LIQUID LANGUAGE[footnoteRef:1] [1:  This essay was originally published in Edwin Carels (ed.), Graphology – Drawing from Automatism to Automation. Drawing Room, London, ARA.MER, Ghent and M HKA, Antwerp, 2012, pp.50-58. All rights reserved.] 


Ed Krčma


Two scenes of the liquefaction of language evince a telling shift in conceptions of art’s work from existential act of self-revelation to the barbed staging of voluntary self-defeat.[footnoteRef:2] Two poets-turned-visual artists are working silently at their desks. For one, the supple, ductile liquidity of the ink provides a means to register the shifting intensities of his own duration; for the other, a small-scale deluge washes away his words even as he writes them, signaling an apparent withdrawal of authorial agency. For both, liquidity works against the articulation of conventional symbolic systems; but the kind of silence that each prefers, enabled by a regression of writing to other less codified species of drawing, is eloquent of the gulf separating the places where artists had thought to stand, which arise and recede as historical conditions change.  [2:  I wish to thank Susan Morris and Edwin Carels for their invaluable feedback on earlier drafts of this essay.] 


In 1951, Henri Michaux extracted sixty-four sheets from a torrent of twelve hundred or so Indian ink drawings made over the preceding months. Sequenced with the help of René Bertelé, these drawings were published together with a poem and a postface in the book Mouvements.[footnoteRef:3] Each sheet displays an array of supple black glyphs, reproduced life size and organized into grids with varying regularity;[footnoteRef:4] in their graphic fluency, visual economy and discrete spacing they fall between automatic drawings, ideograms, alphabets and pictograms. Arranged like so many calligraphic specimens laid out for our inspection, they spring, spread and stretch in a limber gymnastics eloquent of the experimental adventures of the drawing hand. It is as if these figures demonstrate, aspect by aspect, the very principles of motility and mutability. [3:  Henri Michaux, Mouvements, Gallimard, Paris, 1951.]  [4:  For an excellent discussion, see Carrie Noland, Agency and Embodiment: Performing Gestures / Producing Culture. Harvard University Press, Cambridge (Mass.) and London, 2009, pp. 130-169.] 


Michaux’s aspiration was to elaborate an alternative mode of expression to formalized French: his new language would not depend upon arbitrary, predetermined, conventional units, but would instead be composed of bodily traces corresponding to the dynamics of his singular experience in time: ‘Signs above all to retrieve one’s being from the trap of the language of others / made to get the better of you … Signs, not to be complete / but true to one’s passing’.[footnoteRef:5] The brush was to act like a seismograph registering the tremors of psychic and corporeal life. In 1972 Michaux wrote of his desire for ‘A continuum. A murmur without end… I want my tracings to be the very phrasing of life – yet supple, deformable, sinuous.’[footnoteRef:6] Metaphors of fluidity were crucial to the articulation of this project, as indeed was the literal, material truancy of his medium. The buoyancy of ink could re-stage the qualities of contingency and responsiveness that Michaux recognized as characteristic of his own life; of both his ‘failures’ and ‘by the same token the way to move beyond them’.[footnoteRef:7] [5:  Henri Michaux, Mouvements, trans. Richard Sieburth in Catherine de Zegher (ed.), Untitled Passages by Henri Michaux, The Drawing Center, New York, 2000 (hereafter Untitled Passages), p. 44.]  [6:  Henri Michaux, Emergences-Resurgences (1972), translated by Richard Sieburth. Skira and The Drawing Center, Milan and New York, 2000, p.11]  [7:  Ibid. p. 29] 


For Michaux, drawing provided a more satisfying record of identity than any photographic or mirrored image. ‘The mirror is not the place to observe yourself’, he wrote in 1946, ‘Men, look at yourselves in the paper.’[footnoteRef:8] Resistant to both the iconic image (based upon resemblance) and the symbolic code (based upon convention), Michaux looked to indexical signs (based upon existential connection) to tell back his being. In a recent essay, Margaret Iversen has suggestively referred to the graphic trace as an ‘indexical diagram’, a ‘hybrid form of representation’ that ‘takes from the index a registration of something unique – the impress of an individual, while incorporating the diagram’s abstraction from what is immediately given in perception.’[footnoteRef:9] In 1957, Michaux would famously set out yet another kind of hybridity, this time invoking the cinematograph, the technology that by name draws or writes movement: [8:  Henri Michaux, ‘Thinking about the Phenomenon of Painting’ (1946) trans. David Ball in Ball (ed.), Darkness Moves, An Henri Michaux Anthology: 1927-1984, University of California Press, Berkeley, Los Angeles and London, 1997, p. 312. ]  [9:  Margaret Iversen, ‘Index, Diagram, Graphic Trace’, unpublished draft, forthcoming in Tate Papers 18, autumn 2012, unpag.] 


I wanted to draw the consciousness of existing and the flow of time. As one takes one’s pulse. Or again, more modestly, that which appears when, in the evening, the film that has been exposed to the day’s images, but shorter and muted, is rerun.
Cinematic drawing.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Henri Michaux, ‘To Draw the Flow of Time’ (1957), trans. Richard Sieburth in Untitled Passages, p. 7.] 


The notion of a ‘cinematic drawing’ suggestively indicates important tensions within Michaux’s project. The filmstrip is a continuous line, a ‘sinuous strand’, but one which is divided into discrete frames. Before long Michaux’s ink will dry, its potential for movement will evaporate, and the remaining sheets will present only stable, divisible residues or ‘diagrams’. As with the cinematic apparatus, their reanimation will depend upon a projective mechanism, in this case the imaginative engagement of the viewer that attends the turning of the pages of the book. A ‘cinematic drawing’ would also signal a relative bypassing of intentional control. Just as each frame of the cinematograph registers both intended and unintended contents, Michaux’s drawings involve a dimension of passivity and a relinquishment of control as he lends his body to the world of drawing to elaborate a tacit language constituted by ‘tiny crossroads of impressionability and event’ beneath the threshold of willed attention.[footnoteRef:11] This quality of muteness raises the problem of silence and privacy in opposition to communicative language proper. Michaux’s gestural idiom wavers between absolute meaninglessness and something so unmediated as to provide the ground for a universally accessible expressive language.[footnoteRef:12] [11:  Ibid. For Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s discussion of tacit language, see ‘Indirect Language and the Voices of Silence’ (1952) in Galen Johnson (ed.), The Merleau-Ponty Aesthetics Reader, Philosophy and Painting. Northwestern University Press, Evanston, 1993, pp. 83ff.]  [12:  See Richard Sieburth, ‘Signs in Action: The Ideograms of Ezra Pound and Henri Michaux’, in Untitled Passages, pp. 207-216.] 


If Michaux, in his enthralled self-reflection by way of watery signs, can be compared to a Narcissus, then Marcel Broodthaers is a Bartleby.[footnoteRef:13] Rather than an active, existential quest for the revelation of self, Broodthaers would reconceive art’s work in terms of subversive forms of inaction that make apparent the formations and injunctions to which the self is subject. Broodthaers prefers not to perform the various tasks usually incumbent upon the artist, exploring instead the efficacy of a self-imposed muteness and failure. In his 1969 film La Pluie (Projet pour un texte), Broodthaers pressed liquidity into the service of his own silencing. Here the artist is seated outside at a makeshift desk. Pen in hand he begins to write and, as he does so, rain starts to fall onto his page. As the drops become a flood the ink letters silently dissipate into a pool of eddies and wash. Deadpan like Buster Keaton, Broodthaers persists in the downpour, undeterred by the dissolution of his words in this small-scale deluge. The material dimension of the signifier, now driven to comic excess, entropically disperses the writing.[footnoteRef:14] After about two minutes the film ends with a still presenting the passage of signs into mute material swirls. Superimposed on this image are the words ‘projet pour un texte.’ The task of such a project would be to face the impossibility of direct or transparent communication, and to stage instead the author under erasure. The regression of the legible sign to watery stain or disarticulated flow, far from opening onto a liberated expressive plenitude, instead stages an enigmatic withdrawal and tautology.  [13:  In 1972 Broodthaers asked ‘When the image of Narcissus is erased, what happens to the value (and the price)?’ Notes on ‘La Signature de l’Artiste,’ 20 October 1972, in Wilfried Dickhoff (ed.), Marcel Broodthaers, Tinaia 9, Cologne, 1994, p. 140. Bartleby is the eponymous character in Herman Melville’s short story, ‘Bartleby, The Scrivener (A Story of Wall-Street)’ (1853) in Billy Budd, Sailor and Selected Tales Oxford University Press, Oxford and New York, 1997, pp. 3-41.]  [14:  In his essay ‘Liquid Words,’ Yve-Alain Bois writes, ‘Whoever says “articulation” always says, in the first instance, “divisibility into minimal units”: the articulus is the particle. Language is a hierarchical combination of bits… Liquid, on the contrary (…), is indivisible (…). Thus, properly speaking there cannot be liquid words (…) except in the brief moment at which they have just been penned and the ink is not yet dry.’ Rosalind Krauss and Yve-Alain Bois, Formless, A User’s Guide, Zone, New York, 1997, p. 124.] 


La Pluie might be viewed as a rebus whose solution is to be found in the tide of structuralist and poststructuralist thought developing in France in the 1960s. Broodthaers was conversant with these theoretical developments, referring explicitly to Jacques Lacan and Michel Foucault in his exhibitions and writings.[footnoteRef:15] However, although there are surely alignments here, especially with regards the critique of authorship, to see Broodthaers’ work as an illustration of theory would be wrong. He was too attentive to the material conditions of his medium for his work to be translated into clear philosophical propositions; for example, ‘pluie’ itself, as Rosalind Krauss has recently observed, refers not only to rain, but also to the vertical lines scored on the film’s emulsion as it is run through the projector.[footnoteRef:16] This ‘rain’ thus indicates the physicality of the apparatus, as the stable, sequential chemical record contained in the filmstrip presents a scene of sheer liquid dispersal. Paradoxically, then, it is the articulation of the medium that allows the process of disarticulation to be made visible. [15:  See Rachel Haidu, The Absence of Work, Marcel Broodthaers 1964-1976, MIT Press, Cambridge (Mass.) and London, 2010, pp. 66 + 181ff.]  [16:  Rosalind Krauss, ‘The Angel of History’, October vol. 134, Fall 2010, p. 114] 


Broodthaers’ film might be interpreted as pronouncing verdict on Michaux’s dream of a fluid, murmuring language: without the articulation necessary to constitute a language proper, this proto-writing drifts into sheer nonsense or constitutes a mere screen for projection, especially when recuperated by the economic and institutional frames of art and harnessed to the proper name of artist. When, in 1938, an exhibition card for Michaux’s show at Galerie Pierre announced ‘A poet changes into a painter’, the transformation implied the acquisition of additional expressive means.[footnoteRef:17] When, in 1964, Broodthaers buried the fifty remaining copies of his last collection of poetry, Pense-Bête (1963), into a wedge of plaster, he announced the internment of that practice, with all its sadness and pleasures. The turning of pages, that basic animating operation so important to Mouvements, was now prohibited. This burial was enacted for the sake of a new career as a visual artist, now addressed to a real rather than imaginary audience, and necessarily based upon ‘something insincere’ (for Broodthaers the necessary price of working as an artist in a commodified world).[footnoteRef:18] Indeed, in the same year that he made La Pluie, Broodthaers would famously continue his melancholic address to modern poetry in an exhibition devoted to Stéphane Mallarmé’s Un coup de dés jamais n’abolira le hasard. Declared by Broodthaers to be ‘the source of contemporary art’,[footnoteRef:19] Mallarmé had already asserted that ‘The pure work of art implies the disappearance of the poet as speaker.’[footnoteRef:20] That same year, Broodthaers also presented the Section Documentaire of his Museum of Modern Art: rhyming with Foucault’s vision of the disappearance of the humanist subject at the end of Les Mots et les Choses (1966), the record of his museum is given up to the eternity of the sea.[footnoteRef:21] La Pluie, then, forms part of a constellation of pregnant negations that, in the artist’s words, attempt ‘to find an authentic means of calling into question art, its circulation, etc. [which might] justify the continuity and expansion of production.’[footnoteRef:22] [17:  See Leslie Jones, ‘Chronology’ in Untitled Passages, p. 225. ]  [18:  See Rachel Haidu, The Absence of Work, pp. 1ff. In a short text, ‘To be bien pensant … or not to be. To be blind.’ (1975) Broodthaers wrote, ‘I doubt, in fact, that it is possible to give a serious definition of art unless we examine the question in terms of one constant – namely the transformation of art into merchandise. In our time this process has accelerated to the point at which artistic and commercial values are superimposed.’ Benjamin Buchloh (ed.): Marcel Broodthaers: Writings, Interviews, Photographs, special issue of October, vol. 42, Fall 1987, p. 35.]  [19:  See Deborah Schultz, Marcel Broodthaers, Strategy and Dialogue, Peter Lang, Oxford, 2007, p. 37ff.]  [20:  Stéphane Mallarmé, ‘Crisis in Poetry’ (1886-95) in Mary Ann Caws (ed.), Manifesto, A Century of Isms, University of Nabraska, Lincoln, 2001, p. 25.]  [21:  ‘If those arrangements were to disappear as they appeared… [T]hen one can certainly wager that man would be erased, like a face drawn in sand at the edge of the sea.’ Michel Foucault, The Order of Things, An Archaeology of the Human Sciences, Routledge, London and New York, 2002, p. 422.]  [22:  Marcel Broodthaers: ‘Ten Thousand Francs Reward’ (1974), in Buchloh, Marcel Broodthaers, p. 46.] 


From Mouvements to La Pluie: these two liquefactions of language involve both a subtraction of one kind of ‘sense’ – that of communicable meaning – and the adoption of opposed positions in relation to another – sense as in ‘sensation’.[footnoteRef:23] Michaux’s tracings promise aesthetic and empathic rewards by appealing to our responsiveness to the ‘graphs’ of his gesturing body. For Broodthaers such attempts at escape from conventional symbolic systems, once reintegrated into art’s reifying circuits of framing and exchange, would always be harnessed back to the proper name of the artist. This would be their final signified within the thoroughly commodified culture of advanced capitalism. Both artists, however, in subtracting sense, point to the potential for an eviscerated, desiccated language of pure exchange to be held up and undone. In its place flows something like Lacan’s inarticulate ‘kernel of non-sense’[footnoteRef:24] possessing ‘the strength to make a dent in the falseness inherent in culture’ and activated by the friction and liveliness of body and medium.[footnoteRef:25] [23:  See Michael Newman, ‘The Marks, Traces, and Gestures of Drawing,’ in Catherine de Zegher (ed.), The Stage of Drawing: Gesture and Act, Tate and The Drawing Center, London and New York, 2003, p. 100. Referring to both Cy Twombly and Broodthaers, Newman ends a recent essay by asserting that ‘the work of art happens as non-sense.’ Michael Newman, ‘Absolute Nonsense’ in Sabine Folie (ed.), Un Coup de Dés, Writing Turned Image. An Alphabet of Pensive Language. Generali Foundation, Vienna, 2008, p. 223.]  [24:  See Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-analysis, trans. Alan Sheridan, Vintage, London, 1998, pp. 250ff. I am very grateful to the artist Susan Morris for pointing me towards this reference.]  [25:  Marcel Broodthaers, ‘Ten Thousand Francs Reward’, p. 40] 

