
Warning
This digital document has been made available to you by perspectivia.net, the
international online publishing platform for the institutes of the MaxWeber
Stiftung – Deutsche Geisteswissenschaftliche Institute im Ausland (Max
Weber Foundation – German Humanities Institutes Abroad) and its part-
ners. Please note that this digital document is protected by copyright laws.
The viewing, printing, downloading or storage of its content on your per-
sonal computer and/or other personal electronic devices is authorised exclu-
sively for private, non-commercial purposes. Any unauthorised use,
reproduction or transmission of content or images is liable for prosecution
under criminal and civil law.

Recommended citation:
Hélène Trespeuch, “Abstract painting faced with the real: From the first
abstractionists to the Neo-Geo movement… and Bertrand Lavier”,OwnReality
(), , online, URL: http://www.perspectivia.net/publikationen/own
reality//trespeuch-en

Publisher:
http://www.own-reality.org/

Text published under Creative Commons License CC BY-NC-ND 3.0

OwnReality ()

Publication of the research project
“To each his own reality.The notion of the

real in the fine arts of France,West Germany,
East Germany and Poland, -”

Hélène Trespeuch

Abstract painting faced with the real:
From the first abstractionists to the Neo-Geo
movement… and Bertrand Lavier

Translation from the French: Sarah Tooth Michelet

Editor: Mathilde Arnoux
Chief editor: Clément Layet
Assistant managing editor: Sira Luthardt
Layout: Jacques-Antoine Bresch



Abstract painting has been in existence for a little over a century, yet it
remains difficult to determine exactly where its boundaries begin and
end. What is an abstract work of art? We can certainly postulate that
abstract art is characterised by the absence of depicted figures and/or
objects that we generally consider to be immediately identifiable as such
– however, it is not sufficient to simply equate abstraction with non-rep-
resentational art. It is important to add to the equation the fact that his-
toriography has concentrated exclusively on artistic approaches that
actively position themselves as “abstract”, thereby acknowledging a shared
heritage – that of European artistic modernism, and specifically that of the
pioneers of abstraction, such as Kandinsky, Kupka, Delaunay, Mondrian
and Malevich.
This attempt at a definition does not take into account the often com-

plex relationship that abstract artists have had in the past, and can still
have today, with reality. Representational elements can, for example,
form the basis of compositions, only to be subsequently stylised to the point
of becoming almost unrecognisable. This is the case in the work of
Kandinsky, in which many unquestionably abstract paintings feature
schematised motifs of boats, horses and riders reduced to simple lines
(evoking, for example, a horseman’s lance in Orange, , fig. ).
Other artists have taken inspiration from shapes and forms that are

more abstract, but are nonetheless derived from everyday visual experi-
ence. Malevich, for instance, was fascinated by aeroplanes in flight and,
a fortiori, the notion of weightlessness (Aeroplane Flying, , fig. ),
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while for Kupka, blossoming flowers were a powerful source of reflection
(Tale of Pistils and Stamens No. , -). But these references were not
intended to be visible at first glance; they were first and foremost the
concern of the artists themselves. This observation suggests that we should
accept our initial understanding of abstract art as being differentiated by
the absence of specific and obvious references to elements of a poten-
tially observable reality. However, this interpretation has frequently led
observers to the hasty conclusion that abstract art is, by its very nature, dis-
connected from the outside world and focused solely on aesthetic con-
cerns – in other words, an insular and self-reflexive pursuit. Consequently,
it has been judged as abstruse or dismissed as purely decorative.

 Vassily Kandinsky, Orange, , lithograph, , × , cm,
Museum of Modern Art, New York
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The abstract avant-gardes and the question of the autonomy of abstraction:
A rejection of the real?

Even before he produced his first abstract painting, Wassily Kandinsky
was acutely aware of this danger. As early as , in his book Concerning
the Spiritual in Art, and Painting in Particular, he argued that the necessary
break with representational painting should not be undertaken too
abruptly:

“If we begin at once to break the bonds that bind us to nature, and
devote ourselves purely to combination of pure colour and inde-
pendent form, we shall produce works which are mere geometric
decoration, resembling something like a necktie or a carpet. Beauty of

 Kazimir Malevitch,
Aeroplane Flying, ,
oil on canvas, , × , cm,
Museum of Modern Art,
New York
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form and colour is no sufficient aim by itself. […] It is because our
painting is still at an elementary stage that we are so little able to be
moved by wholly autonomous colour and form composition.”

At the same time, Kandinsky felt that this shift towards an art without sub-
ject matter or referential content was a necessary response to a spiritual
crisis:

“When religion, science and morality are shaken (the last by the strong
hand of Nietzsche) and when outer supports threaten to fall, man
withdraws his gaze from externals and turns it inwards. Literature,
music and art are the most sensitive spheres in which this spiritual rev-
olution makes itself felt.”

In subsequent pages, he claims that art was entering a new era marked by
the separation between the real and the abstract, in which “the abstract”
was destined to attain greater prominence. He states that the various arts
(music, literature and painting) had begun to concentrate on their own
unique strengths, praising this as a positive development to be embraced:

“One art must learn how another uses its method, so that its own
means may then be used according to the same fundamental principles,
but in its own medium. […] Painting is still almost exclusively depend-
ent on natural forms and phenomena. Its business is now to test its
strength and means, to know itself, as music has done for a long time,
and then to use its powers in a truly painterly way, to a creative end.
Self-examination may divide each art from the rest, while their mutual
investigation reunites them in their inward effort.”

Similar assertions are expressed in the writings of Kazimir Malevich. In
his  manifesto “From Cubism and Futurism to Suprematism: The
New Realism in Painting”, he declares that “to gain the new artistic cul-
ture, art approaches creation as an end in itself and domination over the
forms of nature.” He explains that “Colour and texture in painting are
ends in themselves. They are the essence of painting, but this essence has
always been destroyed by the subject”, concluding that “Painters should
abandon subjects and objects if they wish to be pure painters.”

Malevich does not, however, make the same distinction as Kandinsky
between the abstract and the real (the opposition between “pure abstrac-
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tion” and “pure naturalism”, the latter of which Kandinsky believed
artists should seek to overcome). Indeed, in both the  and  ver-
sions of Malevich’s manifesto, which accompanied the first presentation
of suprematist paintings at the exhibition The Last Futurist Exhibition of
Paintings: . held in Petrograd (now St Petersburg) in , he focuses
on the concept of a “new realism”:

“The new realism in painting is very much realism in painting, for it
contains no realism of mountains, sky, water […]. Until now there
was realism of objects, but not of painted units of colour, which are con-
structed so that they depend neither on form nor on colour, nor on their
position relative to each other. […] A face painted in a picture gives a
pitiful parody of life, and this allusion is only a reminder of the living.
But a surface lives, it has been born.”

In this way, Malevich aimed to create a new reality, using exclusively pic-
torial means.
Kandinsky’s aspirations are, in fact, not so far removed from those of

Malevich; indeed, it is important to keep in mind that the notion of a
“spiritual revolution”underpins all of Kandinsky’s theoretical analyses of
art. According to Kandinsky, the inner world of non-representational art
is intended to have a direct impact on the viewer’s soul, making it vibrate,
just as music vibrates with sound. For this reason, Kandinsky’s diametric
opposition between the abstract and the real should not be interpreted as
advocating art for art’s sake, which he denounces in these terms:
“Connoisseurs admire ‘technique’, as one might admire a tightrope walker,
or enjoy the ‘painting quality’, as one might enjoy a cake.” While
Kandinsky maintained that the aim of the art he espoused was not to
depict nature, he considered it the artist’s duty to appeal to the deeper lev-
els of the viewer’s soul; indeed, the exclusion of representational references
was seen as a means of gaining direct access to the viewer’s sensibility.
The emphasis was therefore on the autonomy of language, not on that of
effects.
The autonomy of abstract painting, as championed and embraced by

the pioneers of abstract art, is therefore not equivalent to a rejection of the
real. On the contrary, these artists were committed avant-gardists, and as
such hoped that their work would contribute to the creation of a new
mankind. Some years later, however, the formalist theories promoted by
the American art critic Clement Greenberg played a significant role in
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spreading the idea that abstraction was, and should be, an inward-look-
ing and self-sufficient art devoted entirely to aesthetic considerations.
From the late s until the early s, Greenberg developed a dog-

matic system of interpretation that regarded abstraction as the guiding
principle and the only possible direction for modern painting. In his
opinion, the absolute autonomy and self-referentiality of each art medium
constituted the core of modernism:

“The essence of Modernism lies, as I see it, in the use of characteris-
tic methods of a discipline to criticise the discipline itself, not in order
to subvert it but in order to entrench it more firmly in its area of com-
petence. […] Each art, it turned out, had to perform this demonstra-
tion on its own account. What had to be exhibited was not only that
which was unique and irreducible in art in general, but also that which
was unique and irreducible in each particular art. […] It quickly
emerged that the unique and proper area of competence of each art
coincided with all that was unique in the nature of its medium. The
task of self-criticism became to eliminate from the specific effects of each
art any and every effect that might conceivably be borrowed from or
by the medium of any other art. Thus would each art be rendered
“pure”, and in its “purity” find the guarantee of its standard of qual-
ity as well as of its independence.”

Modern painting, having engaged in this process of “self-criticism”, was
seen to have evolved quite naturally towards abstraction, guided by the
knowledge that representational art was too closely associated, on one
side, with literature – due to the narrative potential of all representations
– and, on the other, with sculpture, since, by aiming to create the illu-
sion of three-dimensional depth on a flat surface, painting mistakenly
concerned itself with creating volume, which was not one of its princi-
ple “areas of competence”. With this objective in mind, th century
artists were thus considered to have progressively shifted their focus to
the inherent properties of painting, particularly the quality of flatness
(not colour), leading them logically to abstraction (the “best of con-
temporary plastic art”). In Greenberg’s words:

“Realistic, naturalistic art had dissembled the medium, using art to
conceal art; Modernism used art to call attention to art. The limitations
that constitute the medium of painting – the flat surface, the shape of
the support, the properties of the pigment – were treated by the Old
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Masters as negative factors that could be acknowledged only implic-
itly or indirectly. Under Modernism, these same limitations came to be
regarded as positive factors, and were acknowledged openly. […] It
was the stressing of the ineluctable flatness of the surface that remained,
however, more fundamental than anything else to the processes by
which pictorial art criticised and defined itself under Modernism. For
flatness alone was unique and exclusive to pictorial art. […] Because
flatness was the only condition painting shared with no other art,
Modernist painting oriented itself to flatness as it did to nothing else.”

While this view may resonate with that of Kandinsky and Malevich, it is
important to stress that Greenberg did not give serious consideration to
the spiritual dimension of abstraction. His formalist interpretation of
abstract painting transformed what Kandinsky and Malevich saw as a
means – the elimination of subject matter – into a goal in itself.
Unfortunately, the historiography of abstract art shows that Greenberg’s
position had a lasting impact on art discourse during the second half of
the th century, inciting the Western art world to adopt a literal approach
to abstract art – viewing it as a collection of lines and non-representational
forms whose only reference point was painting itself, emanating from
purely “purely plastic” considerations.
From the s and into the s, these highly influential theories

met with critical backlash from all quarters, levied particularly at Greenberg
himself, with the majority of critics arguing that his reading of mod-
ernism was overly, and dangerously, simplistic. His vision of abstract art
was challenged in exhibitions such as the  show The Spiritual in Art:
Abstract Painting - held in Los Angeles, which aimed to demon-
strate that abstract painting could be valued for more than simply formal
reasons (as Greenberg contended) by showing that many artists since the
early days of abstraction had developed an interest in mysticism, spiritu-
ality and even esoteric concerns. This reaction continued, with the result
that subsequent decades of art theorists who sought to offer an alterna-
tive to a strictly formalist approach to abstract art systematically contested
Greenberg’s modernist discourse.
Nonetheless, back in the s, a contemporary of Clement Greenberg

(who was born in ), the American art historian Meyer Schapiro
(born in ), had endeavoured to present a more nuanced under-
standing of the formalist position. In his essay The Nature of Abstract Art
published in , Schapiro notably took an opposing view to that
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expressed by Alfred H. Barr (born in ) at the famous exhibition he
organised at the Museum of Modern Art in New York in  entitled
Cubism and Abstract Art, seeking to prove that abstract art could not be
reduced to a mere manipulation of forms:

“[Abstract art is] too varied according to time and place to be consid-
ered a self-contained development issuing by a kind of internal logic
directly from aesthetic problems. It bears within itself at almost every
point the mark of the changing material and psychological conditions
surrounding modern culture.”

According to Schapiro, the development of the abstract art movement
bore the imprint of a specific social and cultural context:

“The forms of “pure” abstract art, which seem to be entirely without
trace of representation or escapist morbidity – the neo-plasticist works
of Mondrian and the later designs of the constructivists and suprema-
tists – are apparently influenced in their material aspect, as textures
and shapes, and in their expressive qualities of precision, impersonal fin-
ish and neatness (and even in subtler informalities of design), by the cur-
rent conceptions and norms of the machine.”

Schapiro qualifies this statement by claiming that abstract art could not be
understood as a “simple reflection of existing technology”; on the con-
trary, technology served as a model for those artists who considered the
“designing engineer the real maker of the modern world” and viewed
their own work as “the aesthetic counterpart of the abstract calculations
of the engineer and the scientist”. In this way, he affirms that while
abstraction can be defined visually by the exclusion of direct references
to observable reality, it is fundamentally informed by this reality and
aspires to influence it – at least in the early decades of the th century.

From the integration of the real as material to the integration
of the real as image

The second half of the th century saw the development of new ways
of exploring conceptions of the real in abstract art. The incorporation of
materials and objects from everyday life into non-representational works
was a way for many artists of adopting a formal approach to material real-
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ity – following in the footsteps of Kurt Schwitters, who, after World War
I, created paintings out of the detritus of industrial society. This approach
gained even greater momentum in the s, when the long reign of
abstract expressionism in the United States and lyrical and geometric
abstraction in Europe were petering out with the production of abstract
art that was often reduced to a formal exercise. A variety of initiatives
thus emerged aimed at reinforcing the message that, contrary to popu-
lar misconceptions, abstract art was not necessarily disconnected from
reality. Key artists of this period include Robert Rauschenberg, whose
work straddles the divide between the language of abstract expressionism
and the Dada ethic – as seen in his transformation of a bed (his own
bed?) into an abstract “painting” (Bed, ). Other examples are Piero
Manzoni, who constructed his Achromes from commonplace white mate-
rials, such as rectangles of cotton wool or string presented in their found
state, and Jean-Michel Sanejouand, who, in his series of Charges-Objets,
assembled ready-made objects staged as real paintings without paint, such
as Toile de bâche à rayures et châssis bois (), in which a piece of striped
awning fabric was stretched over a wooden frame. Also worthy of men-
tion here are the artists from the French Supports-Surfaces group, whose
works were sometimes constructed using everyday objects (such as Pierre
Buraglio’s monochromes, which grew out of an assemblage of packets
of Gauloise Bleu cigarettes) and sometimes constructed on top of every-
day objects (such as Serpillères [Floor Cloths] by Noël Dolla and works by
Claude Viallat painted on parasols).
In the s, another highly singular way of integrating the real into

non-representational works emerged, involving the incorporation of ref-
erences to a reality composed of familiar images into paintings that were
themselves formally abstract. In theory, the simple act of representing
something eliminates the possibility of calling such a work abstract – that
is, unless the original images, taken from an easily recognisable (or eas-
ily decipherable) context, are themselves abstract. In this way, when
observing a work by the American artist Peter Halley (born in ),
viewers accustomed to modern art (particularly abstract painting) will
identify a colourful geometric composition of quadrilaterals and parallel
lines. Yet the artist contradicts this formalist reading of his work by insist-
ing that his squares are not squares, but cells, or, more precisely, prison cells.
In his discourse, he plays on this ambiguity between abstraction and rep-
resentation to draw a parallel between the imposition of geometry on
the picture surface and the “geometricisation” of modern social space,
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which, in his view, was becoming increasingly defined by a sense of con-
finement.

In another vein altogether, the Chinese-American artist David Diao
(born in ) produced a number of paintings during this period which
were directly, and visibly, inspired by photographs taken during the instal-
lation of Malevich’s first suprematist works at the historic  exhibition
The Last Futurist Exhibition of Paintings: . in St Petersburg. The viewer
of these works may only see an arrangement of polygons, but someone
familiar with the now famous image of the setting up of this exhibition
could not miss the artist’s reference to a past reality.
In these works, which have been dubbed Neo-Geo art, or, more

broadly, simulationist art in the United States, we can therefore identify
a reference to an aspect of reality that exists outside the works themselves
– yet this reality is not material, or, at least, not three-dimensional. It is
a reality of visual imagery, hence two-dimensional. In this respect, these
artists can be seen as descendants of Jasper Johns, who, from the s, skil-
fully explored the fine line between abstraction and representation in his
Flags. By representing a flag, Johns highlights the fact that the only jus-
tification for considering these works as representational is that to the
majority of viewers the particular arrangement of abstract patterns cor-
responds to a tangible object: the presumably easily recognisable United
States flag. Without this reference, these works could be seen as extremely
flat, non-representational images – like the flag itself, which is, after all,
an abstract image that has been converted by convention into an object.

In this way, Neo-Geo abstraction shows a connection with conceptual
art in its questioning of our patterns of perception and our conceptions
of what makes art. Thus the question may be asked: If viewers associate
a composition of abstract shapes (a logo, for example) with something
other than a simple arrangement of shapes (a business corporation, for
example), should its inclusion in an artist’s work be considered as an act
of representation (assuming there is a desire for representation) or abstrac-
tion (if, from a strictly formal perspective, the composition refers to noth-
ing familiar to viewers who do not have the same visual baggage as the
artist)? This is precisely the question that the French artist Bertrand Lavier
asks the viewer, and specifically the art historian, to consider in his series
Sociétés Générales (, fig. ), in which he singles out individual bank
logos. When confronted with works like these, the boundaries between
abstraction and representation – which were already considered to be
obsolete by many artists in the second half of the th century – fall





apart. This is because, for the past half-century, discourse on the status of
the image has helped to render the abstraction-representation debate
redundant. In the s and s, the rise of consumer society and mass
culture, facilitated by the wide-scale distribution of printed and televised
images, led many visual artists – painters in particular – to question this
secondary level of reality that essentially placed abstract and representa-
tional pictures on an equal footing. The initial reference to the source
image (or absence thereof) has little relevance: on a secondary level, both
images are part of the same two-dimensional reality that could be captured
by artists – from Andy Warhol to Ida Tursic & Wilfried Mille and Elaine
Sturtevant to Christopher Wool.
The surge of media attention surrounding the so-called Neo-Geo

artists in the United States in the s fostered the belief that Europe had
played no part in the development of this new tendency – either artisti-
cally or theoretically – or that it had participated only belatedly, inspired
by artists across the Atlantic. This, however, is incorrect. A number of

 Bertrand Lavier, Sociétés Générales
(detail), , view of the exhibition
“Bertrand Lavier Roma”, Villa Medici,
Rome, . Photo: © Claudio Abate
Courtesy of the artist, Almine
Rech Gallery, Villa Medici
and Claudio Abate
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exhibitions presenting related artistic practices were held in Switzerland
and Austria from as early as , including Peinture Abstraite at the Écart
Gallery in Geneva and Zeichen Fluten Signale at the Nächst St Stephan
Gallery in Vienna. And even if the year of  sealed the historiographic
fate – in institutional terms – of Neo-Geo painting (and, more broadly,
that of the simulationist movement) in the United States with the exhi-
bition Endgame, Reference and Simulation in Recent Painting and Sculpture
held at the Institute of Contemporary Art in Boston in September, ear-
lier exhibitions had taken place in Europe the same year: Geometria Nova
at the Kunstverein in Munich in March and Tableaux Abstraits, jointly
hosted by the Consortium Contemporary Art Centre in Dijon and the
Villa Arson in Nice in July. These shows systematically included the work
of John Armleder, Helmut Federle (both Swiss, born in  and ,
respectively) and Gerwald Rockenschaub (an Austrian artist born in
). The only reference to Bertrand Lavier (born in ) is in the
main text of the catalogue of the Tableaux Abstraits exhibition. Yet Lavier
is one of a number of contemporary artists who have greatly enriched the
debate on the complex relationship between abstract painting and real-
ity since the s – and not without a provocative humour, which in no
way overshadows the significance of his work.

Bertrand Lavier and abstract painting

Bertrand Lavier is seldom mentioned in contemporary art history texts
as an exponent of abstract painting. Working as an artist since the s,
he is best known for his sculptures composed of objects that engage in a
redefinition of the ready-made, grouped in a number of series of objects
covered with paint, superimposed, damaged or mounted on plinths. It
is primarily the sculptural examples from Lavier’s series he calls “chantiers”
(work sites) that the art critic Michel Gauthier focuses on (along with
theWalt Disney Productions series, which will be discussed further on) in
his feature article on the artist published in the journal Critique d’Art in
, written some ten years before he curated a retrospective of Lavier’s
work at the Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris.
Similarly, in the  art history handbook L’Art Moderne et

Contemporain, edited by Serge Lemoine, Lavier’s name appears only in
the chapter entitled “Ready-Mades and Sculptures of Objects”, along-
side the work of American simulationist sculptors (Jeff Koons, Haim
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Steinbach, Ashley Bickerton). The Neo-Geo painters, such as Peter
Halley, are presented in a section devoted to the “New Abstractions”.
Like Bertrand Lavier, John Armleder is both a painter and a sculptor, but
only he was mentioned in these two sections of the book, as well as in the
chapter “Radical Abstraction”, along with Helmut Federle and Gerwald
Rockenschaub. The book’s descriptive notes on artworks were undoubt-
edly not all written by Lemoine, but his historical overview of the period
from  to  clearly presents Lavier as an artist who works with
objects, specifically in a conceptual vein. Yet Lemoine, an art historian and
former director of the Musée d’Orsay in Paris and the Grenoble Museum
of Art, was highly knowledgeable about Lavier’s work, having defended
and presented it on numerous occasions during his career.

In both of these examples, little importance is attached to Lavier’s con-
nection with painting, even though Lavier himself claims that his explo-
rations are more motivated by pictorial than sculptural concerns:

“Many people do not realise that I paint! Actually, working with paint-
ing would bore me to death, but engaging in a dialogue with painting
interests me. In fact, all categories of the fine arts interest me, whether
it’s to mistreat them or not. All the same, I am more strongly drawn to
painting than sculpture.”

Lavier’s work is undeniably multi-faceted, navigating between sculpture,
painting and conceptual art. When he works with the medium of paint-
ing, the result is not necessarily painterly; conversely, when he does not use
paint, his work is by no means devoid of pictorial qualities. Indeed, Lavier
has established himself as a visual artist who thinks about painting even
when he is not employing it as a medium. Furthermore, his practice
specifically explores the limits of abstraction in numerous series initiated
in the s and s, in which he presents images of abstract art (sec-
ondary abstractions) that even aficionados of contemporary art would be
tempted to view as pure abstractions (when interpreted on a primary
level). This is also the case with his painted road signs, painted mirrors,
framed sections of wallpaper mounted on walls papered with the same
design, home furnishing pieces, “intangible paintings” created by framing
a section of wall using spotlights mounted on a track, “relief paintings”
(pieces of the facades of prefabricated buildings including windows, set
up as paintings), shop windows (photographs of whitewashed windows
from building sites transposed onto canvas), compositions that replicate
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life-sized sports fields, ceramic “paintings” reproducing bank logos, filmed
paintings, the Walt Disney Productions series (representations of abstract
paintings depicted in Mickey Mouse comic books) and, more recently,
neon works that revisit minimalist paintings by Frank Stella.
This list is by no means exhaustive, nor chronological, but serves to illus-

trate that while Bertrand Lavier is not categorised as an abstract painter,
he is nonetheless just as much one as the other artists associated with the
Neo-Geo movement – or, alternatively, he is no more an abstract painter
than the other artists. Like these artists, Lavier took part, particularly in
the s, in a process of re-examining the autonomy of abstract paint-
ing, which can be summarised in the following question: Can the
(re)presentation of an abstract image be seen as equivalent to the creation
of an abstract painting? One of the key differences between Lavier and the
American artists is that his approach reaches far beyond an analysis of the
image; in this sense, his work would be better compared with that of
European artists such as John Armleder. All of these artists clearly acknowl-
edge that the language of abstraction has matured and evolved over the
years, becoming accepted by contemporary viewers not only as a possi-
ble repertoire of forms, but also as a platform of visual references that
transcend the realm of art. Indeed, over the decades, non-representa-
tional artists have prompted us to filter the information we receive from
our visual environment and to identify abstract images in this environment,
or, more precisely, to interpret as abstract certain images and forms that
were not originally conceived as such – and vice versa. Abstraction has
become reified, and this reification is a key preoccupation in many of
Lavier’s explorations, although his work (like that of John Armleder)
stands apart in its refusal to choose between two- and three-dimension-
ality, favouring the primacy of the image over the object. This is clearly
reflected in the fact that Lavier has never, at any time in his artistic career,
limited his material and conceptual investigations to the visual territory
of abstraction – which gives his work a richness and freedom of expres-
sion that extend beyond the questions posed individually by the American
artists. As Lavier declared in , “I always define myself as an artist,
not as a painter or a sculptor.”

This French artist’s practice is imbued with a desire to disrupt and
challenge our habits of perceiving art by confronting us, as viewers, with
works that reveal an unsettling difference between the reality of language
and physical reality. His interest in materiality, expressed in the forceful
physical impact of the works he stages, distances him a little further from





the American painters, who were often more concerned with the image,
or picture, and its conventions of interpretation. In Lavier’s work, the
act of placing the emphasis on the gap between the reality of language and
physical reality, between idea and matter, involves a multiplicity of processes
of transposition, translation and appropriation. For example, while his
series of painted objects (which he began in ) are unquestionably
objects that have been painted, it should be pointed out that after being
painted using industrial processes, they were subsequently covered in lay-
ers of paint by the artist, in what Lavier calls his “Van Gogh touch”
(which is nonetheless his own highly personal style). In response to such
works, the language of art theory can quickly get caught in an impasse
when attempting to explain that these are indeed painted objects, but
not in the way one would initially expect. Lavier is well-versed in the
language of art and shows just how effective it can be: the viewer observ-
ing a painted piano in Steinway and Sons (, fig. ) does not require an
explanation of what he is looking at – the reality of the object reveals
itself through its polysemous force.
Another, more abstract example is his use of industrial paint in his first

“chantier”, which he initiated in . The diptych Mandarine par Duco

 Bertrand Lavier, view of the exhibition “Bertrand Lavier, depuis ”,
Centre Pompidou, Paris, . Photo: © André Morin. Courtesy of the
artist, Almine Rech Gallery and Centre Pompidou
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et Ripolin (, fig. ) juxtaposes two colours, both with the same trade
name but fabricated by two different paint manufacturers. Although this
work is conceptually monochromatic, one area is lighter than the other,
emphasising the absence of exact standards of comparison in the world
of colours.
Lavier’s investigations into abstraction in the s also express this

desire to bring aesthetic language – all too often confined to the con-
text of fine art and museums – in direct confrontation with the real. His
techniques encompass a dual process of appropriation and transposition
within the field of art, a displacement of the gaze from everyday reality
to that of the museum environment and a questioning of the division
created by history between abstraction and decoration. In each case, they
seek to bring abstract art (and its history) into direct interaction with a par-
ticular, generally distant, reality.

 Bertrand Lavier,
Mandarine par Duco et

Ripolin, , glyceroph-
talic paint on canvas,

 ×  cm
© Bertrand Lavier

Courtesy of the artist
and Almine Rech

Gallery
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Appropriation and transposition: A secondary interpretation of abstract works

In , the Walt Disney Company in France released an issue of the
French-language Mickey Mouse magazine Le Journal de Mickey in which
Minnie and Mickey Mouse visit a modern art museum exhibiting abstract
paintings, portrayed in the comic strip as quintessential examples of mod-
ern art. In , Bertrand Lavier visited the exhibition La Peinture Dans La
Peinture (Painting Within Painting) at the Musée des Beaux-Arts in Dijon
and was struck by a portrait of Émile Zola by Édouard Manet, in which
he noticed that one of the paintings on the wall behind Zola was Manet’s
Olympia – a painting within a painting. This sparked the idea for a new series
based on the same principle, but incorporating a reference to popular cul-
ture. A short time later, Didier Semin, at the time curator of the Musée
de l’Abbaye Sainte-Croix in Les Sables-d’Olonne, told Lavier about the
magazine recounting the adventures of Mickey Mouse at the art museum.
In , Lavier used this comic strip as source material for hisWalt Disney
Productions series (fig. ), which seemingly reproduce the paintings dreamed
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 Bertrand Lavier,
Walt Disney Productions
-, , inkjet
print on canvas,
 cm in diameter
© Bertrand Lavier
Courtesy of the artist
and Almine Rech Gallery
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up for the  Disney magazine as actual life-sized paintings (they are, in
reality, enlarged mounted photographs), and went on to make sculptures
out of them ten years later. The high point of this project was an exhibi-
tion held in  at the Denise René Gallery in Paris, a renowned venue
for supporting and exhibiting geometric abstract art. In this series, Lavier
narrows the gap between the real and the fictional, while at the same time
reconciling “high” and “low” art. He explains:

“The starting point for the Walt Disney Productions series was a num-
ber of works from the world of high art – or, rather, the clichéd images
attached to these works, which have been embraced by “low” art, in
this case Walt Disney cartoons – with the images taken on a roundabout
journey to finally position themselves back on the level of high art.
There is thus a transition from reality, memorised as clichés of mod-
ernism […], to a world of fiction, then from this fictional world to
paintings and sculptures that give form to this fiction and become real,
without ever ceasing to be fictional. Am I working on art with works
like these? Not really. I’m working on different spatio-temporal con-
texts and fields of representation. […] I try to create a process that
hovers over reality, a kind of angel that brings some depth to it. […]
It is the virtual world that allows us to achieve a deeper connection with
reality.”

In Catherine Francblin’s monograph on Lavier’s work, from which this
interview is excerpted, the author also places considerable emphasis on
the notion of the real – which has become a leitmotiv in discussions about
Lavier’s oeuvre. The Walt Disney Productions series, writes Francblin,
plunges “the spectator into another dimension, mid-way between the real
world and the fictional world of Mickey Mouse” – the “real world”
being that of the museum exhibiting Lavier’s work and the “fictional
world” that of Le Journal de Mickey. However, even if the exhibition space
in which the viewer finds himself is real, the world into which the works
seek to transport him is entirely abstract. It is only by becoming aware of
the process enacted by Lavier that the viewer can understand that the artist
has actually chosen representation over non-representation in these works,
since he photographed and enlarged pre-existing abstract paintings, rather
than creating them ex nihilo. Consequently, the reality of the museum
space brings the viewer in confrontation with abstract art that proves to be
fictional, representing a real image of the imaginary paintings in the Disney
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magazine. The viewer is thus faced with considerably more switching
back and forth between reality and fiction than is immediately apparent.
Because Lavier has chosen to quote – or, more precisely, give concrete
form to – imaginary non-representational works, the viewer does not ini-
tially expect the work to represent something, to depict to an external
reality. Without this key to understanding these works, they have the
capacity to appeal to the viewer on a primary level as abstract paintings that
lend themselves to a formalist interpretation. Nevertheless, the means used
by Lavier to give concrete form to these imaginary abstract paintings is pho-
tographic enlargement, a technique that accentuates the effects of the
printing process, the grainy texture of comic book images and the uneven
line work of the original cartoonist. These enlarged details provide clues
to the viewer that he is looking at the representation of an abstract image,
and not, strictly speaking, an abstract painting.
In , theWalt Disney Productions series was included in the Tableaux

Abstraits exhibition co-hosted by the Consortium in Dijon and the Villa
Arson in Nice. The exhibition title could have misled viewers into expect-
ing Lavier’s works to be purely abstract paintings. But their inclusion was
in no way incongruous – Lavier’s series entered into a dialogue with
works by David Diao, which themselves refer to the exhibition of
Malevich’s suprematist paintings, and works by Philip Taaffe, which rein-
terpret paintings by other artists including Bridget Riley. Along with
Taaffe, who, with Diao, is considered in the United States as a represen-
tative of Neo-Geo painting, Lavier shares the use of appropriation as well
as the associated desire to challenge the overly serious historical edifice
embodied by abstract art. This is exemplified by Taaffe’s paintingWe Are
Not Afraid, in which the artist revisits and responds to Barnett Newman’s
famous series of paintings Who’s Afraid of Red, Yellow and Blue? (-
). Also in the exhibition were two paintings by Taaffe that directly
quote op art works by Bridget Riley, but with a different palette and,
significantly, different media. By using collaged elements made with
linoleum blocks in his works, Taaffe sought to topple abstraction from its
pedestal, while in France, Lavier followed the opposite path by bring-
ing Mickey Mouse into art galleries and modern art museums.
Without engaging in such processes of appropriation, the work of

another artist included in the Tableaux Abstraits show, Sigmar Polke, also
resonates on a certain level with that of Bertrand Lavier. The German
artist’s painting Blauer Gedankenkreis () is theoretically a “conven-
tional” non-representational work composed of geometric elements:
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diagonal stripes in the background, two quadrilaterals at opposite corners
and an elongated circle in the centre. This painting is part of a series
Polke began in the s (which includes Moderne Kunst [Modern Art],
, which caricatures, as Disney had done in , the abstract language
of modernism, but specifically targets the fine arts, and Höhere Wesen
befahlen rechte obere Ecke schwarz malen!, , in which he parodies the lan-
guage of abstraction and the pseudo-metaphysical discourse that was
often associated with it). The title of this work informs the viewer that
he is not looking at a blue oval, but rather at a blue field of thought.
Polke plays with words, since Gedankenkreis translates literally as “Circle
of Thought”. Whereas Polke mocks modern art, specifically abstract
painting, Lavier makes use of existing caricatures to create his paintings.
Other series of works by Lavier, also initiated in the s, continue this

exploration of the evolving status of the image in the history of (abstract)
art. Édition (), for example, consists of thirty prints of a photograph
of a second-rate painting purchased at a flea market. Xavier Douroux, co-
director of the Consortium in Dijon, described the work in this way:
“Lavier specifically chose to reproduce a painting, signing the photograph
in order to appropriate the image, but not the object, which had, in every

 Bertrand Lavier, Four Darks in Red, , view of the exhibition “Bertrand
Lavier Roma”, Villa Medici, Rome, , projector,  mm colour film trans-

ferred to DVD,  min  sec, screen , ×  m. Photo: © Claudio Abate
Courtesy of the artist, Almine Rech Gallery, Villa Medici and Claudio Abate





sense, disappeared.” At the retrospective of Lavier’s work at the Centre
Georges Pompidou in , his Four Darks in Red – a direct reference to
the Mark Rothko painting from  – presented a filmed image of the
Rothko painting projected, actual size, onto a wall in a room submerged
in darkness (fig. , here at the Villa Medici in Rome, in a specific room).
The soft, evanescent shapes of colour characteristic of the abstract expres-
sionist painter are rendered even more unstable in Lavier’s work, in which
the medium of film gives the painting an almost imperceptible blurring
effect that intensifies the floating sensation generated by Rothko’s paint-
ings. This sense of agitation operates on a literal as well as metaphorical level,
since the viewer, believing that he is in front of a moving image, discov-
ers the essentially stationary image of a painting, which itself evokes a
sense of motion. The origin of this work, which is particularly engaging
due to the choice of source painting, can be traced back to , when
Lavier embarked on his “chantier” of filmed paintings, beginning with
Cubist Movie, TV Painting and Accrochage, the latter of which was based
on his own Slide Paintings from . The concept behind this series was
to present a reproduction (a filmed image) of a painting by another (gen-
erally famous) artist. Not all the works were abstract and they hailed from
different eras, although Accrochage No.  and Accrochage No.  () pro-
posed a selection of predominantly abstract works (by Matisse, Léger,
Malevich, Lichtenstein and Pollock) projected together in their original
dimensions onto the walls of the exhibition space using Super  projec-
tors. Here, the history of modern painting is reduced to an image, and, in
this case, also expressed with sound.

Displacing the gaze: Motifs of reality or abstract paintings?

During the second half of the th century, abstraction became progres-
sively reified to the point of becoming imagery in its own right, on a
par with still lifes and portraits – that is to say, it became an easily recog-
nisable genre that consequently invited caricature. This process of visual
familiarisation, to which Bertrand Lavier’s work can be seen to respond
on several levels, was accompanied by another phenomenon, which the
French artist also embraced in his work. Since st century viewers of art
have become accustomed to seeing abstract art as a repertoire of com-
paratively well-known, even ordinary, shapes and forms, it has become
increasingly tempting to draw connections between elements of the real
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world of our everyday visual environment and this repertoire of forms.
Indeed, why can’t a logo be perceived as an object inspired by the history
of abstract art? What once seemed an unbridgeable gap between real
objects and the pictorial language of non-representational art has nar-
rowed substantially in recent years, encouraging us to take a fresh look at
all these objects composed of potentially abstract images surrounding us.
In this regard, Lavier’s work allows us to rediscover some of these images
and to begin to approach them from a perspective that is formal and aes-
thetic, and no longer exclusively utilitarian.
In , Lavier presented a life-sized tennis court mounted on an ele-

vated base at documenta  in Kassel. If we accept that a tennis court can
be considered as a work of art, how is the viewer supposed to make sense
of such a work? Should it be seen as a work in situ? Undoubtedly, but per-
haps it should also be seen an abstract work. Its title, Composition Verte
et Blanche (Green and White Composition), supports the latter interpretation,
and situates Lavier’s practice in the tradition of Kandinsky and Mondrian
– pioneers of abstraction who frequently named their paintings “com-
positions” in order to subvert the viewer’s reliance on titles for an expla-
nation of the work’s content.

 Bertrand Lavier, view of the exhibition “Bertrand Lavier, depuis ”,
Centre Pompidou, Paris, . Photo: © André Morin. Courtesy of the artist,
Almine Rech Gallery and Centre Pompidou
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Thus in Lavier’s work, a change of viewpoint or a certain modification
of the gaze enables us view a real tennis court as an abstract composi-
tion. In the same way, a drawing of a portion of a basketball court can be
transformed into a painting placed on the floor – raised to a certain height
to avoid being trampled on by viewers (as in Composition Bleu, Jaune,
Blanche [Blue, Yellow and White Composition], , ceramic,  ×  cm,
fig. , here on the floor), or, just as easily, can become a painting on a wall
(Composition Rouge, Verte et Jaune [Red, Green and Yellow Composition],
, fig. ). His first Compositions consisted of road signs repainted with
his signature impasto brushwork, part of a “chantier” that was developed
further in other works in the same style, such as Paragon () and Donnay
No.  (), which are both painted-over ping pong tables.
Other examples of this search for abstract images in everyday objects

can be seen in Lavier’s Tableaux-Reliefs (Relief Paintings, fig. ), a series also
initiated in the s. These works can be described in prosaic terms as
fragments from the facades of pre-fabricated buildings, including win-
dows, which are divided into individual pieces and mounted on a wall like
paintings. From a pictorial perspective, these pieces of architectural real-

 Bertrand Lavier, Composition
rouge, verte et jaune (Red, Green
and Yellow Composition), ,
acrylic paint on wooden pannel,
 ×  cm. © Bertrand Lavier
Courtesy of the artist and Almine
Rech Gallery





ity become compositions of vertical and horizontal lines that resonate
with the language of geometric abstraction. In this respect, they echo
the approach of the German artist Imi Knoebel (whose work was also
shown in the Tableaux Abstraits exhibition in ), who stacked a pile of
panels he had painted against a wall, evoking imagery from building sites
that became both sculptures and abstract paintings.

The decade of the s was an extremely productive period for Bertrand
Lavier, in which he also produced paintings that were less tangible, whose
form was merely suggested by a frame constructed from spotlights mounted
on a track. In these works, the artist calls the viewer’s attention to the fact
that, firstly, a painting can exist without paint, and, secondly, it is some-

 Bertrand Lavier,
Relief-peinture n° (Relief

Painting no. ), , aluminium,
enamelled metal, glass,  ×

 ×  cm. © Bertrand Lavier
Private collection, Boulogne
Courtesy of the artist and

Almine Rech Gallery
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times only necessary to direct our gaze to a specific element of the real world
in order to observe the emergence of a painting. Thus Concord ()
presents the viewer with a section of wall illuminated by electric lights, with
its borders framed by a metal grid. Set at a specific height on a white wall
in an exhibition space, what initially strikes the viewer is an extremely
brightly-lit monochrome display. In his own way, Lavier educates his view-
ers’ gaze. “Art is what makes life more interesting than art”, the French
Fluxus artist Robert Filliou declared. When brought in contact with works
by Bertrand Lavier, reality becomes, in turn, more poetic, since it is ren-
dered pictorial, more aesthetic than it previously appeared to be.
Consequently, these abstract windows seem to come full circle, complet-
ing the process initiated by the Renaissance theorist Leon Battista Alberti:
the idea of painting as an open window onto the world becomes, for
Lavier, the world seen as a window onto painting.

Decoration: The antithesis of abstraction?

For many abstract painters since Kandinsky, the decorative approach was
seen as the gravest pitfall. Bertrand Lavier meets the conflict between
abstraction and decoration head-on, and with a certain wit, by placing a
framed section of wallpaper on a wall papered with an identical pattern,
but in a different colour; or by stretching furnishing fabric on a frame and
hanging it on a wall.
These works are a logical continuation of the points discussed above,

and pose the following question: If abstract art, once perched high on
its historical pedestal, has over the decades become trite and hackneyed,
giving rise to all kinds of formal gimmickry that are considered worthy
of respect even if the results are mediocre, and if abstract art, bolstered by
many years of aesthetic innovations, inspires us to combine this histori-
cal legacy of forms with images from our daily reality which have not
been considered part of this legacy, then could we not see the entire
world of decoration as the (unfortunate) result of these changing trends
in viewers’ patterns of perception in the late th century? Why should
a piece of furnishing fabric be of less interest than a poor-quality abstract
painting? Bertrand Lavier finds these questions amusing – in no way does
he defend the idea of elevating wallpaper to the status of “fine art”; rather,
he engages in a critique of abstraction by forcing it to confront its worst
demons.
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In this way, Lavier’s explorations create new points of intersection with
other artists who, like him, have never been regarded as abstract painters,
but who nonetheless played an active part – in the s, in any case –
in the renewed dynamism of contemporary abstraction, most notably
Sigmar Polke (whom we discussed earlier) and Andy Warhol. Indeed,
Polke produced a number of paintings on “canvas” made from uphol-
stery fabrics, although his works from the s were essentially repre-
sentational, with the fabric designs serving primarily to create an
interference with the imagery painted on the picture surface. What is
more significant here is that this practice dates back to the s, when
Polke produced a series of paintings aimed at undermining the aura of
abstract art. Arc (), for example, is a formally abstract geometric work
executed on a tartan fabric partially covered in paint. Polke’s decision to
use upholstery fabric was a way of forcing abstraction back into the real
world. The parallel between Lavier and Warhol may seem more puz-
zling, yet in the s, a number of paintings by the American artist
hover between representation and abstraction, such as his  depiction
of an inkblot inspired by the Rorschach psychiatric tests (also included in
the Tableaux Abstraits exhibition) and his  paintings and silk screens
of patterns from military camouflage design. Are these works abstract
paintings, or are they representational paintings depicting abstract forms
that serve a utilitarian function?
When he placed his framed piece of wallpaper on a wall covered with

the same design, Bertrand Lavier was nonetheless motivated by very dif-
ferent goals. By directing our attention to the dialectic connection between
“painting” and “wall”, he suggests that an object mounted on a wall can
become art, despite the fact that the existence of a frame leads the viewer
to (mistakenly) believe that what he should be looking at is on the inside,
rather than the outside. Lavier thus builds on the legacy of American
minimalist and conceptual art and adapts them to a field that was excluded
from, and condemned by, these two movements: painting. In this way, he
follows the path of Niele Toroni (born in ) and Claude Rutault
(born in ), who both created abstract spaces rather than paintings.
If we base our assessment on the exclusively American debate that

accompanied the emergence and rapid demise of the Neo-Geo group, and
the often cynical stance of its proponents, Bertrand Lavier is not a Neo-
Geo artist. He began his career in the post-avant-garde era and, like the
majority of his contemporaries on both sides of the Atlantic, did not
identify himself with any particular group or movement. Indeed, Lavier
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positions his work as a whole as a resistance to all forms of categorisation.
He nonetheless participated in a widespread phenomenon which, as we
have seen, was singled out in a number of exhibitions in the s –
namely, the re-examination of the formal essence of abstract painting,
which had been challenged since the s by the appearance of new
works that could be formally defined as abstract, but which fundamen-
tally engaged in a process of representing (or presenting) shapes and forms
derived from reality. What primarily distinguishes these works from rep-
resentational painting is the fact that the subject of (re)presentation is an
image or an object that was originally abstract, such as a fabric design or
a painting by another artist. This incursion into the field of abstraction
comes as no surprise in the work of Bertrand Lavier as it is consistent
with an oeuvre that can be understood as a rich and wide-ranging inquiry
– as much aesthetic as linguistic – into the invariably precarious power of
signs.
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