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New Games

Pamela M. Lee’s New Games revisits postmodernism in light of art history’s more
recent embrace of “the contemporary.” What can the theories and practices associated
with postmodernism tell us about the obsession with the contemporary in both the
academy and the art world? In looking at work by Dara Birnbaum, Oyvind
Fahlstrom, and Richard Serra, among others, Lee returns to Jean-Francois Lyotard’s
canonical text The Postmodern Condition as a means to understand more recent art-
critical interests in interactivity, collectivism, and neo-liberalism. She reads Lyotard’s
well-known treatment of language games relative to the game theory associated with
the Cold War and the rise of the information society. New Games asks readers to
think critically about our recent past and the embattled state of our contemporary
preoccupations.

With a critical introduction by Johanna Burton, New Games is the fourth
volume in Routledge’s series of short books on the theories of modernism by leading

art historians on twentieth-century art and art criticism.

Pamela M. Lee is Professor of Art History in the Department of Art and Art History
at Stanford University. She is the author of Object ro be Destroyed: The Work of Gordon
Matta-Clark (1999) and Chronophobia: On Time in the Art of the 1960s (2004).
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Series Preface

There is a gap in accounts of modern art. Some of the best
historical work has been done by scholars who have not wanted
to contribute to the large-scale questions of what modernism
might be, or how nineteenth-century art might fit in the lineages
that lead to postmodernism. That is one side of the gap.
On the other is a common pedagogic literature intended to
introduce modernism to beginning students; it is generally not
written by the scholars whose work is central to the developing
discipline, and it is not often cited. Between these two extremes
there should be a kind of writing that is at once attentive to the
grain of history and responsive to the different and often
contentious accounts of modernism as a whole. Such writing
is rare, for a variety of reasons—some of which are embedded
in the ways modernism itself has been understood. So far there
have only been a few exceptions, notably T. J. Clark’s Farewell
to0 an ldea and the multiply-authored Arz Since 1900. Aside from
those two enormous, contentious, and problematic texts there

is almost nothing between the sides.
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In this series major scholars in the field consider the shape
of the twentieth century: its essential and marginal moments,
its optimal narratives, the strengths and weaknesses of its self-
descriptions. I hope that the series as a whole will be helpful
for those who find, as I do, that it can be revealing to put a
little pressure on the assumptions that are made in recent
scholarship regarding what is or isn’t crucial to an understanding
of twentieth-century art. There is a growing literature, for
example, on surrealism and its afterlife. In what ways does that
scholarship imply that a version of surrealism is central to a
description of some contemporary art? Or to take another
example: How does cubism sit with accounts that rely on
modernism’s political aspirations? Where is Greenberg, his
ghosts or avatars, in current historiography?

Large questions like these are the subject of this series. If
we do not try to assemble the best theories, winnow the worst,
and prepare a clear collation, then what does it mean to continue
to write about art in an age of increasing pluralism? I hope it
means more than playing in an era that is happily “after the
history of art,” in Arthur Danto’s phrase.

I have mixed hopes for this series. On the one hand I doubt
the ideas these authors set out will comprise a consensus, or even
a satisfactory survey. On the other hand I believe that there is
not an indefinitely large number of cogent, informed, and

committed versions of how the century went: on the contrary,
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I think only a handful of separate and simultaneous conversa-
tions sustain our sense of what modernism was, or is, and it is
possible to gather and compare them.

A parallel might be made to physics here: physics turns
on what are called GUTs (grand unified theories) and TOEs
(theories of everything), in the sense that physicists work with
those possibilities always in mind, so that the smallest theoretical
demonstration or technical innovation gains significance by
its potential connection to the literally larger questions. In the
event, many things may happen before the small-scale result can
ever effect its ideal theoretical impetus, but that does not vitiate
the fact that in physics it is absolutely crucial that large-scale
theories exist to drive local inquiries. Art history is different in
many ways, not least in that art historians need not think of
large-scale problems at all. Yet in art history reticence regarding
larger problems is sometimes taken as a virtue, and that, I think,
is questionable. It is as if the most prominent physicists—the
Steven Weinbergs or the Stephen Hawkings—were silent about
the basic laws of physics. Or as if the most active and creative
physicists were committed to looking only at specialized phe-
nomena, leaving the form of the physical world, and the
direction of physics, to others as a matter of speculation. What
I mean to suggest is that there is a point beyond which attention
to the fine structure of historical events is no longer the necessary

virtue of good historical work, but rather becomes a strategy
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of avoidance that can threaten the coherence of the enterprise
as a whole. In that sense “larger” questions are not unhelpfully
large or irrelevantly large, as they tend to be taken to be, but
crucially large.

The risks of avoiding going on the record about larger
questions of twentieth-century art are nicely illustrated by a
recent exchange involving the English critic Julian Bell, the Amer-
ican art historian Michael Fried, and the nineteenth-century
German realist painter Adolf Menzel. In the London 7imes
Literary Supplement, Bell reviewed Fried’s book on Menzel,
praising Fried’s readings of individual works and his rigor, but
remarking that it is unfortunate Fried chose not to connect this
book, his first on a German artist, with his decades of work on
the French tradition. How is Menzel linked, Bell wonders, to the
sequences of French painters that Fried has studied in the past?
How is modernism affected, if at all, by this alternate genealogy?
They are good questions, hastily posed but essentially accurate.
Menzel is not, cannot be, an isolated figure somehow beyond the
streams of modernism, if only because the critical terms Fried has
brought to bear on modernism figure throughout his book on
Menzel, driving Fried’s inquiries and informing his judgments.
It is the aim of this series to provide a space where challenges like
Bell’s can be taken seriously without becoming either ephemeral
polemics or floating generalizations of the sort most useful to first-

year students.
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The books in this series were originally lectures, each given
on two successive evenings, at the University College Cork,
Ireland, over a period of 3 years from 2004 to 2006. Each pair
of lectures was followed by a seminar discussion, part of which
is included in each book. The authors were encouraged to
respond to previous efforts: the notion was that the series might
grow to resemble a protracted exchange, in which each person
has months or years to consider how to respond to what has
been said. That speed seems entirely appropriate to a subject as
intricate, and as prone to overly quick assertions, as this.

I wrote the first book in order to provide a preliminary
survey of the field, although I avoided describing the work of
the authors in the series. That absence should not be taken as
a lack of interest (the opposite is true): it is meant to provide
a fruitful starting place for meditations I hope will follow.
Readers may begin the series with any book, but taken as a
whole, and read in sequence, the series is intended as perhaps
the world’s slowest, and I hope best-pondered, conversation on

modernism.






Foreword

Johanna Burton

In his preface to the series of books for which Pamela M. Lee’s
New Games serves as the penultimate volume, James Elkins
describes a kind of aporia (one that while hardly solvable,
must at very least be acknowledged, and even accounted for as
structural in its effects). Modern art, Elkins argues, is most
usually approached in one of two ways: by rigorous historians
who burrow into the particularities of their objects, with little
interest in investigating the impact of their findings on the
larger, ever-evolving context in which these operate; or by
more generalist endeavors (inherently understood as lower-
level-pedagogical) that aim to deliver to students or “the public”
coherent—and ostensibly objective—broad-stroke contours
of the period via received notions of movements and ideas.
Between these two poles, Elkins declares, there is urgent work
to be done. Indeed, it is only by re-conceiving “master narra-

tives” and “grand theories” that we can displace, paradoxically
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enough through new attention to their details, those that have
settled into privileged position—that we may place in question,
that is to say, the record as it stands.

Dismantling master narratives by way of other master
narratives is, as post-structuralism, post-colonialism, and femin-
ism have suggested, counter-intuitive at best, and at worst
reaffirms the logic and the form—if not the content—of what
one aims to lay bare. Yet, as much as I agree with Audre Lorde’s
pointed, elegant summation of this particular understanding of
institutional self-reflection—“the master’s tools will never
dismantle the master’s house”—it does seem, as Elkins alludes,
that the current state of art history at least has entered a period
of high competency but strikingly low stakes.! While there is
no deficit of well-conducted research, archival study is very often
advanced without any correspondingly deep analysis—it is very
often assumed to stand on its own. More strikingly even, I've
lately heard the claim that interpretations do damage, securing
singular readings for what are in truth multivalent events and
objects. In that thinking, “theory” as such is rendered much
more insidious than the self-satisfied “indiscriminate appeal”
that Yve-Alain Bois warned against in 1993 (and which Lee

details in her own introduction to this volume). It enacts the

1 Audre Lorde, “The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House,” in Sister
Oussider: Essays and Speeches (Freedom, CA: The Crossing Press Feminist Series, 1984),
110-113.
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very shutting down of meaning, curtailing the very possibility
for opening it might claim to facilitate. But whereas Bois was
responding to the ways in which exploratory, risk-taking
thinking was at that moment in the process of becoming
instrumentalized into so much doxa (to borrow a word used
often by his teacher, Roland Barthes), some 20 years later we
must account for the ways in which totalizing appeals to the
formal and the material might be less about finding any “object’s
specific exigency” (to borrow again from Lee’s quotation of
Bois) than about assuming a defensive crouch: a denial that
“theory,” this thing of the past, has any mainstay whatsoever.?

Without going too far down the path of ruminating on the
role and disposition of “theory” today (something Lee herself
touches upon nicely throughout the present volume), it does,
I think, bear mention here if only because Elkins’s prompt is
literally—if not overtly—propped on, and works to undo, the
false divide between things and their meanings, which is to say
that the notion of master narratives may, today, be worth

embracing, if only because we have been so disabused, for so

2 See Lee, this volume, p. 22; Bois’s important invective against “theoreticism,” as Lee
makes clear, acted as a corrective for blind rushes at “theory,” what Lee calls a kind of
widespread “promiscuous application.” Such promiscuity, of course, still exists, and is most
plentiful within the university and its extensions. What has changed is that it no longer
produces much in the way of tension either inside or outside the institution; for those
who use it, it’s seen as used badly or well. For those (both in larger culture and even in
some academic settings) who do not wish to engage “theory,” it’s easily enough discounted
all together.
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long, about their worthiness. If there was a time where students
(myself included) learned, wide-eyed, that the hegemony of a
Gardner’s, the logic of a Museum of Modern Art, could be
overturned—that, in fact there were women artists, artists of
color, non-Western artists—today it’s not hyperbolic to argue
that the problem is perhaps somewhat turned on its head,
with students actively seeking out stable narratives of some
kind, trained as they are for deconstruction before even given
an object to be destroyed. Perhaps to state that ours is an
increasingly conservative, anti-intellectual context is hyperbolic;
and in the face of a culture that would on the face of things
seem anything but restrained, it’s a claim that 'm sure will seem
laughable to some as well. But it’s worth testing this hypothesis
(and within this series, I believe even called for) if only to give
polemical contours for what it means to engage openly with
questions of methodology. Indeed, to follow this line of
thinking just for a moment more, one might argue it’s the very
absence of clear master narratives that, in fact, demands that
we consider their potential current strength and numbers. In
other words, when so little feels naturalized or hard-and-fast in
art and culture, it’s doubly crucial to examine all that has
become normalized to the point of invisibility. That is to say,
a master narrative that charts the end of master narratives is,
perhaps, only the most powerful master narrative one can

imagine.
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Above, I used the phrase “object to be destroyed,” and it’s
one that readers of Lee’s work will immediately recognize. Her
first book, published in 1999, takes this as its title, and traces
the figure of Gordon Matta-Clark, an artist whose legacy
survived via snippets of myth and biography but had not, until
Lee’s volume appeared, been accounted for in any depth within
the art-historical canon. That this was the case was, for Lee,
less of an omission based on circumstance but rather on incom-
patibility. How to give a comprehensive account of a practice
with a seemingly inverted—or even fully abstracted—agenda?
As Lee herself put it in the introduction for the book, “how
does one approach an artist whose principle mode of production
is bound up with the work’s destruction?” Yet, as she notes in
the sentence that follows, such a question is itself already
inflected with a logic that Matta-Clark outpaces. It presumes
both “production” as a mode and “work” as an outcome,
where, according to Lee’s reading anyway, neither can or should
be upheld as ways of considering this artist’s practice. If we take
Matta-Clark at his word, and his is a perpetual “unbuilding,”
as Lee asserts, then there can be no “production,” and no
“work” as we know it, either. In his best-known endeavors,
such as Splitting from 1974, with which Lee begins her volume,
one must necessarily reassess just where the art exisss, if at all.

3 Pamela M. Lee, Object to be Destroyed: The Work of Gordon Matta-Clark (Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press, 1999), xiii.
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If it is neither the derelict two-story house in Englewood, New
Jersey, nor Matta-Clark’s cutting of that house in two; neither
the photographic documentation by which most of us know
the piece, nor its hand-me-down existence via narratives such
as Lee’s, then how do we speak about it, let alone place it within
a stable art-historical trajectory, no matter how radically
refigured?? It is this problem that, in fact, compels Lee’s writing
of the book in the first place. And rather than try to wrangle
Matta-Clark into operating within existing methodologies—
even if only to upend them—she argues that the artist enacts
and thus provokes a kind of ontological crisis, one that might
result in asking us to rethink our own deeply-held paradigms
(even, or perhaps especially, avant-garde paradigms).

Lee’s argument for how best to read Matta-Clark was to
move from notions of artistic “work” to those of “play,” a term
that not surprisingly ushered into her discussion figures
including Henri Lefebvre and Georges Bataille, whose presences
allow for considerations of social space and collective
expenditure. But “play” also gives space for the ludic and the
strategic, as well as for considerations of temporality, a major

concern for Lee’s work then as now. Notably, her subsequent

4 One thinks here of Craig Owens’s 1979 “Earthwords,” an essay that succinctly addresses
the “decentering” at the heart of works such as Robert Smithson’s (and, differently, I would
argue, Matta-Clark’s), which cannot be located as or on sites but discursively. In Owens,
Beyond Recognition (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992), 40-51.
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volume, Chronophobia: On Time in the Art of the 1960s, would
consider the extent to which the very experience of time was
rendered increasingly opaque decades ago through the develop-
ment of new technologies—prompting phenomenological
shifts that would be registered in art-historical and artistic
practices as diverse as those of Michael Fried (who sought to
disparage temporality in art), Andy Warhol (who regularly
distended and compressed it), and Carolee Schneemann (who
contemplated its effects on the human body).’ In retrospect,
such willingness to consider art in tandem with writing on art
makes it seem natural that the last chapter of Object to be
Destroyed would itself have ruminated on the very problem of
writing “contemporary art history,” an account of the present
as it becomes historical or, somewhat differently, an account
that understands how the present is always already historical—
or might yet be.

As you can surmise, I lay out some of Lee’s direction in
Object to be Destroyed in particular—rather than giving much
of an overview of its content with regard to Matta-Clark—
because while the book is, certainly, an account of the artist,
and an attempt to place a practice within the context it informed
but was often sidelined within, it is as much an effort in self-
reflexively writing recent history. For as many historical

5  Pamela M. Lee, Chronophobia: On Time in the Art of the 1960s (Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press, 2004).
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trajectories as Lee mapped, she opted to ignore so many others
that might be considered “crucial” to another historian’s mind.®
Given her commitment, then, to a notion of “play,” one looks
back to Object to be Destroyed as a double-project, one that
tried to historicize an artist whose practice wanted to be seen
otherwise, while also accounting for the importance not only of
attempting such accounts azyway but for making that difficulty
itself a part of what is ultimately written. To that end, one thinks
of Object to be Destroyed as enacting a methodological impossi-
bility, and yet, there it is, a book that places Matta-Clark
somewhat squarely even as it argues for the importance of
remaining off-center.

But this is, in some ways, the best we can do, both as art
historians and critics—or perhaps as art historians and critics
(this distinction marking those in the field who practice in
tandem, being of the belief that to write the present one needs
ready-at-hand recourse to the past, and vice versa, and that
neither are stable, even if they both produce real effects).
To write, that is, with the knowledge that what we privilege,

argue for, and teach are as much “unbuildings” (to use the term

6 Kiistine Stiles, for instance, in a review for caa.reviews, criticized Lee for, among other
things, not attending to Matta-Clark’s involvement with and participation in performance
of the period; Stiles goes so far as to say that in so doing, Lee tells “only half of the story.”
See Stiles, “Pamela M. Lee, Object to be Destroyed: The Work of Gordon Matta-Clark,”
caa.reviews, August 23, 2000. Accessed at www.caareviews.org/reviews/350, December
22,2011.
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applied to Matta-Clarks) as “productive” discursive construc-
tions; that each “new” history, wittingly or no, reroutes—and
even places under erasure—what came before it. To make this
a conscious aspect of processes and practices of art history as
we evaluate and enact its inscription is, then, to necessarily make
competing and contingent accounts of art history part of—
indeed, central to—art history itself. To this end, and with Lee’s
work in mind, I cannot help but gesture toward Juliet Mitchell’s
invocation that we must view theory itself less as a “tool” than
as an object, and as an object to be stressed, tested, and even
abused. The strength of speculative ideas is not in their secure
status, but instead in their potential and in their precarity.
Appropriating Winnicott’s terms, Mitchell argues that rather
than regard theory as something exterior, closed, or fully
commanding, one must #se it, and in so doing test its limits,
take it to a breaking point. Rather than assuming its authority,
“theory” (presented somewhat monolithically, I think, as a
kind of affectionate—and expedient—caricature, in keeping
with the psychoanalytic assignment of roles), should be
regarded by she who wishes to engage it with the kind of
attention a cat gives a mouse: as deadly serious play, but as play

nonetheless.”

7 See Juliet Mitchell, “Theory as an Object,” October 113, Summer 2005, 27-38.
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I've just conflated methodology with theory, and the two
are, of course, hardly the same. But the point, I hope, stands:
Lee’s “object to be destroyed” describes not only something of
Matta-Clark’s hard-to-locate practice, but the kind of thinking
requisite for making it visible within, and as, a historical
framework. (To pick up another theoretical thread generated
by the notion of play, here one might also recall a Derridean
skirting of this Scylla-and-Charybdis of creating and dis-
mantling histories, wherein the philosopher would famously
claim that he never “destroyed” his object of scrutiny but rather
sought to “situate” it.)?

And this is where, perhaps paradoxically seeming at first,
Lee’s response to Elkins’s prompt comes in. The intellectual
backdrop for Lee’s inquiry—postmodernism—would hardly be
fitting, on the face of it, to deliver anything resembling a grand
narrative; Lee herself points to the now well-worn clichés that
present postmodernism, in all its vicissitudes, as the ball-busting
dissembler of not just “grand” narratives, but, even, narratives
at all. To say nothing of the fact that Lee’s investigation into
postmodernism serves mainly as a platform grounding her

discussion around a time period that takes even a further step

8  SeeJacques Derrida, “Structure, Sign, and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences,”
particularly the discussion following the paper, which was delivered October 21, 1966 at
the International Colloquium on Critical Languages and the Sciences of Man at the Johns
Hopkins University, Baltimore. In Derrida, Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978), 278-293.
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away from the “modernism” that Elkins’s books would osten-
sibly constellate. For if New Games investigates the discourse and
dialogue of the 1970s and early 1980s (as well as bracketing the
use value of such investigations of recent art history and theory),
its deeper aim hinges on the nebulous phrase “the contem-
porary.” It’s a topic that’s garnered a great deal of attention
as of late, so much so as to already be feeling beleaguered. But
for Lee this is something of the point: the exhaustion that accrues
around current discussions of “contemporary art history” (Is it
art history after all? What is its relationship to larger culture?
Does one define contemporaneity as a period, a condition, a
function, an ontology, as epistemic category?) can partially be
explained by what she sees as a wholesale, and unwarranted,
move away from postmodernism’s key battles. Arguing that, by-
and-large, postmodernism was pronounced obsolete (rendered
irrelevant to its context or so fully subsumed by culture as to
survive only as “style”) too quickly, Lee ushers it back onto the
field, positing aspects of its legacy as ur-history for this notion
of “the contemporary” with which we grapple today.

As in earlier work, however, this is a reconsideration not
necessarily meant to rectify erroneous accounts, that is to
say, with an eye towards revision or correction in any strict
sense. Lee’s red thread—that which runs through Object o
be Destroyed, Chronophobia, and now New Games—asks us to

consider when certain events are able to occur and, further,
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when those events can be recorded, registered, or revised. New
Games divides among tasks: it reassesses postmodernism
writ large, in part by considering long-held but not necessarily
accurate tropes ascribed to it (i.e. postmodernism announces
a shift whereby: temporality is displaced by undifferentiated
space; collapses information and communication; and pro-
duces excessive connectivity). In re-evaluating these terms,
and positing alternative trajectories (turning, again, to “play,”
Lee motivates an investigation into variations of early game
theory read alongside artistic and theoretical practices including
those of Dara Birnbaum, Richard Serra, and C)yvind Fahlstrom;
Jean-Frangois Lyotard, Jean Baudrillard, and Craig Owens),
she simultaneously suggests that postmodernism is not only
unfinished but that its urgency might only be becoming legible
as we speak.’

To this end, the larger project of New Games might be said
to be most overt in the blunt incompatibility of the terms it
insists are deeply wed. Loathe to equate the then and the now,
Lee nonetheless maps a kind of ghosting (Afghanistan is noz
Vietnam, but one does follow the other historically), whereby
her account of, say, Serra’s lesser-known Prisoner’s Dilemma

(a work modeled on a television game show), cannot help

9 Legibility itself needing scrutiny, Lee is the recent author of one of the “100 Notes, 100
Thoughts,” series of publications produced for Documenta 13, 2012. For her contribution,
Lee takes up illegibility—the unreadable—as nonetheless constitutive: her assessment of
Meyer Shapiro’s “indecipherable” notes points to utilities beyond the frontal.
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but be eerily, and impossibly, marked by today’s climate and
exigencies. But perhaps, as I note above, it’s less the rhyming
between details from the 1970s and today that matters; in fact,
the tension produced between them is precisely what demands
we pay new attention to a prehistory Lee claims has been
too quickly relegated to the dustbin (a claim I confess to feel
somewhat at odds with, since “the eighties”—itself a strange
construction—is receiving more than its fair share of attention
currently, and not only from Lee). As with her examination of
Matta-Clark, the author’s emphasis pursues the tangles between
content and the frameworks that stand to hold them. Lee
suggests that at the heart of some strains of postmodernist
thought (as well as some strains of art history, some strains of
game theory, some strains of artistic practice) one can find
models “agonistic” in form, these providing the potential for

resistance against what she calls “the terror that is consensus.”!?

10 “It bears mentioning here that ‘agonistics’ is credited by Lee to Lyotard, who uses the
term to describe the necessary foundation for productive interactions between social,
political beings. Yet, as important, I think, is Chantal Mouffe’s recent and much cited
turn to ‘agonism,” which in her construct