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Editors' Preface 

 

 The first annual philosophy and art conference at 

Stony Brook Manhattan was an attempt to further the ongoing 

dialogue among a vast array of modes of inquiry and 

expression, and included presentations on architecture, 

politics, photography, prose, painting, installation, theory, 

interpretation and many other approaches, all constellated 

under the categories óphilosophy and artô.  The purposefully 

ambiguous theme 'veils', as well as the broad disciplinary 

schema indicated in the call for papers intended to bring 

participants from a variety of fields and media to respond to a 

truly interdisciplinary set of problems, concerns, and projects. 

The results were overwhelmingly successful, as evidenced in 

the following papers collected here, as well as in many ways 

that cannot be reproduced.  

 In her opening remarks, Dr. Megan Craig explores 

the implications of 'veils' for both art and philosophy, as well 

as the intimate relation of these two disciplines. What was 

hoped for by all involved is indicated clearly here: that we 

ñsee the obscurity of veils as the condition of possibility for 

approaching the faces, beings, places, and discourses that only 

appear enigmatically.ò The keynote address from Dr. Rosalind 

Krauss and the closing remarks of Dr. Edward S. Casey both 

respond to the veiling nature of art, as well as the un-veiling of 

truth that occurs at the edges of art and theory. The panel 

discussions reproduced here represent and explore the deep 

and fruitful connections between art and philosophy, as well 

as demonstrate some of the most current research and work in 

the area. This collection falls short, however, of conveying the 

fullness with which each participant and audience member 

contributed to the daysô events, especially in the case of 

presentations of actual works of art, both within panels as well 

as parts of the larger conference event (see óContributing 

Artistsô at the back of this volume), which are here only 

represented by digital images and text, offering only a trace of 

the truly revelatory aspects of these works and projects. 

 What lies beyond the veil is of utmost interest to 

seekers of truth and beauty alike. The provocation that follows 
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from the presentation of a veil has been unavoidably tempting 

to curious and dedicated minds throughout history, and this 

exploration has become increasingly central in instantiations 

of art, philosophy and inquiry alike since the dawn of time, 

This conference was one, albeit powerful and revealing, 

among many attempts to explore these murky waters that flow 

in and out of not only philosophy and art, but human 

expressivity in general.  

  This collection is a testimony to the success of this 

inaugural conference and attempts to show just how this 

gathering set the tone for a continued tradition of challenging 

and fruitful dialogue on the essential and continually evolving 

relationships between art and philosophy, as well as many 

other fields of inquiry. Thus, we not only recognize those 

involved in the conference, but hope to foster further 

exploration and dialogue. 

 

Editors: 

Phil Bouska 

Paul R Jaissle         
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Veils: Opening Remarks 

Dr. M egan Craig 

 

Welcome. We are so happy to have all of you here at our first 

annual conference in philosophy and art. Youôve come from 

several continents and multiple disciplines. As we drafted the 

call for papers and discussed the possible theme for these two 

days, we knew we were casting a net far and wide. We could 

not anticipate how rich the catch would be. And the real 

rewards are yet before us, as we stand on the edge of one 

shore here together and have no idea where we might travel 

over the next two days or what we might find. 

 In these few minutes before we set sail, Iôd like to say 

a few words about the title of our conference: Veils. This 

gathering is essentially plural, and we are dealing with not 

one, but several veils. We might envision these as a cascade of 

finely woven materials hanging in front of us. They may be 

more or less opaque, more or less transparent. Together they 

diffuse the light and create a scrim of ambiguity. We might 

glean the dim outline of something behind or beyond them, 

perhaps the contours of a body or a face. Or perhaps, like the 

screens aligned at the back of a stage, they rise and fall to 

reveal an ever-changing scene. Perhaps these veils part and 

close together and separately, veils upon veils. 

 Veils conceal. There is something rare, valuable, 

fragile, or vulnerable beyond the veils. A veil conceals and 

protects a mystery. 

 Veils conceal, but as we learn from Heidegger, every 

concealing is also a revealing. The ñdouble concealmentò 

Heidegger describes in ñThe Origin of the Work of Artò 

includes concealment as ñrefusalò and concealment as 

ñdissembling.ò In the first case, concealment as ñrefusal,ò 

things resist or evade us in a distinctly opaque way. Something 

refuses to appear or come to light. In the second case, 

concealment as ñdissembling,ò one thing stands in front of 

another, or parades as another. In this case, something appears 

enigmatically, semi-transparently in a half-light. We are never 

sure which form of concealment weôre dealing with: refusal or 



Dr. Megan Craig ï Opening Remarks 

4 

 

dissembling. We might say, we can never be certain whether 

the veils we encounter are opaque or transparent, and to what 

degree. Heidegger takes this essential uncertainty to mean 

that: 

The open place in the midst of beings, the 

clearing, is never a rigid stage with a 

permanently raised curtain on which the play of 

beings runs its course. Rather, the clearing 

happens only as this double concealmentéthis 

is never a merely existent state, but a 

happening.
1
 

 The curtain doesnôt rise on the stage to reveal a 

lighted set where a story unfolds. A curtain rises on a stage 

that is composed of infinite curtains rising and falling. The 

stage itself, the ñclearing,ò moves ï afloat or adrift. And we 

donôt find ourselves in seats in the dark, looking on from 

below at the dim lights and moving shadows as Platoôs 

prisoners found themselves in the cave. We find ourselves in 

the midst of the bright and dim lights, neither above nor 

below, but enmeshed in the veils that are rising and falling. 

We are, ourselves, veils that rise and fall, that refuse and 

dissemble, open and close. Heidegger describes this ñclearingò 

as a complex performance piece. It is a ñhappeningò in which 

we become or embody the very veils we attempt to hide 

beyond and to lift. 

 Art and philosophy, if we can say these separately, 

are also entangled in this double concealment. It is not clear 

whether one refuses or obscures the other. It is not clear where 

one begins and where the other ends. We may be tempted, as 

any veil tempts us, to lift these veils quickly, to get underneath 

them and uncover the enigma ï to make philosophy and art, at 

long last, show their faces or meet face to face. But rather than 

rush impatiently, my hope is that we will see the obscurity of 

veils as the condition of possibility for approaching the faces, 

beings, places, and discourses that only appear enigmatically. 

                                                 
1
 Heidegger, "The Origin of the Work of Art," in Poetry, 

Language, Thought, trans. Albert Hofstadter (New York: 

Harper & Rowe, 1975) 54. 
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We lift one veil to find another. We are together today to 

move among the veils. Not to go behind the curtains, but to 

join together for this multivalent ñhappening.ò 

 In a short story called ñConversation in the 

Mountains,ò Paul C®lan writes about two people whose eyes 

are filled with veils. There is not a single lid to the eye, but an 

infinite series of lids opening and closing deep in the hearts of 

vision and memory. Meeting on a mountain, on a steep and 

arduous climb, these two make their way towards each other, 

drawing back the curtains in their eyes. Today, as we open our 

own conversation, we draw back an initial veil, the first of 

many, to begin to establish the clearing that is never clear. One 

veil draws aside ï barely ï and we begin to grope our way 

towards each other, in and amidst veils. 
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Panel I: Aesthetics and Photographic Vision 

 

Barnett Newman and the Aesthetics of Totality       

Clay Matlin  

School of Visual Arts 

 

As he looked over his newly finished painting on January 29
th
 

1948, what might Barnett Newman have thought? It was a 

modestly sized canvas (27in by 16in), covered in Indian red 

paint and cleaved in two by an electric stripe of light cadmium 

red, like some Technicolor lightning bolt come to set the 

world on fire.  Do we picture Newman clad in that formal 

outfit he is so often photographed wearing: pants hiked up 

over his waist, sports jacket unbuttoned, white dress shirt and 

wide tie? Perhaps he sat for hours, as his friend Mark Rothko 

did, in a comfortable chair smoking endlessly while 

contemplating the newly finished Onement I. After all, it was 

his 43rd birthday.   

 Newman would come to regard Onement I as the 

turning point in his art: perhaps the exact moment when all his 

ruminating on both the need to paint and the question of what 

to paint merged into one perfect concrete presence to guide 

him forward. The English critic David Sylvester writes of 

Newman, ñAs Athena sprang fully formed from the brow of 

Zeus, so Newman the artist sprang fully formed from Newman 

the dreameréNewman of course, did more than meditate 

during his years of preparation; he wrote. He wrote, it appears, 

in order to define for himself what had to be done.ò
1
 Indeed, 

Newman the artist could never have existed without Newman 

the dreamer. This essay will inquire into the aesthetic 

philosophy of Newman the dreamer and especially his 

assertion that the role of art is to make the Nietzschian task of 

living more bearable. 

                                                 
1
 David Sylvester, About Modern Art, 2

nd
 Edition (Yale 

University Press, 2001) 322. 
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 In his ñPlasmic Image,ò a collection of short 

statements from the mid 1940s, Newman writes that abstract 

art is not a thing to be loved because it is abstract, it is to be 

loved because of the means it possesses to communicate new 

ideas.
2
 Before Onement I Newman had experimented with the 

bands that would later become known as ñzips.ò Yet these 

early paintings, with their tapered bands and canvases often 

divided into thirds, have the feeling of tense experimentation. 

There is roughness to the work, the same searching touch that 

Rothko had before his own breakthrough. The pooling of 

paint, thin in some areas, thick in others, different shades of 

the same color dominate the canvases; the ñzipò is there in 

nuce but it is not yet focused. The later tightness and power 

that Newman would come to possess is only evident in 

infrequent flashes. He seems to be working out what he 

believed to be at the foundation of all art, ñthe handling of 

chaos.ò
3
 Onement I bound Newman to his craft; it became a 

moral need:  

éwhat it made me realize is that I was 

confronted for the first time with the thing that I 

did, whereas up until that moment I was able to 

remove myself from the act of painting, or from 

the painting itself. The painting was something 

that I was making, whereas somehow for the 

first time with this painting the painting itself 

had a life of its own in a way that I donôt think 

the others did, as much.
4
   

No longer separate, the painting became an extension of 

Newman, just as alive as he was. The act of painting was 

transformed from the simplicity of the action of making a 

                                                 
2
 Newman called the image ñPlasmicò because he felt the new 

artist would give life to the abstract, converting the artôs 

plastic elements into what he called ñmental plasma.ò The 

ideas were to be made tangible. 
3
 From the ñPlasmic Imageò in Barnett Newman: Selected 

Writings and Interviews, ed. John P. OôNeill (New York: 

Alfred A Knopf, 1990) 139. 
4
 Newman, David Sylvester Interview, 256. 
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painted work, into the creation of something that would not 

merely live in this world but communicate with it. Onement I 

gave Newman a sense of both who and where he was. It 

grounded him. The life it possessed linked him to the world. 

His intent was to move away from nature, to distance himself 

from the flaws he saw in the abstraction of European painters 

such as Kandinsky, flaws that, in his view, allowed for 

abstract shapes to be construed as objects from life. Newman 

believed that the goal of abstract painting should be to remove 

the painter from the presence of nature but not from that of life 

itself.  

 For Newman, the artist is an individual who delves 

into the mysteries of the world so they might then come to 

present the unknowable. Newmanôs vocal espousal of his 

vision led him to be characterized by his fellow Abstract 

Expressionists, according to Sylvester, as either the groupôs 

sage or fool.  What Newman hunted after was a new artist, one 

who believed, as he did, that ñthe truth is a search for the 

hidden meanings of life. To practice it, art must become a 

metaphysical exercise. That is why the new painter is 

dissatisfied only to titillate our sensibilities. That is why he has 

no intention of giving us cut and dried journalist answersò 

(ñThe Plasmic Image,ò 145). The boldness of Newmanôs 

assertion is that the truth in painting is not a concrete thing but 

is instead a search for meaning and that such searching can be 

represented only in abstraction, a medium that does not trade 

on the easy susceptibility of our emotional arousal. 

Representational painting had ceased to be capable of showing 

the truth of the worldôs problems. The role of the artist was to 

move beyond the visible and known world, to work with 

forms mysterious even to him, to invent new modes and 

symbols ñthat will have the living quality of creationò (ñThe 

Plasmic Image,ò 140). Under Newmanôs formulation, the 

artist must attempt ñto wrest truth from the void,ò for the void 

is incomprehensible, it is the graveyard of truth. Thus the artist 

must pull truth from its prison so that she might have the 

opportunity to search for those ñhidden meaningsò that life 

offers. Newman sought to present manôs connection to man as 

well as manôs relation to the absolute, by attempting to bestow 

living thought, the desire to know lifeôs mysteries, to the 



Clay Matlin ï Barnett Newman and The Aesthetics of Totality 

   

9 

 

language of painting.
5
   

 Newmanôs ñnew painter,ò however, was of a 

decidedly American variety. In ñThe Sublime is Now,ò 

perhaps his most influential though not necessarily his most 

accomplished essay, he argues that contemporary European 

artists are incapable of achieving sublimity because they 

continue to insist on living  ñinside the reality of sensation,ò 

building artwork within a framework of plasticity based on 

Greek ideals of beauty. It was his belief that these artists were 

trapped under the crushing weight of their own history, a 

history that followed them wherever they went.
6
   

                                                 
5
 Perhaps the best way to approach Newmanôs conception of 

the absolute is if we turn to the German Romantic poet and 

playwright Friedrich Schiller (1759-1805). Schiller believed 

that manôs search for the absolute is a search not only for a 

grand truth about the nature of existence but a chance to 

recapture the unity man once possessed, both internal and in 

relation to oneôs fellow man. He saw reason as the means to 

approach the absolute, for reason is there to direct us in the 

face of Natureôs devotion to the sensuous and the 

shortcomings of the imagination. It is reason, according to 

Schiller, that gives us a glass with which to peer into the 

absolute (Schiller, 43). This is not so different from Newmanôs 

attempt to create an art of ethics and content by removing his 

own painting from a ñreality of sensation.ò Indeed, for Schiller 

writes in the Ninth Letter of On the Aesthetic Education of 

Man, that ñthe pure moral impulse is directed towards the 

Absolute. For such an impulse time does not exist, and the 

future turns into the present from the moment that it is seen to 

develop with inevitable Necessity out of the present. In the 

eyes of a Reason which knows no limits, the Direction is at 

once the Destination, and the Way is completed from the 

moment it is troddenò (Schiller, 59). If we consider Newmanôs 

desire to present to his viewer that viewerôs connection not 

only to her fellow man, but to the absolute as well then we can 

interpret Newmanôs quest as one that seeks to engage with the 

same sense of immediate presentness that is alive in Schillerôs 

vision of manôs desire to come to know the absolute. 
6
 It is interesting to note that Donald Judd would make a 
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Newman writes:  

I believe that here in America, some of us, free 

from the weight of European culture, are finding 

the answer by completely denying that art has 

any concern with the problem of beauty and 

where to find ité.We are asserting manôs 

natural desire for the exalted, for a concern with 

our relationship to the absolute emotionsé.The 

image we produce is the self-evident one of 

revelation, real and concrete, that can be 

understood by anyone who will look at it 

without the nostalgic glasses of history (ñThe 

Sublime is Now,ò 173).  

The European painter, the old painter, the painter forever 

burdened by history was constantly besieged by the crush of 

the past. It was impossible to be European, in Newmanôs 

opinion, and in some way not be incapable of dealing with the 

                                                                                     
similar claim in December 1963 when he wrote the ñKansas 

City Reportò for Arts Magazineôs Nationwide Reports section. 

Judd writes: ñIf you take an elementary course in art at a 

university, it is a survey of the history of art. It is considered 

normal to give the student a stiff dose of the past before he 

knows anything about the present. It is a confusing 

arrangement. The first fight almost every artist has is to get 

clear of old European artò (Judd, ñKansas City Report,ò 103). 

For Judd the ñold European artò to get clear of was painting, 

for the rectangle of painting existed in his opinion as ñan 

entity, one thing, and not the indefinable sum of a group of 

entities and referencesò (Judd, ñSpecific Objects,ò 182). Of 

course Newman wanted to fashion a ñone thing,ò and Judd 

knew this. In fact Judd, oddly enough, supported this in 

Newmanôs work, it was the quality of wholeness that Judd 

viewed as vital. ñEverything is specifically where it is,ò Judd 

writes, ñThis wholeness isénew and importanté.The 

openness of Newmanôs work is concomitant with chance and 

one personôs knowledge; it doesnôt claim more than anyone 

can know; it doesnôt imply a social order. Newman is asserting 

his concerns and knowledgeò (Judd, ñBarnett Newman,ò 202). 
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record of previous accomplishments that lurked around every 

bend. How could the sublime be achieved when there was 

already such a robust framework for artistic thought? What 

terror, or even awe, would the artist be able to muster when 

strict guidelines always loomed? Newman declares: ñThe 

failure of European art to achieve the sublime is due to this 

blind desire to exist inside the reality of sensation (the 

objective world, whether distorted or pure) and to build an art 

within a framework of pure plasticity (the Greek ideal of 

beauty, whether that plasticity be a romantic active surface or 

a classic stable one)ò (ñThe Sublime is Now,ò 173). In 

Sylvesterôs opinion the fact that Newman lived 6000 miles 

away from European art history allowed him to deal with the 

likes of Giacometti and Matisse; he was able to learn the 

lessons they imparted and move on: ñIn the search for the 

absolute and commitment to the new,ò Sylvester writes, ñit 

was advantageous not to be European, not to be steeped in a 

tired cultureò (Sylvester, 324). The European masters were the 

starting point for Newman, but their style of painting had 

ceased to address the world in which he lived and the answers 

he craved.
7
 Newman sought to free himself from ñthe 

nostalgic glasses of history,ò glasses that tinted the world so 

the past was seen as glory and the present as failure.   

 The image Newman wanted to present could be seen 

only with unencumbered vision. The naked eye of the present 

was the only means of viewing his art, as the present is vastly 

more capable of terror than the past. The present is painful 

while past pain is but a ghost.  It was this specter that haunted 

the Europeans. But in America, with a mere couple hundred 

years of history, Newman sought to make known the present. 

And the present appears specifically as the ñnew.ò 

Consequently, in his formulation the sublime is the ñnew.ò
8
 It 

                                                 
7
 Although Newman did regard the Surrealists as having 

opened the worldôs eyes to the possibility of real tragedy. 
8
 It would appear that Newmanôs conception of the sublime is 

not at all reconcilable with Edmund Burkeôs. Yet Newmanôs 

sublime can be viewed as a re-imagining of Burkeôs. Burke 

describes the sublime as that which is ñfitted in any sort to 

excite the ideas of pain and dangeréwhat is in any sort 
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is the terror of stepping forth from the protection of history 

and allowing the unknown, the ever-changing present, to 

potentially strike the artist dead. The painting of the European 

masters did not possess the qualities of the sublime. Their 

work was representational and Newman, like Burke, believed 

that representational painting did not have the power to make 

the individual aware of the sublime.
9
 However where Newman 

departs from Burke is of major importance. Though Burke 

saw all painting as incapable of portraying the sublime, he had 

never witnessed true abstraction.
10

 Newman believed that 

abstract painting could have sublime qualities if the abstract 

marks were incapable of being mistaken for nature. 

 If we use Newmanôs idea of the sublime and modify 

it to fit with Kantôs mature vision of the sublime in the 

Critique of Judgment then we might begin to understand what 

Newman was attempting. For Kant, the sublime is that which 

surpasses our standard of sense, or to put it another way, that 

which drowns our imagination in the waters of the 

incalculable. The sublime succeeds because it overwhelms our 

senses, leaving our imagination to attempt to reconcile the 

magnitudes of the infinite, until reason comes to rescue the 

                                                                                     
terribleéconversant about terrible objects, or operates in a 

manner analogous to terroréproductive of the strongest 

emotion which the mind is capable of feeling,ò and that 

strongest emotion is, for Burke, the fear of death (Burke, 39). 

Now if we think of Newmanôs sublime as having a power like 

Burkeôs, that is it has a two part function ï making one aware 

of the pain that is living in the unpredictable present and 

calling for the death of an old form of art making ï then we 

begin to see the particular type of sublimity that Newman 

sought to bring forth.   
9
 See the essay ñNewman: The Instantò in Jean-François 

Lyotard, The Inhuman (Stanford University Press, 1991) 85. 
10

 Burke on painting: ñWhen painters have attempted to give 

us clear representations of these very fanciful and terrible 

ideas [the terror of death, ñincomprehensible darkness,ò etc.], 

they have I think almost always failed; insomuch that I have 

been at a loss, in all the pictures I have seen of hell, whether 

the painter did not intend something ludicrousò (Burke, 63). 
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imagination from the abyss:   

[What happens is that] our imagination strives to 

progress toward infinity, while our reason 

demands absolute totality as a real idea, and so 

[the imagination,] our power of estimating the 

magnitude of things in the world of sense, is 

inadequate to that idea. Yet this inadequacy 

itself is the arousal in us of the feeling that we 

have a supersensible power; and what is 

absolutely large is not an object of sense, but is 

the use that judgment makes naturally of certain 

objects so as to [arouse] this (feeling), and in 

contrast with that  use any other use is small.  

Hence what is to be called sublime is not the 

object, but the attunement that the intellect 

[gets] through a certain presentation that 

occupies reflective judgment.
11

 

Newman desired a sublime that, while unable to be depicted, 

could be felt and somehow known through marks on canvas. 

He wanted to bring forth the sensation of the infinite and 

inestimable. Newman sought to make the viewer aware of 

himself in relation to the universe. Kant writes: ñNature is 

sublime in those of its appearances whose intuition carries 

with it the idea of their infinity. But the only way for this to 

occur is through the inadequacy of even the greatest effort of 

our imagination to estimate an objectôs magnitudeò (Third 

Critique, 112). Perhaps it was Newmanôs desire to speak for 

our imagination when it had failed us, to show manôs relation 

to both magnitude and insignificance as we exist in the 

present. French postmodern theorist Jean-François Lyotard 

writes:  

When he [Newman] seeks sublimity in the here-

and-now he breaks with the eloquence of 

romantic art but he does not reject its 

fundamental task, that of bearing pictorial or 

otherwise expressive witness to the 

                                                 
11

 Immanuel Kant, The Critique of Judgment, trans. Werner 

Pluhar (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 1987) 106. 
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inexpressible.  The inexpressible does not reside 

in an over there, in another world, or another 

time, but in this: in that (something) happens. In 

the determination of pictorial art, the 

indeterminate, the óit happensô is the paint, the 

picture (Lyotard, 92-93). 

Lyotard lights on a fundamental truth: that Newman did not 

seek to make apictorial paintings. If anything, Newman 

believed that his work was a new way of painting and 

drawing, a new draftsmanship for the post-WWII world. The 

inexpressible, as Lyotard observes, is not somewhere else, it is 

always present.   

 Newman sought to express the inexpressible, but he 

had come to the realization that the classic pictorial image did 

not permit him to accomplish the work he believed to be the 

artistôs duty. European painters, in his estimation, no longer 

possessed the capacity to make the viewer self-aware while 

standing in front of the canvas. Instead, these painters were 

cursed to create images that were merely aesthetic. Beauty 

served as the culmination of their craft.
 12

 For Newman this 

                                                 
12

 Oscar Wilde shares a similar dismay in his dialogue ñThe 

Critic as Artist.ò Wilde laments the shortcomings of the 

painter in relation to the poet, an artist who, in Wildeôs 

opinion, uses ñthe whole sphere of feeling, the perfect cycle of 

thought.ò For Wilde the painter is bound to the finite qualities 

of his medium: ñThe painter is so far limited that it is only 

through the mask of the body that he can show us the mystery 

of the soul; only through conventional images that he can 

handle ideas; only through its physical equivalents that he can 

deal with psychology.  And how inadequately he does it 

thenéò (Wilde, ñThe Critic as Artist,ò 241). Wilde, like 

Burke, had not yet seen abstract painting, yet it is no stretch to 

imagine, in my opinion, that he would have found Newmanôs 

aesthetic philosophy similar to his own. While Wildeôs 

aesthetic focused on the beautiful and Newman sought not to 

make beauty the thing, both men were involved in a search for 

artôs unifying power as a means to make the task of living at 

once both richer and easier. 
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was akin to the death of painting. His was a painter who felt 

that the shapes wielded, ñmust contain the plasmic entity that 

will carry his thought, the nucleus that will give life to the 

abstract, even abstruse ideas he is projectingò (ñThe Plasmic 

Image, 141). 

 If we return to Onement I it is apparent why Newman 

saw it as his breakthrough. There is no way to confuse the 

ñzipò with an object in nature, it strikes through the canvas, 

severing artôs relationship with the sensuous and installing art, 

in Newmanôs view, as an ñexpression of the mind.ò  If art is to 

be moral, that is if it is to promote an awareness of the self in 

relation to others, it cannot be bound to the senses, for the 

senses mislead and leave no place to lay responsibility for the 

actions they instigate. The senses activate desire and desire 

exists in neither a realm of morality nor plurality. Desire is 

about wanting, not about the moral, and under Newmanôs 

conception of his new painterôs moral service, the want that is 

bred by the senses is involved strictly with the individual, not 

with society as a whole. Thus, by abandoning the sensuous the 

new painter embraces the art he produces as one built upon a 

foundation of moral responsibility. Since realism is bound to 

the senses, it gives the viewer an impression of the way things 

should be, how one would feel in that setting. Newmanôs new 

painter removes himself from realism, but does not deny the 

intent behind it, that intent being subject matter. To deny 

subject matter would only force the painter to paint in a 

vacuum, to paint with no reason, and only as a response to 

something else. This would not be his new painter, as 

Newman writes in the Plasmic Image: ñThese men considered 

that the artistic problem was not whether they should or 

should not have subject matter; the problem was, What kind of 

subject matterò (ñThe Plasmic Image, 154). 

 In Onement I we see and experience the subject 

matter Newman intended. The painting confronts us. The 

viewer is granted an awareness of the present, of the self at the 

exact moment the painting is seen. The ñzipò is the link. No 

one is transported to another place, the ñzipò does not open a 

door to some other land.
13

 It is a transcendent experience, but 

                                                 
13

 As was Rothkoôs intent with his three part paintings: the 
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one where the viewer ends up where he began. Yet the 

awareness of place is stronger. The knowledge of the self in 

relation to the world is more profound. The ñzipò is the 

lightning flash of being human. To return to Lyotard: ñIf, then, 

there is any ósubject-matterô, it is immediacy. It happens here 

and now.  What [quid] happens comes later.  The beginning is 

that there isé[quod]; the world, what there isò (Lyotard, 82). 

Newman sought to make the moment of looking most 

important. It was the here and now, the immediacy of the act 

of looking. By making a painting that offered transcendence 

without offering a new world, Newman granted the ñthere isò 

of which Lyotard spoke. ñThere isò is the moment where the 

viewer feels a relationship to the present and seeks to live in 

this reality, not step into another. 

 If Newman endeavored to teach his spectator 

anything it was not a message of this world then the fireworks, 

out of this world and the fireworks. The ñzipò was not 

welcoming, not some nebulous inviting entryway to salvation. 

While Rothko wanted to flee this world, Newman could not 

imagine being anywhere else. Wounded and awkward, Rothko 

was desperate to make a world that he could live in, where he 

would always feel at home. If he could have painted some 

magical painting that he could step through he would have. 

Newman took no part in this surrender. While both men were 

consumed with the idea of representing tragedy, Newman 

sought to make the tragedy that was intimately bound to life a 

reconcilable thing, to reveal it and destroy it, Rothko wanted 

to run away, dive into those clouds of color and be reborn 

again and again.
14

 He once said of his paintings, ñI express my 

                                                                                     
bottom and top bands acting as a doorway, with the center part 

being the entrance into another world that he might escape 

into. 
14

 Newman credits the Surrealists with prophesying our 

experience of modern tragedy. In his opinion, the art they 

produced was not the work of mad men, but was a ñprophetic 

tableaux of what the world was to see as reality,ò that reality 

and tragedy being World War II (ñSurrealism and the War,ò 

95). Yet Newman also realized that tragedy must be combated, 

it must not be allowed to root itself into the world. In his essay 
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not-self.ò
15

 In effect he was painting the symbol of Rothko as 

whole, what he wished he could be. A luring presence posing 

both inventive resource and hovering danger, it was a promise 

of a new life, weightless and free, but at the same time entirely 

alien an invitation to become something and someone else 

divorced from the pains of history.
16

 Newman in contrast 

believed that, ñWhat has to be done is to discover the proper 

theme that will make contact with reality; what has to be 

                                                                                     
ñThe New Sense of Fateò Newman takes a stand against our 

giving ourselves over to tragedy, declaring that man was given 

a new fate with the advent of the atom bomb and that it is the 

role of the artist to combat both tragedy and fate:  ñWhat we 

have now is a tragic rather than a terrifying situationé.In this 

new tragedy that is playing itself out on a Greek-like stage 

under a new sense of fate that we have ourselves created, shall 

we artists make the same error as the Greek sculptors and play 

with an art of overrefinement, an art of quality, of sensibility 

of beauty? Let us rather like the Greek writers, tear the tragedy 

to shredsò (ñThe New Sense of Fate,ò 169).  
15

 James E.B. Breslin, Mark Rothko ï A Biography (The 

University of Chicago Press, 1998) 273-274. 
16

 Of his own paintings, Rothko declared: ñIôm interested only 

in expressing basic human emotions ï tragedy, ecstasy, doom 

and so on ï and the fact that lots of people break down and cry 

when confronted by my pictures shows that I communicate 

those basic human emotionsé.The people who weep before 

my paintings are having the same religious experience I had 

when I painted them.  And if you [Selden Rodman], as you 

say, are moved only be their color relationships, then you miss 

the pointò (Rothko, ñNotes from a conversation with Selden 

Rodman, 1956,ò 119-120). Rothko characterized painting as 

an act of breaking free from solitude and silence, ñof 

breaching and stretching oneôs arms againò (Rothko, ñThe 

Romantics Were Prompted,ò 59). Newman, on the other hand, 

as we have seen, did not share the same self-pitying approach 

to painting that Rothko did. If anything, Newmanôs aesthetic 

philosophy resided in a sense of the celebratory experience of 

the power of the image, not in the emotional weight of ecstasy 

and doom. 
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discovered is a new subject matterò (ñPainting and Prose,ò 

91). Unlike Rothko, Newman chose to deal with the present, 

while Rothkoôs paintings provided a means to put to canvas 

the solitary quality of his internal journey, beckoning a single 

spectator to the painting, as psychoanalyst Hannah Segal 

writes, ñevoking in the recipient of his art the same 

constellation of unconscious feelings that motivated him.ò
17

 

Rothkoôs paintings allowed him a way out of the confines of 

his wounded mind and awkward body. He saw his art as an 

expression of tragedy. Thus his ñnot-selfò becomes the 

symbolic representation of all his dreams waiting to be 

fulfilled, freed to wander and manifest itself in what the art 

critic Dore Ashton refers to as a ñnuminous floating world,ò a 

place where all ñhis obstacles were left behind.ò
18

 Rothko may 

have wished to express the tragic, but he wanted to walk 

through his paintings to a world where his ñnot-selfò would be 

his real self.   

 It is impossible to imagine Newman having a ñnot-

self.ò Newmanôs work was not made to save him or anyone 

else but to foster an awareness about what it means to be 

human in this world. There was no desire to escape, no dream 

of some place other than here. The creation of the painting 

was a moral need; the subject matter of his own self was of 

least importance. Newman writes, ñIt is not enough to use a 

large canvas and make a literary work encompass a wide and 

large theme, which is what most critics believe to be the 

definition of an epic. The subject matter of epics, it is true, is a 

large theme, but it must be a moral theme if the writer is at all 

to catch any part of the absoluteò (ñPainting and Prose,ò 90). 

While this passage pertains to writing it can nonetheless be 

applied to Newmanôs own vision of painting. The idea of the 

epic needing to have a moral theme if it is at all capable of 

apprehending any part of the absolute, is intimately linked to 

Newmanôs belief that the new painter is to produce an image 

that is the ñself-evident one of revelation, real and concrete.ò 

                                                 
17

 Hanna Segal, Dream, Phantasy and Art (London: 

Routledge, 1991) 89. 
18

 Dore Ashton, About Rothko (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 1983) 105. 
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Newman desired a moral theme that revealed the absolute. 

The revelation that is self-evident is communicable with the 

spectator who is able to know the intent of the painter and be 

made aware of the truth at that single moment of viewing. For 

Rothko, the painting was also a moral issue, but the absolute 

could only be found by gaining entrance to a different world. 

In a way, the individual who is consumed by the richness of a 

Rothko painting chooses a life other than this one, where 

Newman forces the present to have all the meaning. 

 Sylvester writes that a Newman canvas presents us 

with a sustained experience of ourselves. We confront the 

reality of what and where we are: 

Newmanôs art does not have to do with manôs 

feelings when threatened by something in the 

air; it has to do with manôs sense of himself. The 

painting gives a sense of being where we are 

which somehow makes us rejoice in being there 

(Sylvester, 327).  

Sylvester is correct: Newman attempted to make the present 

more present. The painting silences the world, eliminating all 

distraction and commotion. The viewer is rooted to the spot, 

confronted with the vertical, whether it is the single central 

line in Onement I or the blood red stripe on the left side of a 

black canvas that defines Joshua. As the gaze fixes upon it, 

the straightness of Newmanôs ñzipò draws the viewer in. The 

experience becomes one of wholeness, making that thin line 

the missing piece of the viewerôs existence. As Lyotard 

asserts, ñThe purpose of a painting by Newman is not to show 

that duration is in excess of consciousness, but to be the 

occurrence, the moment which has arrivedò (Lyotard, 79). The 

viewer is aware of herself at the moment of looking. That is 

Newmanôs subject matter: awareness of the self. If he had 

given the viewer the means to escape this world he would 

have failed at his task. Like Rothko, Newman wanted his 

painting to affect people, but he did not long, as Rothko did, to 

free his viewers from the weight of their lives. Both men 

hoped to give salvation, but Newman desired it be found in 

this world, while Rothko wanted to paint a new universe 

where all the wounded could feel whole.   
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 In an interview with Sylvester from 1965, Newman 

remarked that he sought to give his viewer ña sense of place,ò 

that the viewer should know where he was: 

In that sense he relates to me when I made the 

painting because  in that sense I was 

thereéstanding in front of one of my paintings 

you [Sylvester] had the sense of your own 

scaleéthis is what I have tried to do: that the 

onlooker in front of my painting knows that heôs 

thereé.I hope that my painting has the impact 

of giving someone, as it did me, the feeling of 

his own totality, of his own separateness, of his 

own individuality, and at the same time of his 

connection to others who are also separateé.I 

think you can only feel others if you have some 

sense of your own being (Selected Writings and 

Interviews, 257). 

That Newman rejected the episodic is an unequivocal fact in 

his painting. His art is not snippets of time or loosely 

connected sections of experience, instead each work is a single 

event unburdened by temporality. One does not pick up where 

one last left off with Newman; one experiences oneôs 

connection to the work at that exact moment of seeing. 

Totality does not come in installments.    

 Perhaps Newmanôs greatest moral act in his art was 

the desire to give ñthe individual a feeling of his own 

individuality, and at the same time of his connection to others 

who are also separate.ò
19

 If the viewer were to look at a 

                                                 
19

 When Alexis de Tocqueville traveled through America in 

1831, he observed that democracy, and specifically its 

American form, does not foster individuality, but instead 

breeds individualism: ñIndividualism is a mature and calm 

feeling, which disposes each member of the community to 

sever himself from the mass of his fellows and to draw apart 

with his family and his friends, so that after he has thus 

formed a little circle of his own, he willingly leaves society at 

large to itself. Individualism proceeds from erroneous 

judgment more than from depraved feelings; it originates as 
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Newman painting and feel only oneôs self and no relation to 

others then Newman would have failed. This is what Barnett 

Newman, sage and fool, yearned to destroy. One cannot look 

at Onement I and think only of oneself in relation to oneôs self. 

The ñzipò does give the viewer the sense of scale that 

Newman wished for. Standing before the painting spectators 

know they are not alone. One maintains oneôs individuality in 

front of these paintings. The spectator remains a self, still 

filled with oneôs own personal feelings and thoughts, but 

remains linked to the rest of society. With that simple, 

asymmetrical line, Newman tries to connect the world.   

 Newman makes us one among many; we come to 

know ourselves so that we might live among others. Again we 

return to the ñzip,ò it is there to root the individual to the 

collective, yet in that rooting Newman sets in motion the 

tearing to shreds of tragedy. For Newmanôs ideal artist is there 

to present to us not just the pain of living in the present, but to 

demonstrate that as a unity of individuals we have the capacity 

to be more than the tragic nature of the world in which we find 

ourselves. Newmanôs is an art of ethics and moral need: ñI 

would say that if my painting were properly understood,ò 

Newman once remarked in an interview, ñsociety would 

changeò (Newman, 276). Each time we view a Newman we go 

on a journey of transcendence that ends where it began. What 

Newman imparts to the viewer is the lesson that there are no 

other worlds to travel to, no places to escape the difficulty that 

is life; the paintings tell us, ñThis is the world that matters.ò In 

                                                                                     
much in deficiencies of mind as in perversity of heartò (Alexis 

de Tocqueville, Democracy in America - Vol, II  (New York: 

Vintage Classics, 1990) 98). Individuality on the other hand, 

allows one to assert oneôs sense of self, to proclaim oneself as 

an individual, but still retain a commitment to oneôs fellow 

man. In contrast, individualism, as Tocqueville, argues, gives 

one no sense of oneôs own being, it merely clings to the basest 

desires and misplaced hungers, putting the individual at 

variance to the rest of society. We can think of Tocquevilleôs 

distinction when we look at Newmanôs work and thus be able 

to see the paintings as a testament to Newmanôs struggle to try 

to combat this destructive separation.  
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Newmanôs sublime we feel the terror of selfhood, the gift of 

being an individual, and the realization that one cannot exist 

alone. 
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Onement, I, 1948 

Oil on canvas and oil on masking tape on canvas. 

Barnett Newman. (American, 1905-1970).  
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White Center (Yellow, Pink and Lavender on Rose), 1950  

Oil on canvas. 

Mark Rothko. (American, 1903-1970) 
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The Question Concerning Bernd and Hilla Becher 

David Smucker 

Stony Brook University 

 

Bernd and Hilla Becher have been photographing industrial 

architecture since the 1950s. Their work provides an 

interesting artistic reaction to the ways that modern 

technology has become an issue for contemporary life. It is the 

purpose of this paper to attempt to look at their photography 

through a Heideggerian lens, taking its main cues from 

Heideggerôs ñThe Question Concerning Technology.ò After an 

explanation of Heidegger and his thoughts on the matter, we 

will see how these can be applied critically to the Bechers, 

looking to Blake Stimsonôs essay, ñThe Photographic 

Comportment of Bernd and Hilla Becherò, for a thorough 

description of their work.
 1
  

 One of Heideggerôs opening remarks, that ñthe 

essence of technology is nothing technological,ò
2
 outlines the 

approach he takes to the issue. He is not looking at any 

particular technological advance or use of technology, but for 

what makes the manner in which man uses technology 

possible, for the way that man relates to the world through 

technology. He says that the most prominent way of seeing 

technology is as a means to an end, a way of achieving a 

human project, the ñinstrumental and anthropological 

conception of technology.ò
3
  

 He believes that this conception does not understand 

the full importance of technology. Heidegger wants to contrast 

a ñGreekò understanding of techne with a modern one. For the 

                                                 
1
  This article was accessed online at 

http://www.tate.org.uk/research/tateresearch/tatepapers/04spri

ng/stimson_paper.htm on 4/21/2007. hereafter it will be 

referred to as Stimson. 
2
 ñThe Question Concerning Technologyò in Martin 

Heidegger: Basic Writings, 311. hereafter referred to as QCT 
3
  QCT 312 

http://www.tate.org.uk/research/tateresearch/tatepapers/04spring/stimson_paper.htm%20on%204/21/2007
http://www.tate.org.uk/research/tateresearch/tatepapers/04spring/stimson_paper.htm%20on%204/21/2007
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Greeks, techne was a way of knowing, in the sense of alatheia, 

or revealing. He thinks that the idea, prevalent when he was 

writing, that techne designates the capability to produce both 

art and craft objects is incorrect. Quoting Plato, he says that 

every occasion for whatever passes beyond the nonpresent and 

goes forward into presencing is poiesis, bringing-forth.ò
4
 

Since Technology is involved in bringing something forth, it 

seems to be a kind of poiesis, but Heidegger thinks that while 

Plato may have been right about his own historical situation, 

technology has created a way of bringing forth that is not 

accounted for in the sense of poiesis. Poiesis is an allowing of 

something to be brought forth as itself, to be created or 

revealed (remember alatheia for revealing) according to its 

own inner essence and necessity. This is different that what 

modern technology does: Heidegger says ñthe revealing that 

holds sway throughout modern technology does not unfold 

into a bringing-forth in the sense of poiesis. The revealing that 

rules in modern technology is a challenging, which puts to 

nature the unreasonable demand that it supply energy which 

can be extracted and stored as such.ò
5
 

 This extraction of energy that challenges forth instead 

of bringing forth imposes categorical thought upon the world, 

interested in the world only in terms of how anything and 

everything can be made into a resource for achieving our 

goals. This organization and ordering of the world according 

to usable energy makes things appear to us not as themselves, 

but as a ñstanding-reserveò which we can use at will.
6
 The 

kind of thinking which causes man to think of the world as a 

standing-reserve Heidegger calls enframing, which is in direct 

opposition to a poetic frame of thought (poiesis from above) 

which allows things to be present to us as themselves.  

 In fact, the opposition between these two modes of 

thought is so intense that Heidegger believes that enframing 

blocks poetic thought. Since, in our age, man is born into a 

world where the most common way of thinking is through this 

enframing thought, it is possible that he will understand only 

                                                 
4
  QCT 317 

5
  QCT 320 

6
  QCT 322 
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through this technological or enframing lens. If this happens, 

if  man engages in the world only through enframing thought, 

ñthe other possibility is blocked ï that man might rather be 

admitted sooner and ever more primally to the essence of what 

is unconcealed and to its unconcealment, in order that he 

might experience as his essence the requisite belonging to 

revealing.ò
7
 It is clear that Heidegger values poetic thought 

instead of enframing. This is because of the way that these 

kinds of thought understand human beings. In enframing 

thought, mankind is viewed only as a means to an end, a kind 

of energy that can be used to achieve some project or other. 

On the other hand, poetic thought, which is more in touch with 

the essences of things, sees man as the only kind of being who 

can understand things precisely though poetic thought, who 

can come into contact with the essences of things. If 

enframing thought blocks his ability to do this, Heidegger 

believes that it will put mankind out of touch with his own 

essence, will make man homeless in the world. It makes sense 

then, when he says that ñwhere enframing reigns, there is 

danger in the highest sense.ò
8
 He finds some hope for man, 

though, in the words of the poet Hölderlin, who says that 

ñWhere danger is, grows/ The saving power also.ò
9
  

 The saving power is not so immediate, though, that it 

can bring man to an immediate ñvictoryò over technology. 

Instead, it is requisite that man ñbegin to pay heed to the 

essence of technology.ò
10

 This will happen when man 

examines his relationship to the world, and sees that 

enframing is blocking him from his proper essence, his proper 

way of comporting himself to the world. It seems that only 

through an encounter with the danger of our technological way 

of thinking will modern man be able to reassert his proper 

essence. But if most people are already under the sway of 

enframing thought, then who can we call on to provide this 

critical reaction? Again Heidegger takes guidance from 

Hölderlin, who, in addition to the lines above, also says that 

                                                 
7
  QCT 311 

8
  QCT 333 

9
  QCT 333 

10
  QCT 335 
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ñpoetically man dwells on this earth.ò
11

 If we think of poetry 

in a sense which includes all of the arts, at least when theyôre 

in touch with manôs essence as a poetic, as opposed to 

enframing, being, then art is precisely the arena in which 

technology and its essence as enframing thought can be 

opposed. Heidegger adds the important warning that this will 

only work ñif reflection upon art, for its part, does not shut its 

eyes to the constellation of truth, concerning which we are 

questioning.ò
12

  

 Now the question becomes whether or not the 

Becherôs works are ones which engage technology and 

enframing in the way Heidegger wants them to. Do these 

works show man the essence of technology, and do they do so 

in a way which also shows man his own essence as a non-

technological, non-enframing being? Blake Stimsonôs article 

ñThe Photographic Comportment of Bernd and Hilla Becherò 

will be our guide as we approach the Bechers work. 

Stimson quotes from an interview with the Bechers 

that their work was largely focused on the idea of making 

ñfamilies of objects that become humanized and destroy one 

another ï as in nature where the older is devoured by the 

newer.ò
13

 This short phrase already says much about the 

Bechers photography. The concept of introducing family 

relationships amongst the various industrial buildings can be 

seen as an attempt to organize them under rational thought. 

The fact that their books of photography are organized 

according to the kind of technology photographed speaks to 

this, as does the fact that one of their publications is titled 

simply, ñTypologies.ò The problem here is to discern whether 

or not these typologies are natural (poetically revealed) or 

artificial (the result of enframing thought). That weôre dealing 

with industry, which appears to be, at bottom, an enframing 

approach to nature, leads us to the idea that whatever 

heterogeneity we find in the buildings is a result of their 

ability to acknowledge only the aspects of their location that 

are suitable for bringing into a standing-reserve. These 

                                                 
11

  QCT 340 
12

 QCT 340 
13

 Stimson 2 
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aspects, the resources challenged forth, are bound to be 

similar, and so the industrial architecture and machines used to 

extract this material will also likely be similar, if not exactly 

the same. So while the typology may not have been previously 

articulated as such by the creators of these industrial sites, it 

seems fair to say that the Bechersô project does not impose an 

artificial schema onto these buildings.  

 The next part of the phrase may be more problematic 

for a Heideggerian reading of their work. The idea that the 

objects ñbecome humanized and destroy one another ï as in 

nature where the older is devoured by the newerò speaks to an 

enframing mode of thought. Heidegger warns that when man 

is in an enframing mode of thought, he believes that he 

recognizes himself in everything. Everything seems to behave 

according to certain patterns of his thought, and so it seems as 

if these things are essentially related to man.
14

 This idea seems 

to be present in the idea that the buildings ñbecome 

humanizedò and in the idea that the process of industrial 

advancement is like the process of both human and natural 

advancement, where ñthe older is devoured by the newer.ò For 

Heidegger, there is a fundamental difference in the way that 

natural things, humans, and technology relate to the world. 

Technological advancements quicken the pace of the worldôs 

being put into an unnatural standing-reserve of energy, and it 

seems a strange idea to associate a plantôs relationship to the 

earth, where it only takes what it needs to live, to that of 

technology. The overturning of one industrial paradigm for 

another more technologically advanced and efficient one 

seems at the root much different than a sapling growing out of 

the fallen rotting trunk of its ancestor. If the reference here is 

not to generations immediately following one another, but the 

evolutionary process, then this is still problematic. We must 

remember that the natural process of evolution is not a 

teleological one, is not motivated towards an ever-more-

thoroughgoing domination of the world in the way that 

technological development (at least from Heideggerôs 

perspective) has been. 

 Another aspect of these photographs that Stimson 

                                                 
14

 QCT 332 



Aesthetics and Photographic Vision  

30 

 

investigates is the system by which they are produced. System 

is an important factor in their work, as the photographs are 

ñbased on a rigorous set of procedural rulesò which results in a 

group of photographs that are, at first glance, nearly 

identical.
15

 This desire for nearly identical results from all of 

their photographic activity (at least within any given project) 

together with their rigorous application of a procedure to 

produce them seems much like the process Heidegger 

describes when heôs talking about enframing. When we 

investigate the reasons for this procedure, though, we find that 

they donôt seem to be motivated by an enframing desire. By 

placing their photographs together in grid format, as the 

Bechers do consistently, though not exclusively, they find that 

they are able to see new things about each particular object 

photographed. While for the most part the objects look so 

similar it is as if they ñcame from a production series, like 

cars,ò the Bechers have found that ñonly when you put them 

beside each other do you see their individuality.ò
16

 Through an 

interesting circumstance, it is only through a rigorously 

technological process which, following Heidegger, we assume 

will produce homogenous results, that we can actually see the 

heterogeneity of the objects in question. They have produced a 

taxonomy which is not exactly a taxonomy: while it does 

gather the tokens of the type together, we learn little more 

about the type from this gathering, instead what we learn is 

about the individuality of its members. We are reminded of 

Hºlderlinôs phrase ñwhere the danger is, grows the saving 

power also.ò The Bechersô photography, in a sustained 

engagement with technology, has shown us something about it 

that we could not see before, and that is the ability of a 

technological/enframing method to enable the perception of 

individuality and difference.  

 What, though, does this difference amount to? 
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Certainly the essential qualities of the industrial sites that they 

photograph are still bound to enframing, to producing a world 

of a standing reserve of resources. But, each individual 

industrial site is different, as weôve seen. This difference must 

then be the result of a conceptual movement away from their 

impact on social reality to the level of shape and rhythm, 

formal interest and analysis. Stimson says ñtheir project is one 

of aesthetizing industry rather than industrializing art.ò
17

 I 

think that in a way, it really is both. While their work doesnôt 

take on the proportions of Warholôs ñfactoryò (nor, as Stimson 

notes, does it take on Warholôs sense of irony), it remains 

industrial in that it is tied to industrial / scientific / enframing 

modes of thought during its production.
18

 The crucial point, 

though, is that, in moving into the realm of the purely 

aesthetic, our investigation loses the ability to be critical of the 

relationship of man to technology. It seems that it no longer is 

in search of truth, at least not in the way Heidegger urges us to 

keep focused at the end of his essay. Instead, at this point our 

search can only point to the hollowness that stands now in 

these buildings where there was once ambition and a sense of 

progress.
19

 The Bechers seem to have moved into the Kantian 

realm of disinterested appreciation where there was once a 

search for truth that could lead to social critique and change.  

  At this point in our investigation, if we maintain a 

position in line with Heideggerôs, we might have to take a 

negative view toward the Bechersô work. It seems that their 

work manages to combine enframing thought and a 

conception of art that is unbound to truth, and this is totally 

unacceptable, or at least un-poetic or inartistic, from 

Heideggerôs standpoint. I think, though, that there may be a 

final saving element. If their work is really ñdrawn from óthe 

soul of industrial thought,ô ò and if the feeling we get when we 

look at their photography is one of disappointment and 

melancholy, then perhaps through an engagement with their 

work we can see the essence of technology as something 
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dangerous, disappointing, and melancholy.
20

 If the only 

positive thing we can get from their work is on a formal level, 

then perhaps by noting this we can see that that is all that there 

is to be gained from technology. The photographic work of the 

Bechers can lead us to the conclusion that looking at the world 

through the enframing lens of technological thought is 

unfulfilling unless we are disinterested in the worldly 

consequences of that kind of thinking. At this point we can 

start to think critically about technology, and the Bechhersô 

photography can be seen in a positive (Heideggerian) light at 

last. The Bechersô work draws itself extremely near to the 

danger of technology, modeling itself on technological 

procedures to show how unfruitful, how disappointing they 

can be, and for someone interested in the truth about 

technology, the questioning that follows this realization may 

have the ability to lead them out of an enframing mode of 

thought. 

 Before concluding altogether, I would like to briefly 

investigate photography itself and its relationship to 

enframing. As a technological development, photography 

seems dangerously allied to enframing. This idea gets some 

backup from the fact that when we talk about photographic 

composition we ask about what the photographer has ñput in 

the frame.ò In investigating any particular photographerôs 

work, then, we are investigating their relationship to ñputting 

into the frame,ò to enframing. Photography is the trace, not 

only of the object that was placed before the camera, but also 

of the photographerôs relationship to that object, to their 

understanding of the world when they took the photograph. 

Abigail Solomon-Godeau, in her feminist analysis of erotic 

and pornographic photography, says: ñImages, in other words, 

do not causally produce a world of female objects and male 

subjects; rather, they may articulate, naturalize, and confirm 

an oppressive order whose roots are elsewhere.ò
21

 What I want 

to focus on in this quote is the idea that photography can 
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articulate an order, an ordering scheme. Heidegger also has 

something to say about how enframing thought is related to 

public opinion: ñthe newspapers and illustrated 

magazineséset public opinion to swallowing what is printed, 

so that a set configuration of public opinion becomes available 

on demand.ò
22

 The images that we create are related to our 

understanding of the world, the ñpublic opinionò that is 

articulated in places like the newspapers is a result of a certain 

way of thinking, and its instantiation in print and images 

shows us the trace of that thought. Photography can show us 

what, for a certain photographer, has been accepted as the 

truth. Photography may not always be a result of enframing 

thought, but through a close analysis of a photographic work, 

it seems that we ought to be able to determine whether or not 

the photographer has been held under the sway of enframing 

thought.  

 In the Bechersô work, I believe we have two options 

as to what to believe their relationship to enframing thought 

and technology is. First, we can believe that they are wholly 

under its sway, and a critical investigation of how this 

manifests itself in their work is as good as an investigation of 

enframing thought itself. Second, if the Bechers are aware of 

the negative consequences of enframing thought, then this has 

manifested itself in their work by way of exemplification: to 

show us its problems, they have recreated it for us, with a little 

aesthetic kick thrown in to show us that whatever positive 

value there is in the manifestation of enframing thought and 

the creation of a standing-reserve, that value is not related, and 

indeed stands in opposition to, the consequences of technology 

and enframing. In either case, a sustained attention to the 

photographic work of Bernd and Hilla Becher ought to 

produce exactly what Heidegger would want, a critical attitude 

towards technology, which may be enough to help save us 

from the danger of enframing thought. 
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I have thought much about what I would say to you today. I 

am not a theoretician, but a creator of objects and images. I 

have come to the conclusion that the recounting of my 

thoughts and actions during the creation of this video would 

be the most illuminating veil to unfold for this conference.  
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 While having a conversation with my sons, Max and 

Ben, we discussed the lack of real war imagery presented in 

print and on television in the United States. That began my 

investigation into the mass mediaôs representation of the 

conflict in Iraq. Why were there no images of the real carnage 

that was occurring? The major news networks report the 

escalating death tolls using slick animated graphics which spin 

into place. Field reporters are shown inhabiting isolated ñsetsò 

usually indicating evidence of the destruction of the physical 

environment. The covers of our weekly news magazines use 

cleverly constructed design metaphors to represent the war. 

The one reliable U.S. media source that comes the closest to 

showing what is truly happening is the New York Times. 

There have been numerous remarkable photo essays 

concerning the events in Iraq - but I was looking for 

something more. The Times photographs, many showing the 

wounded or dead, were all highly aesthectisized.  Through 

composition, perspective and lighting, they rivaled the best of 

Renaissance masterpieces.  
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 It became apparent to me that I was not going to find 

the imagery I was looking for in the U.S. media. I then turned 

toward mainstream Islamic internet news sources. While these 

began to show slightly more graphic imagery, they were still 

far from a true representation of the carnage and chaos of war.  

 It was time to reach out into harsher territory. In 

todayôs virtual world you can Google your way across enemy 

lines. It was on Jihad and Al-Qaeda websites where I began to 

find what I was looking for: uncomposed, unvarnished photos 

of startling events. Just by entering these sites I had the 

peculiar feeling that I was behind enemy lines. Many of these 

websites were there one day and gone the next. The majority 

of these websites seemed to be both recruiting and propaganda 

sites. Most of these sites contained two types of images; first, 

strange digital montages which showed the valor n sacrificing 

oneself for the cause. In the other category of imagery were 

the raw unsettling photos of true carnage (such as the one 

shown); dead and dismembered American soldiers shown as 

trophies; dead, wounded and mourning Iraqis shown as 

victims.  These were not professional photographs, but most 

likely low-resolution cellular phone images. Although they 

were meant as propaganda, they depicted the ravages of war 

from all sides of the conflict.  
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 I decided this would be the imagery I would 

appropriate for my work. 
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