his shadow, bends his body forwards, tries to pick up the shadow and, very quickly, puts it in his pocket. The shadow is always there, out of him. He keeps doing and redoing the same attempt until his back hurts. The art piece is accomplished when he tells the story. 





The shadow is one of the postures of his body projected in front of him --out of him, lost for the artist as the trees’ or the house’s shadow for their inflexible bodies. The artist becomes spectator of himself. If some ridicule could touch him, he does not care. Every creation is somebody’s shadow, at the mercy of anyone else. The artist is not anymore like the painter who fills his studio’s rooms  with his own art until he is found dead, sitting in the innermost. (Another Kaprow’s story) “This act is tragic -- wrote Kaprow in 1966-- because the man could not forget art. Experimental art is never tragic. It is a prelude.”


Show Allen Ruppersberg’s print  IT IS NOT ART (that counts now), 1988.


The capital letters, the formal perfection, the dreamlike image of art as it if was safe from life’s flaws, bugs, and impermanent stories, are definitely dead bones. There is no esthetic for the artists to imitate, but a prelude has to be played, and heard, to keep alive and fluent conversation, encounters, and infinitely different perceptions among humans. It’s hardly possible to give a name to such contemporary renaissance --already a verbal monument came up-- without repeating words whose usage changes within time and people. A new idealism? There is no such thing. Doesn’t this sound like a verbal forgery? The ancient mother’s bones, let us throw them behind, as did Pirra and Deucalion, before history was born. 


Exploring the non-art territories, the artists have blurred the boundaries between art and life.  


The iconographic vocabulary they use, no reverence for the past, tell us that what can look like forgery, in contemporary art, is nothing but nonsense: where the objects do not count, forgery doesn’t. 


	Machine made objects, though conceived by humans, have covered the planet. It is an inventory of abandoned forms and forgeries from which not only the sense of time slipped away, the hand touching and caring, as well as her shadow, has retracted. 


Icon n.2 	 John Baldessari,  Inventory, 1978


Icon n.3 	Vija Celmin, Hot Plate, 1964


Icon n.4	Yoshitomo Nara, Sheep from your Dream, 1997


Icon n.5	Yoshitomo Nara, Quiet Quiet, 1999


The signature? One more, thousands more objects:


Icon n.6	Tim Hawkinson, Signature Machine, 1998


Bill Viola analyses what is too big in the human body to be shrunk into a signature. Our own nature is still too big and mysterious for us to fully comprehend, it’s perhaps the reason why we never cease writing stories.


Icon n.7	Bill Viola, Passage, 1987


Chris Burden playing visual games about alteration of size and time,


 Icon n.8	Mounette, 1994


Icon n.	9	Mounette, 1994





Self expression (self realization) has turned into self alteration, and goes along with the decay of form. To wear the mask of some other life, including our own of various different times, is one of the most interesting faces of our age. And, if the face is lost, so is purity of meaning, or theology of forms.  Not at all an American tragedy: Eugenio Montale, for instance, was very clear about the dead- end of forms and formalism:


	Forms (or rather the abstract psychological themes that underlie them) are studied 		abstractly, as if they had an autonomous life of their own, but it is forgotten that art as a 		formal ‘piece’, history as an imaginary museum, the picture as a radiograph of a 			psychosis, are the beginnings of the end of art, because the forms and the themes 			themselves can be created by the culture industry, and the very notion of an art destined 		to last disturbs a humanity that no longer wants to reflect, suspended as it is between 		anxiety and the obscure need to put an end to every individual problem.





Art indeed doesn’t give up with wanting to last.  If not reproducing objects, by recreating myths. The living space of art, in this case, appears much more in everybody’s perception and interpretation --for the experience is marked and unnoticeably changed in their active memory-- rather than in the factual event. Living art works like the starting point of an arrow toward the heart of our attention, and asks for a response. Chris Burden, for instance, “a few minutes of performance, that I will never redo ... it becomes a myth”.


Icon n. 10	Shoot, 1971


Icon n.11	Icarus, 1973


Icon n.12	Sculpture in Three Parts, 1974


Icon n.13	Oh, Dracula, 1974


Icon n.14	All the Submarines of the US of America, 1987 		(625)


Icon n.15	All the Submarines... (detail)





There is a personal way of experiencing, for the artist and the viewer. Images are not perfectly, literally associated with words. Besides, more than one meaning speaks out of the visual configuration. That’s why interpretation and storytelling, about the arts of the last half century, have often become the real life of art pieces that are almost impossible to reproduce, not even in photographs or films. An enormous forgery, the reading and writing about them, has replaced the physical experience and multiplied illusions about understanding them. Words about art have become a vortex, like a cloud of bees buzzing in a theoretical sky often quite distant from the art works per se.


	Most of the visual artists were to accept their meaningless, careless, priceless life. The market is the most arbitrary power. Art works go to the stars or to hell, for reason that are external to quality or ideas.  But the artists are still among the few, in this world, who “are no longer deceived, whose passion is reality”. (W.B. Yates) One self is not enough? Many of them built their anti-self. In such case Forgery  is the fire that first burns and then regenerates the face that the artist allows the public to see. It is forgery of their own self. Isn’t this the way to be human in life? “Every time I think, I think of something else”. (Jean Luc Godard, In praise of Love, 2002) 


	W.B.Yates, in Per Amica Silentia Lunae:


	“I think all happiness depends on the energy to assume the mask of some other life, on a 		re-birth as something not one’s self, something created in a moment and perpetually 		renewed; in playing a game like that of a child when one loses the infinite pain of 			self-realization.”





Icon n. 16	John Baldessari, Ingres and Other Parables (detail), 1971		





	INGRES	


	This is the story of a little known painting by Ingres. Its first owner took


	good care of it, but as things go, he eventually had to sell it. Succeeding owners 


	were not so cautious about its welfare and did not take as good care of it as the


	first owner. That is, the second owner let the painting’s condition slip a bit. 


	Maybe it all began by letting it hang crookedly on the wall, not dusting it, maybe it 


	fell to the floor a few times when somebody slammed the door too hard. Anyway the 		third owner received the Ingres with some scratches (not really tears), and the


	canvas buckled in one corner --paint fading here and there. Owners that followed had it 		retouched and so on, but the repairs never matched and the decline had begun.


	The painting looked pretty sad. But what was important was the documentation --the idea 	of Ingres; not the substance. And the records were always well-kept. A clear lineage,


	a good genealogy. It was an Ingres certainly, even though the painting by this time


	was not much.


	The other day it was auctioned off. Time had not been kind to the Ingres. All that was left 	was one nail. Maybe the nail was of the original, maybe it was used in repairs, or


	maybe Ingres himself had used it to hang the painting. It was all the Ingres that remained. 	In fact, it was believed to be the only Ingres nail ever offered in public sale.





	Moral: If you have the idea in your head, the work is as good as done.


	


Here is the nail. Sorry, here is the Ingres: Icon n. 16








Perhaps forgery has become such a significant topic for centuries, in our western civilization, for legal reasons rather than esthetic. A few icons, almost canonized,  have been a spring of endless imitation or repetition, Ovid’s scenes of metamorphosis, for instance. Once upon a time there were kings and subjects, then the individual selves, trying to reshape the world in their head. 


Today our eyes and minds are so filled with images, words, patterns, logic, that one way to find the self again is the action of dismantling all the intellectual clothes that we wear. We have become walking illustrated books, lost in the land of signs. 





See Footprints of Narcissus, by Jim Shaw,  n.17





Were we trying to replicate Narcissus, we might discover that our mirror is underneath the soul, a shoe’s soul clogged with mud, at each step absorbing everybody else’s earth contact. The only one who is not allowed to look at himself, is the person who wears the shoes:


					 Jim Shaw. 


	The more he expands his mind upon the human comedy, the more his own identity is threatened, or could disappear eaten by the devourers of words and symbols, such a big part of his imagery. Jim Shaw tries to make in an art work the complete loss of intellectual illusions. He is himself a simple tool, a drawing hand cleaning the feelings from fragments of visual memory, and keeping the moral certainty that he belongs to a world that is far from any judgmental discrimination. The flatness of his images is an almost naturalistic description of a state of mind. Already made images of TV series, paintings, cartoons, posters, religious symbols, movies, books, magazine covers, seem to sprout naturally in his mental landscape. They are the same images stocked in everybody’s memory.  They keep carving inside each of us an altered nature of the living self, so that our mind no longer believes in reality but in thinking and dreaming. Long before Jean Baudrillard, Henry Miller had written that “life becomes a spectacle and, if you happen to be an artist, you record the passing show.” Jim Shaw belongs to the passing display like an infected body joining the herd, drawing all this passing that won’t become a past, for it is made of nothingness. 


	This kind of forgery we are considering -one might call it so-  is actually much more interesting than purified self expression, it is our cultural reality inside out, zapped from one to the other appearance, it does not matter who does it, she and he, one of the many. Click, John Cage used to say, “Keep a clicker in your pocket Wittgenstein / just in case you / encounter / ugliness that needs / transformation / ugliness / that / after / one / click / you accept / as beautiful / transformation / sudden change / of mind .”


JIM SHAW			17 x 14	In the stile of


From My Mirage	


Icon n. 18 (1)	Oreo Spiral	 		Frank Stella and Oreo Cookie				             19 (2)	Who’s in charge of Her?	Political illustration New Left	


	20(3)	Spiral, 1989			Man magazine cover, Pop Art


	21(4)	Black & White & Red All Over	 Collages in sociology classes


	22(5)	Doctor Seuss piece - 		artist


	23 (6)	The Tree of Knowledge	Norman Rockwell


	24 (7)	Post, 1988			woman Francisco psychedelic poster art


	25 (8)   Billy Goes to a Party, 1989	capable to draw adolescence as ugly and grotesque


	26 (9)	Pilgrim’s Progress, 1990	Edward Gorey


	27 (10)Early Fake Abstract Expressionism


	28 (11)New Yorker			Charles Adams and another cartoonist in the new 							Yorker


	29 (12)The Apple of His Eye		Wilson, San Children’s book writer


		30 (13)Fabric, 1991			





						Imitation of Myself as an undergraduate art student	


Icon n. 31 (1) Collaboration			


	32 (2) untitled	


	33 (3) untitled


	34 (4) Macho Cow


	35 (5) untitled


	36 (6) untitled


	37 (7) untitled


	38 (8) untitled


	39 (9) untitled


	40 (10) another Pinocchio?








								Fake Thrift Store Paintings


Icon n.	41 (1) Possum


	42 (2) Woman with big breast in the spring


	43 (3) A squint eyed owl and an ostrich ballerina 


	44 (4) Western cannibalism


	45 (5) Holy Money


	46 (6) Prisoner of the penis


	47 (7) A pink space station in the desert


	48 (8) Black and White Electric Fans


	49 (9) The march of the headless people and a headless zebra


	50 (10) Still life with eyes.


( Fake titles made by R.A. in the style of Jim Shaws’ titles in Thrift Store Paintings catalogue)





								Fake Paper Backs and Spot 										Illustrations


Icon n. 51 (1) Were Wolves PB	


	52 (2) Green Scime PB


	53 (3) Diane Lane PB


	54 (4) Shaved Man PB


	55 (5) Floppy Disc PB


	56 (6) untitled  SI


	57 (7) untitled SI


	58 (8) untitled SI


	59 (9) untitled SI


	60 (10) untitled SI


Here we are --as Peter Schjeldahl wrote it about Jim Shaw’s thrift store paintings collection-- “the inarticulate, the failed, the rejected --among us and inside us.” Maybe artists stopped creating, but, on the other hand, they found all the great lies that we squeeze from the mind so that we forget, for a moment, how hard it is to be human. 





Los Angeles, October 16, 2002





Paper for: Quasi Come: The Beauties of Fake and Forgery in Literature and Art  - Los Angeles, Italian Institute of Culture, October 25-27, 2002


International Conference sponsored by UCLA Italian Department, Clark Library, University of Bologna (Italy), Italian Institute of Culture, Los Angeles. 
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Icon n. 2		














 In contemporary art forgery is an arrow with two ends, one pointed at intellectual property, whose signature’s the piece comes from, the other pointed at the immense landscape of lost and found artifacts we never stop to produce and reproduce.


	�page  \* MERGEFORMAT�1�











