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“There are two problems in painting,” a young but already
notorious Frank Stella once told an audience of art
students. “One is to find out what painting is, and the
other is to find out how to make a painting.”? One of the
possible distinctions between Modern and what we all seem
to have agreed to call contemporary (rather than Post-
modern) art would be to say that Modernist painting was
more urgently concerned with what painting is. In general
it was thought that if one could come to a clear sense of
what it is, it would already supply or at least imply the
answer—one might even say, the formula—for how to make
it. Anything like virtuosity for its own sake would only
hamper the complete realization of the defining concep-
tion. That is why Greenberg could say, for example, that
“the onlooker who says his child could paint a Newman may
be right but Newman would have to be there to tell the
child exactly what to do.”

Today, on the evidence of the most interesting work being
done, the question of what painting is-the fundamental
question for Newman, Lucio Fontana, Robert Ryman, and
Daniel Buren—-has been demoted to the secondary status
once held by the problem of making. Today it seems that
artists are more concerned with how to make a painting-—
again, this comes out in the obsession with style I
mentioned earlier—or sometimes with how to use the
materials, methods, concepts, or traditions of painting
to make a work that should not necessarily be called a

painting. what it is will then emerge from how it is.

Painters are merely the first onlookers of their own work.
A thoroughly Duchampian view would say that is all they
can significantly be, the fundamental artistic act being
contained in the contemplative act of choice. A number
of the painters whose works are included here would
probably agree, for instance Hong Seung-Hye, whose
paintings are industrially fabricated, or Francis Alys,

who commissions some of his work from artisan sign
painters. But the painters who are involved in making work
by hand, through the preliminary act of choosing to enter
actively into the productive process-implicitly asserts
that there is more involved in art than choice or, at
least, that there is something more to choice than Marcel
Duchamp and his artistic progeny imagine. (The choice to
make art in this way as opposed to another is probably no
more a real choice than what has become known as “sexual
choice,” an analogy based on so much of the work itself,
particularly that of Marlene Dumas and Ghada Amer, among
others, bridging aesthetic investment and sexual desire.)
Although this personal investment in the activity of
forming the object can no longer be part of the definition
of art, the specific contribution that painting can make
to artistic thought more generally is probably related to
the value of this choice to enter a realm beyond mere
choice. That is, it has to do with this cultivation of the
tactile dimension of things, of a plastic relation to mate-
rials that (because of the potential this relation offers
for continual feedback between matter and sensation) is
also a proprioceptive activity—to the indirect benefit of
the viewer who partakes of this relation only imaginatively,
though as vividly as possible. For the viewer, painting

is a noun: the finished object we see. For the painters

it can also be a verb: the activity in which they are

engaged. When painters succeed in evoking and disclosing
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painting-the-verb within painting-the-noun, as many of
those in this book do (Suzanne McClelland being a particu-

larly clear example), they offer the rest of us a rare gift.

If Modernism was, as I've said, an advance in conscious-
ness—and if Conceptual Art likewise represented an
advance in consciousness within Modernism—then we can
never go back to seeing what is in a painting before
seeing it as a painting. Even (or rather especially) the
most apparently traditional painters you'll see in
VITAMIN P, including those like John Currin or Lisa
Yuskavage whose work may seem at times downright provo-
catively retrograde, depend on this assumption. Their
paintings, like most of the work here, are always reflex-
ively concerned with their own status as paintings. They

are paintings, yes, but also allegories of painting.

Once, art historical narratives were organized by “schools”;
although the notion persisted into the Modernist era
(Ecole de Paris, New York School), a new historical unit,
the “movement” (Cubism, Abstract Expressionism),
eclipsed it. But today an introduction to contemporary
painting no longer forms a chapter in the chronicle of
successive movements any more than it charts a geography
of adjacent schools. Positions are now multiple, simulta-

neous and decentered.

It is no longer possible to presume to know all that is
going on in painting. There are too many hidden corners.
Even in the early to mid-1980s, it was still possible to
imagine that painting, not in its eternal essence,
perhaps, but in its present being, was this as opposed
to that. This sense of certainty had apparently been the
case for a long time. In his memoirs, Alex Katz, for
instance, recalls that as a young painter in New York in
the early 1950s, all serious painting was white and black.
“You weren’'t ‘allowed’ to use color,” he wrote, perhaps
somewhat hyperbolically. Then after a big Bonnard show in
1953, “suddenly everyone was using color.”!? Thirty years
later, painting could not be categorized as a certain
palette and not another—this aspect was ad libitum-but
it seemed pretty clear that painting was figurative, for
instance, rather than abstract, impulsive rather than
systematic. But it used a space that was not naturalis-
tic. Some people thought of it as expressionist, or neo-
expressionist. Or as an expression of a minority taste,
painting might even be abstract-a painter like Jonathan
Lasker had his admirers already-but hardly geometrical or
“minimal,” which signified tired and academic. (Just as in
the 1960s, by contrast, anything that smacked of lyricism
or impulsiveness tended to seem boring, epigonal, provin-
cial.) Sure, established painters may still have been
working away in such modes (Marden, Ryman, etc.), just
as there were still realists of one sort or another (Philip
Pearistein, Neil wWelliver), but there seemed to be little

room for new arrivals at either of those inns.

On the face of it, today there is no consistent “look,”
no particular method, style, material, subject, or theme
that identifies a painting as credibly contemporary or, on

the other hand, disqualifies it from consideration as
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