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It has often been said that painting became abstract as the task of 

recording appearances devolved on photography, yet at the beginning 

of the 1960s a number of painters, such as RichardArtschwager, 

Andy Warhol, Vij a Celmins, Malcolm Morley and Gerhard Richter, 

became interested in seeing what would happen if the appearance 

oftheirworks began to approximate that of photographic images. 

Of course painters had been using photography in various ways for 

a long time - the library shelves are littered with books bearing titles 

like Edgar Degas Photographe, Munch and Photography and so on- but 

never before had they taken it upon themselves. to paint photographs 

as they had once painted landscapes and stilllifes, to take the 

photograph itself as their motif. Not all the painters who painted from 

photographs in the 1960s went so far- David Hockney often used 

them as source material in a fairly traditional way, as a form of sketch 

or notation, for example - but this was a new way for painting to 

question itself, and it spread with remarkable rapidity. 

Historically, painting has confronted or perhaps sought out a number 

of points of resistance to its own autonomy: the photograph is just 

one. The commodity (as we saw so vividly in the art of the 1980s) or, 

more broadly, the object is another. Yet another is the technical 

rationalisation oft he medium itself, to the extent that it might 

approximate to a mere thing or perhaps to a mere activity, and, in the 

end, to the simple covering of a surface with colour. The issues raised 

by modernism's critical re-examination of painting' s autonomy are 

sometimes formal, sometimes social, always ideological. On the 

formal level, these issues have often been posed at the level of the 

picture plane. For critic and theorist Clement Greenberg, for instance, 

modernist painting was opposed to nineteenth-century academic 

art on account of its restoration of what he called the 'integrity' of 

the picture plane. 1 That is, academic painting was concerned with 

replacing the blank surface of the canvas with a new surface that 

would illusionistically appear not to be one at all but rather a view 

into some imaginary distance. It was there to create what Greenberg 
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used to deride as holes. The modernist painting was likewise 

supposed to replace the material surface ofthe canvas with a new 

one that would be pictorially complex, or at least nuanced; but by 

contrast, able to subsume the canvas' original unity and flatness. 

Greenberg wanted above all for the canvas to be as unified - as ' sole 

and whole' (to borrow a phrase from Yeats)- after the paint got on it 

asit was when it was bare. The act of paint ing may have tended to 

disrupt or wound this unity but only in order to restore or heal it. 

The material uniformity of the blank canvas could be replaced by 

the intellectual unity of the painting. 

A bit later on, in the late 1960s, critic Leo Steinberg tried to overcome 

Greenbergian intellectualism with his notion of the flatbed picture 

plane, which he claimed to discoverin the works of Robert 

Rauschenberg, whose use of photographic transfers in his paintings of 

the early 1960s may well have initiated the phase in the relationship 

between painting and photography with which this essay is 

concerned. The flatbed picture plane was a surface on which pictorial 

events and images were distributed like items scattered across a table 

or some other horizontal plane, or across a vertical one like a bulletin 

board, but in any case, 'no longer the analogue of a visual experience 

of nature but of operational processes.'2 Steinberg proposed this 

flatbed picture plane as an even stronger, m ore deeply material 

notion of the pictorial surface and its radical impermeability. 

Greenberg had a friendly curiosity toward photographs, but he never 

countenanced the sort of painting that directly imitated the effects 

of photography or confronted the place of photographic imagery and 

activity in contemporary life . He nonetheless set out the terms on 

which photographically-oriented painting would enter the discourse 

of art . For it was he who most clearly analysed the tende cy of 

modernist painting towards a particular sort of surface, one w ' se 

ultimate instantiation would be what he called the 'decenrra ·sed', 

'polyphonic', 'all-over' surface . This was ty!Jical o , fori e, 



Robert Rauschenberg 
Almanac, 1962 
Oil , acrylic and silkscreen on canvas 
24S x153 .5 em 

the poured paintings of Jackson Pollock, but had already been 

prefigured in the way Impressionist painters Claude Monet and 

Camille Pissarro had arrived at what Greenberg described as 'a tightly 

covered, evenly and heavily-textured rectangle of paint that muffled 

contrasts and tended- but only tended - to reduce the picture to a 

relatively undifferentiated surface.'l 

The effect of this sort of surface, Greenberg saw, must inevitably be of 

some sort of uniformity. This was not something to be thoughtlessly 

celebrated, he realised, and yet, 'This very uniformity, this 

dissolution of the picture into sheer texture, sheer sensation, into 

the accumulation of similar units of sensation, seems to answer 

something deep-seated in contemporary sensibility. It corresponds 

perhaps to the feeling that all hierarchical distinctions have been 

exhausted, that no area or order of experience is either intrinsically 

or relatively superior to any other.'4 What Greenberg does not point 

out is that this multiplication of sensations, and the concomitant 

levelling of hierarchies among different orders of experience, 

corresponds to social, economic and aesthetic effects of the 

introduction of photography into the field of image-production. 

While the production and reproduction of painting had been 

submitted to certain forms of industrialisation long before the 

inception of photography and photomechanical reproduction with 

their inherent availability to what Walter Benjamin called 'technical 

reproducibility', the art of painting - with its origins in the demands 

of church and court and its transmission through the 'closed shops' of 

the guild, atelier and academy - was heavily invested in an economy 

of scarcity and hierarchy. 

Photography put image-making on a different level. Take portraiture, 

for example: in the eighteenth century one had to be fairly well-to-do 

to have a portrait of oneself; only a small number of people had the 

skill to make one or the means to commission one. By the twentieth 

century, almost everyone had a photographic portrait of themselves, 

and indeed it was difficult to have any legally constituted adult 

existence without one, since some form ofphotographically-validated 

government-issued identification document became a prerequisite 

for participation in many spheres of life. Whereas in the past, 

possession of a pictorial image of oneself was evidence of a certain 

social placement, today it is almost necessary for mere existence 

in society. 

What is true of the human visage is true of everything else: in 

principle, absolutely everything is subject to photographic imaging 

every place, every object, every action. This indeed is the reality in 

which 'all hierarchical distinctions have been exhausted' and 'that no 

area or order of experience is either intrinsically or relatively superior 

to any other.' 5 Moreover, what is true of photography in general is 

tendentially true of any photograph in particular- the camera makes 

no distinctions with respect to what comes before the lens, and no 

matter how much effort the photographer may make to eliminate all 

extraneous elements from its field, there is always likely to be more 

to be seen in the image than his or her intention would allow for. 

This 'something more' constitutes what Roland Barthes (in a famous 

analysis of a still from Sergei M. Eisenstein's 1944 film !van the 

Terrible) called ' the third meaning', ' the signifying accidents of which 

this heretofore incomplete sign is composed' and which 'exceeds 
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Rich.ard Artschwager 
Lefrak City, 1962 
Acrylic on Celotex with Formica 
113•247.7 em 

the copy of the referential motif.'6 For poet and essayist Murat Nemet

Nejat, ina challenging study, nineteenth-century photography 

offered the possibility of an unprecedented kind of pictorial space, 

'not an aesthetic field where beauty can express itself, but a social 

field where new democratic forces can take over,' which is 'the space 

of accidents, "failures", social movement, contemplation.'7 This 

excess, these accidents and conflicts, will tend to undermine or at 

least distract from the stable hierarchical meaning that may have 

been intended by the photographer (or by the photographer's subject) 

and to convert the image into a mass of distinct sensations of 

potentially equal interest. 

Thus, the field of modernist painting- at least as Greenberg 

understood it in the late 1940s- was one constituted by a 

fundamentally photographic sense of visual experience. That 

Greenberg himself failed to notice this is not surprising, given his own 

propensity to seeing photography as a fundamentally literary rather 

abstract art, one that 'can put all emphasis on an explicit subject, 

anecdote, or message.'B For him, the failure of a photographer like 

Edward Weston was precisely that 'excessive concentration on the 

medium' 9 rather than subject matter which he would have praised in 

the work of a painter or a poet. This anecdotal aspect- what Barthes 

would call the photograph's 'obvious meaning'- is, of course, the 

dialectical complement to the 'obtuse meaning' that inevitably 

perturbs it or what Nemet-Nejat calls the 'peripheral space' that 

obtrudes on the ostensible focus of the image. 

Still, if the unspoken source ofthe antihierarchical, levelling aspect 

of abstract painting was its hidden kinship with the aesthetics of 

photography, one is entitled to wonder why the photographic gaze 

would not emerge explicitly into the field of painting for another 

15 years after Greenberg articulated this levelling in 1948, 

undoubtedly as a reaction above all to Pollock's breakthrough in 1947 

to his pure, all-over, poured paintings such as Full Fathom Five or 

Cathedral. A thoroughgoing answer to this quandary is beyond the 

scope of this essay, but it surely would have much to do with 

Greenberg's own persistent topic, painting's turn toward the mediu 

itself as the subject of art. Without this emphasis, it might ha e bee 

impossible for the photographic gaze itself to register as a subject for 

painting, in place of (or at least in addition to) the visible o Js th.a: 

photography had already been amassing in such abundan e. 



In other words, it was only through the experience of abstraction 

that painting could have learned to approach photography, not only 

as a storehouse ofimages, a sort of sketchbook to the nth power, but 

as a fundam entally new structure of vision. This is what happened 

nearly simultaneously among otherwise unconnected artists on 

two continents- for instance, in such now-iconic works as Richard 

Artschwager's LefrakCity (1962), Andy Warhol' s Orange Car Crash 

(1963, pp . 56-57), Gerhard Richter's Woman with Umbrella (1964, 

p. 58), Malcolm Morley's Cristofaro Colombo (1966, p. 82), and 

Vija Celmins' Fly ing Fortress (1966, p. 73). Each in its own manner, 

these works assert that the painterly correlative to the photographic 

gaze must be a certain type of surface, one that somehow or other 

erodes the potential pictorial organisation of its imagery in favour of 

a 'dissolution into sheer texture, sheer sensation' (to paraphrase 

Greenberg again) by means different from but just as effective as 

those of abstraction - among them the parodic impasto of 

Artschwager's Celotex support, Warhol's silkscreening (and gridded 

repetition), Richter's blur, and so on. 

Fundamentally, though to different degrees, such paintings maintain 

the modernist criteria of flatness and frontality. This is perhaps most 

obvious in Warhol's works in which a single silkscreened photographic 

image is reiterated across the canvas in a gridded array, fo rming a 

sort of pattern, the visual impact of which is as important for the 

effect of the painting as the particulars of the image that serves as its 

basic unit, if not more so. The degradation of the image, its loss of 

detail through the multiple translations to which it has been subject 

from the photographer's original print through its photomechanical 

reproduction in a newspaper or magazine to its silkscreening 

onto canvas in Warhol' s 'factory'- turns it into a grainy, depthless 

silhouette even when it is allowed to stand as a single image. 

But even some works that might seem to have much more in com ... o .. 

with traditional representation than Warhol's paintings display a 

form of this internal homogenisation of the image . Consider Celmins' 

Freeway(1966, p. 74). This painting is constructed according to a 

strong perspectival recession; it depicts deep space rather than the 

shallow space (verging on flatness) typical of modernism, where 

forms are held nearly parallel to the picture plane. Depicting the 

highway as seen from within a car (Celmins placed the camera on 

the steering wheel), there is disquieting evenness of attention across 

its surface. The reason, of course, is that the look of this scene has 

nothing to do with one' s lived experience of the highway. While, 

in reality, vehicles moving at a speed roughly equivalent to that of 

one's own can be seen with reasonable clarity, the road itself and all 

its immobile features- signs, etc- are only grasped fleetingly, 

except when there is a particular reason to fix on one of them. In a 

sense, a highway along which one is moving is more like a collage of 

disparate elements among which the eye moves discontinuously 

than it is like a classical picture. Freeway, by contrast, has no stopping 

points fort he eye, no features that might create any discontinuity, 

though also no focal points such as those around which a traditional 

pictorial composition might be organised. Celmins' painting gets its 

force from the paradoxical way the stillness imposed on the scene 

by the camera's instantaneous view- its cut through time

contradicts the movement intrinsic to the motif. By the same token, 
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-· e artist's seemingly traditional treatment of deep pictorial space 

is counterpointed by its treatment oflight, since the distinct (and 

realistic) glare that envelops the scene produces an all-over evenness, 

and what one might call a sort of bright opacity, that gives the painting 

a blunt, dense unity that is more characteristic of modernism than of 

classical painting. 

As both Warhol's and Celmins' work suggests, the monochromy that 

is such an insistent feature of the photographically-derived painting 

of the 1960s- though of course it derives from the prevalence ofblack

and-white photography at the time- also contributes a great deal to 

its dissolution of detail in favour of emphasis on the whole. Celmins in 

particular can easily remind one of Greenberg's description of Monet 

and Pissarro with their 'tightly covered, evenly and heavily textured 

rectangle of paint that muffled contrasts and tended - but only 

tended- to reduce the picture to a relatively undifferentiated 

surface .. . ' 10 But what about the painters who work with intense 

colour, of whom Morley or, a bit later, Franz Gertsch would perhaps 

be the most extreme examples? In fact, they often use colourin 

an anticompositional manner that achieves a similar sense of 

nondifferentiation through opposite means. 

Photo source for Andy Warhol, Orange Car Crash 
(Orange Disaster) (5 Deaths n Times in Orange), 
1963 (cat. 102, pp. 56-57) 
'Two Die in Collision', United Press International Inc., 
17 June 1959 

point within the image has been depicted as if equally at hand, 

belying its ostensible spatial construction. Or rather, one might say 

that there is a strategic detachment between the painting on the one 

hand and the image that the painting bears on the other. The image 

may depict deep space, but the painting is a modernist plane of 

nondifferentiation - 'sheer texture, sheer sensation' . 

The camera's eye view allowed painters in the 1960s to fulfil certain 

tenets of modernism while abandoning what had seemed to be 

modernism's innate tendency toward abstraction. At the same time, 

it inaugurated the paradox that would become typical of what later 

became known as postmodernism - that of a disjunction between 

form and content. For Steinberg, the glory of the flatbed picture plane 

- of which paintings of photographs, pictures 'conceived as the image 

of an image', furnish notable examples - was that it was 'a pictorial 

surface that let the world in again.'ll With hindsight, one wants to 

agree and disagree. If the world can enter the painting but only at the 

price of becoming the image of an image, of becoming a certain sort of 

surface, is it really in the painting? Or is the world's translation into 

image a considerable loss of its substance? 

Today, four decades after Morley's On Deck, the strategic 

Morley's On Deck (1966, p. So) presents a postcard view oflife aboard detachment of image from painting seems so inevitable as to be 

a cruise ship set within a white border. Everything within the troubling. Formalism turns out to be a lot harder to shed than 

border is rendered with scrupulous precision- in fact, with an Steinberg imagined. Painting's encounter with photography may 

undifferentiated precision that represents everything with equivalent be part of its ongoing encounter with non-art ' ut non-art remains 

crispness and point-by-point clarity, even the impossibly blue sky. a receding horizon. Undifferentiated reality, ·n pa' ting, 

This evenness of rendering evacuates all atmosphere from Morley's is miraculously endowed with dis c ·ncn n. _\- · es~, a:mers p ay 

painting. Although the scene is constructed perspectivally, every desperate, sombre games wirh the say sur.'c.ce c..nd 1--r.age ·a:nly 
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pursue one another. The blurred surfaces of Johannes Kahrs' or 

Judith Eisler's paintings, for example- even more than Richter's 

seem calculated to point to reality by keeping it at a poignant 

distance. It's no accident that these are not just what Steinberg called 

'images of images' but rather images ofimages ofimages of images. 

Eisler's are paintings of snapshots of movies on a television screen, 

and she says, 'My interest is not so much in the meaning of the image 

but in the alterations that occur through so many layers of distance.'l2 

The eye's forced movement through the succession of images in a 

film is not unlike what it experiences in the space framed by an 

automobile windshield as it hurtles along a highway; like Celmins, 

Eisler extracts a single moment from this flux, but unlike her 

predecessor, finds the traces of motion even in the split second. 

At least the image can allegorise painting's merely tenuous grasp of 

the world, and in that way indicate its true difficulty. As in 

Luc Tuymans' Cargo (2004), another ship painting, as with Morley, 

another near-monochrome, and as with Celmins, where what the title 

reminds us of (and the weight of the title indicates the painting's 

allegorical nature) is the fact that we can never, merely by observing 

the vessel, determine what freight sits in its hold. 
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