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Video:
 The Aesthetics of Narcissism

Rosalind Krauss

IT WAS A commonplace of criticism in the 1960s that a strict appli-
- K cation of symmetry allowed a painter “10 point to the center of the
canvas” and, in so doing, to invoke the internal structure of the picture-
" object. Thus “pointing io the center” was made to serve as one of the
° tnany blocks in that inricately constructed arch by which the criticism
- of the fast decade sought to connect art to ethics through the “aesthet-
s of acknowledgment.” But what does it mean to point to the center of
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- Thus when Vito Acconci makes a videotape called Centers (1971}, what
he does is literalize the critical notion of “ pointing” by filming himself
pointing to the center of a television monitor, a gesture he sustains for
the twenty-minute running time of the work. The parodistic quality of
Acconci’s gesture, with its obvious debt to Duchampian irony, is clearly
intended to disrupt and dispense with an entire critical tradition. It is
meant to render nonsensical a critical engagement with the formal
properties of a work or, indeed, a genre of wotks—such as “video.”
The kind of criticism Centers attacks is obviously one that takes seri-
ously the formal qualities of a work or tries to assay the particular logic
of a given medium, And yet, by its very misc-en-scéne, Centers typifies
the structural characteristics of the video medium. For Centers was
made by Acconci’s using the video monitor as a mirror, As we look at
the artist sighting along his outstretched arm and forefinger toward the
center of the screen we are watching, what we see is a sustained tautol-
ogy: a line of sight that begins at Acconci’s plane of vision and ends at
the eyes of his projected double. In that image of self-regard is con-
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figured a narcissism so endemic to works of video that T find myself
wanting to generalize it as the condition of the entire genre, Yet, what
would it mean to say, “The medium of video is narcissismp?”

For one thing, that remark tends to open up a rift between the nature

of video and that of the other visnal arts. Because that statement de.- -

scribes a psychological rather than a physical condition, and while we
aye accustomed to thinking of psychological states as the possible sizh-
ject of works of art, we do not think of psychology as constitating their
medium, Rather, the medium of painting, sculpture, or film has much
more to do with the objective, material factors specific to a particular
form: pigment-bearing surfaces, matter extended through space, light
projected through a moving strip of celluloid. That is, the notion of a
medium contains the concept of an object-state, separate from the art-
ist’s own being, through which his intentions must pass.
Video depends—in order for anything to be experienced ar all—on
a set of physical mechanisms. So perhaps it would be easiest to say that
this apparatus—bath at its present and at its future levels of technol-
ogy~—comprises the television medium, and leave it ar that. Yet with
the subject of video, the ease of defining it in terms of its machinery
does not seem to coincide with accuracy; and my own experience of
video keeps urging me toward the psychological model.
Everyday speech contains an example of the word medium used in a
psychological sense; the uncommon terrain for that common-enough
usage is the world of parapsychology: telepathy, eXLrasensory percep-
tion, and communication with an afterlife, for which people with cer.
tain kinds of psychic powers are understood to be mediums, Whether
or not we give credence to the fact of mediumistic experience, we un-
desstand the referents for the language that describes it, We know, for
instance, that configured within the parapsychological sense of the
word medium is the image of a human receiver {and sender) of com-
munications arising from an invisible source. Further, this term con-
tains the notion that the human conduir exists in a particular relation to
the message, which is one of temporal concurrence. Thus, when Freud
lectures on the phenomenon of telepathic dreams, he tells his audience
that the fact insisted upon by reports of such matters is that the dreams
oceur at the same time as the actual (but invariably distant) event.
Now, these are the two features of the everyday use of medium that
are suggestive for a discussion of video: the simultaneous reception and
projection of an image; and the human psyche used as a conduit, be-
cause most of the work produced over the very short span of video art’s
existence has used the human body as its central instrument. In the
case of work on tape this has most often been the body of the artist-
practitioner. In the case of video installations it has usually been the
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jctext, whet}lzer that is a fixed choreography, a written script, a musical
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i
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'_5_:21:1 autoerotic coupling, which, because it is being recorded, becomes
the background for another generation of the same activity. Through

this spiral of infinite regress, as the face merges with the double and tri-
ple reprojections of itself merging with itself, Benglis's voice is heard

either issuing the command “Now!” or asking, “Is it now?” Clearly,

Benglis is using the word #ow to underline the ambiguity of temporal -
reference: We realize that we do not know whether the sound of the
voice is coming from the live or the taped source, and if from the latter,
which level of taping. Just as we also realize that because of the activity
‘of replaying the past genetations, all layers of the “now” are equally
present.

- But what is far more arresting in Nozw than the technological banality
‘of the question “Which ‘now’ is intended?” is the way the tape enacts a
collapsed present time. 1n that insistence it connects itself to the tapes
by Nauman and Acconci already described, and ultimately to
Boomerang. In all these examples the nature of video performance is

- specified as an activity of bracketing out the text and substituting for it

the mirror reflection. The result of this substitution is the presentation
of a self understood to have no past and, as well, no connection with any

objects that are external to it. For the double that appears on the moni-
“tor cannot be called a true external object. Ratheritisa displacement of
“the self that has the effect——as Holt's voice has in Boomeran g-—of
transforming the performer’s subjectivity into another, mirror, object.

" Tt is at this point that one might want to go back to the proposition
 with which this argument began and raise a particular objection. Even

"if it is agreed, one might ask, that the medium of video art is the psy-

- chological condition of the self split and doubled by the mirror reflec-

- tion of synchronous feedback, how does that entail a “rift” between

 video and the other arts? Isn't it rather a case of video’s using a new
technique to achieve continuity with the modernist intentions of the
rest of the visual media? Specifically, isn't the mirror reflection a varia-

" tion on the reflexive mode in which contemporary painting, sculpture,

“and film have successfully entrenched themselves? Implicit in this
 question is the idea that autoreflection and reflexiveness refer to the
' same thing—that both are cases of consciousness doubling back upon
' itself in order to perform and portray a separation between forms of art
and their contents, between the procedures of thought and their ob-
jects.* In its simplest form this question would be the following: Aside
~ from their divergent technologies, what is the difference, really, be-
-tween Vito Acconci’s Centers and Jasper Johns's American Flag?
Answer: The difference is total. Reflection, when it is a case of mir-

. roring, is a move roward an external symmetry; whereas reflexiveness is

a strategy to achieve a radical asymmetry, from within. In his American
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Flag, Johns uses the synonomy between an image (the flag) and its
ground (the limits of the picture surface) to unbalance the relationship
between the terms prcture and painting. By forcing us to see the actual
wall on which the canvas hangs as the background for the pictorial
object-as-a-whole, Johns drives a wedge between two types of figure/
ground relationships: the one that is internal to the image and the one
that works from without to define this object as Painting. The figure/
ground of a flat, bounded surface hung against a wall is isolated as a pri-

mary, categorical condition, within which the terms of the process of -

painting are given. The category Painting is established as an object (or
a text) whose subject becomes this particular painting—Asnrerican
Flag. The flag is thus both the object of the picture and the subject of a
more general object (Painting) to which Awerican Flag can reflexively
point. Reflexiveness is precisely this fracture into rwo categorically dif-
ferent entities that can elucidate one another insofar as their separate-
ness is maintained.

Mirror reflection, on the other hand, implies the vanquishing of
separateness, Its inherent movement is toward fusion. The self and its
reflected image are of course literally separate. But the agency of reflec-
tion is a mode of appropriation, of illusionistically erasing the differ-
ence berween subject and object. Facing mirrors on opposite walls
squeeze out the real space between them. When we look at Centers, we
see Acconci sighting along his arm to the center of the screen we are
watching. But latent in this setup is the monitor that he is, himself, lodk-
ing at. There is no way for us to see Centers without reading that sus-
tained connection between the artist and his double. So for us as for Ac-
coni, video is a process that allows these two terms to fuse.

One could say that if the reflexiveness of modernist art is a dédouble-
ment, or doubling back, in order to locate the object {and thus the ob-
jective conditions of one’s experience), the mirror reflection of absolute
teedback is a process of bracketing out the object. This is why it seems
inappropriate to speak of a physical medium in relation to video, For
the object (the electronic equipment and its capabilities) has become
merely an appurtenance. And instead, video’s real medium is a psycho-
logical situation, the very terms of which are to withdraw attention
from an external object—an Other—and invest it in the Self. There-
fore, it is not just any psychological condition one is speaking of.
Rather, it is the condition of someone who has, in Freud’s words,
“abandoned the investment of objects with libido and transformed
object-libido into ego-libido.” And that is the specific condition of
narcissism.

By making this connection, then, one can recast the opposition be-
tween the reflective and reflexive into the terms of the psychoanalytic

:pmject. Because it is there, too,

‘that the narcissistic reprojection 0 _ he
“analytic (or reflexive) mode.? One finds a particularly useful descrip

i int 1ti jues Lacan.
: f that struggle in the writing of Jacques N
't.m?noTbe Lan guﬁie of the Self Lacan begins by characterizing the space

- of the therapeutic transaction as an extraor
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in the drama of the couched s_ubiec:t,
£ a frozen self is pitted against the

dinary void created by the

B is voi i jects the monologue
j st. Into this void the patient projects :
e o e fls “the monumental construct of

:"of his own recitation, which Lacan ca onus truct of
“his narcissism.” Using this monologue to f:xylain h1m§elf and his s;its:

" tion to his silent listener, the patient begins to experlenc}s}: a yeyyitiaup
frustration. And this frustration, Lacan charges, although it is initially

thought to be provoked by the maddening silence of the analyst, is

“eventually discovered to have another source:

Is it not rather a matter of frustra_tion inherent in the vefiy_ dlsr;
course of the subject? Does the subject not become engage miz
ever-growing dispossession of 'that E_)emg of_ h1_s(,i concle;rsré ingm
which—by dint of sincere portraits which leave its i fea no sssin-
coherent, of rectifications w}nch do not succeed in {reeing s e
sence, of stays and defenses which do'not preventhlfgls statufrg Drf n
tottering, of narcissistic embraces which become 1? 2 ;;)u'm o
in animating it—he ends up by recognizing that this being 2
never been anything more than his construct in the Im'agiggr{ 1 !
that this construct disappoints all his csartlmdes? Forint 12 a E(;
which he undertakes to reconstruct this construct fo:z- anot tt?;f’, C:
finds again the fundamental alienation which.madg hug cogg.tru !
it libe another one, and which has always destined it to be strippe

from him by another.”

What the patient comes to see is that this © self” of hisis a g;oqutec:
object and that his frustration is due to his own capture byt ”IS}? t;e;e
with which he can never really coincide. Further, this “state” that hie

| has made and in which he believes is the basis for his “static state,” for

“the constantly “renewed status of his alienation.” Narcissism is charac-

terized, then, as the unchanging condition of a perpetual frustration.
- ) > »

The process of analysis is one of breaking th'e hold of this fasc;}zt{f;
with the mirror; and in order to do'sc_), the patient comes to s‘eetmm s
dinction between his lived subjectivity and the fantasy prm;g: fons
hirself as object. “In order for us to come back“to a mlc:ire lthag o
view of the analytic experience,” Lacan writes, 1 wou islazy hat (¢
analysis consists precisely in distmggmhmg t‘he [@r_sﬁnhymfmon e
analyst’s couch from the person who is speaking. With t lf pana[ytjcaj
tening [the analyst], that malkes three persons present in the



186  vmeo cuLTurE

situati it i
uation, among whom it is the rule that the question ... be put:

Where of ject?™”
is the mof of the subject?”” The analytic project s then one in

whic i ;
thr:;ilggl: Ip;a::gn; di;en%ag@ from the “starue” of his reflected self and
! [ od of reflexiveness, rediscov e . d
history. He exch ; rediscovers the real time of his ow
. . changes the atemporali - n
ity of change. porality of reperition for the temporal-
If p '
ey i{g;ygig;a:nalysm under?tands that the patient is engaged in a recov
: ing in terms of its real histor dernism .
that i } story, modernism has understoo
et zl:; :mstéc_)c_ates his own expressiveness through a discovery of thfg]
polssibﬂ't'con fmon_s of h}s medium and their history. That is, the ve
ities of finding his subjectivity necessitate that the artist recog
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I e .
contradistinetion to this, the feedback coil of video seems to be

the i .
t;;:l ng;ginent C({)f :} double repression: For through it consciousness of
oo ;lg?n cro ;e;}aﬁarion }t)et?'t;}en subject and object are simul

erged. The result of this sub i maker
ooy submerged. Th : mergence is, for the maker
most video art, a kind of wei
sa?fnded space of narcissism. | ahtless fall through the
er :
i hzsa;;, of C(&urse, a complex set of answers to the question of why
video bas ﬁzqe a growing set _of practitioners and collectors. These
narCiSSismou‘ h_mvolve an analysis of everything from the prok;iem of
narcissis ?r:}tl in the wider context of our culture to the speéiﬁc inner
Sorki f} o tf e px;{esent art market. Although I should like to postpone
hat thatyis;sb :tx\*v a utu;l:e essay, 1 do wish to make one connection here
nd 1 een the insticution of a self formed by vi :
! ‘ erwe: instituti ‘me. video feed
o?iig:; r:::zln snufltxol? tilqal %}?sts in the art world from xzrhich the miﬁ
ne. In the last fifteen vears th
Gfonideo come, ' n years that world has been deeply and
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, reproduced, and disseminated iak
ced, ed through th d
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- - exist outside of that repla i
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and mr;zt?g; il,-(}il?c}??}?y afftfmﬁnds its obvious correlative inpan agg
e seil is create i i
fhetic mo ated through the electronic device of
There exi

o her nc;i;sct, however, three phenomena within the corpus of video

ot that rur ountgxi to What I have been saying so far, or at least are

someshat Calr?t;?l?reptlg ft‘o it Tbey are: (1) tapes that exploit the medium
in crder 0. Vidclze it Ii?m_wnhm; (2) tapes that represent a physical as-

ITRANPAG e(‘a nﬁec' anism in order to break out of its psychological

: installation forms of video, which use the mediﬁm as a

subspecies of painting or sculpt
Serra’s Boomerang. The second ¢
“tical Roll (1972). And the third is
-wotks of Bruce Nauman and Peter Campus, p
_companion pieces nzem (1974) and dor.

‘But what separates it from, say, Beng

“employs audio rather than visual feedbac
yision we take on the subject does not co

“which opens simultaneously onto th
“of critical reflexiveness.

position outside it, promotes an attitude to
“long—Ts itself relate

- “point.” Latent within the opent
conclusion; when that is reached, it stops.

. video situation, and where that time s underst
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ure. The first is represented by Richard
an be exemplified by Joan Jonas's Ver-
limited to certain of the installation
articularly Campus’s two

escribed how narcissism is enacted in Boomerang,
lis's Now, is the critical distance it
This is primarily due to the fact that Serra
k. Because of this, the angle of
incide with the closed circuit

of Holt’s situation, but looks onto it from outside. Further, the narcis-

sistic condition is given through the cerebrated form of language,
e plane of expression and the plane

1 have already d

maintains on its own subject.

from the subject of Boomerang, bis
ward time thar is different

“from many other works of video. The tape’s brevity——it is ten minutes
d to discourse: to how long it takes to shape and
ow long it takes for its receiver to get the
ing situation of Boomerang is its own

 Significantly, Serra’s separation

“develop an argument and h

been forced to enter the
ood as a propulsion to-

ward an end. In this work access to a sense of time has come from foul-

ing the stability of the projected image by desynchronizing the frequen-

cies of the signals on camera and monitor. The rhythmic roll of the

“-image, as the bottom of its frame scans upward to hit the top of the
" screen, causes a sense of decomposition that seems to work against the
grain of those 525 lines of which the video picture is made. Because one
recognizes it as intended, the vertical roll appears as the agency of a will
that runs counter to an electronically stabilized condition. Through the
offect of its constant wiping away of the image, one has a sense of a re-
fexive relation to the video grid and the ground or support for what

happens to the image.
QOut of this is born t

Vertical Roll is another case where time has

he subject of Vertical Roll, which visualizes time
as the course of a continuous dissolve through space. In it a sequence of
images and actions are seen from different positions-—both in terms of
' the camera's distance and its otientation to 2 horizontal ground. With
the ordinary grammar of both film and video these shifts would have to
be registered either by camera movement (in which the zoom is in-
cluded as one possibility) or by cutting. And while it is true that Jonas
has had to use these techniques in making Vertical Roll, the constant
sweep of the image renders these movements invisible. That is, the
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grammar of the camera is eroded by the dislocating grip of the roll. AsI
have said, the illusion this creates is one of a continuous dissolve
through time ‘and space. The monitor, as an instrument, seems to be
winding into itselfa ribbon of experience, like a fishing line being taken
up upon 2 reel, or like magnetic tape being wound upon a spool. The
motion of continuous dissolve becomes, then, a metaphor for the
physical reality not only of the scan lines of the video raster, but of the
physical reality of the tape deck, whose reels objectify a finite amount
of time.

Earlier, I described the paradigm situation of video as a body cen-
tered between the parenthesis of camera and monitor. Due to Versicul
Roll’s visual reference through the monitor’s action to the physical real-
ity of the tape, one side of this parenthesis is made more active than the
other. The monitor side of the double bracket becomes a reel through
which one feels prefigured the imminence of a goal or terminus for the
motion. That end is reached when Jonas, who has been performing the
actions recorded on the tape, from within the coils of the camera/moni-
tor circuit, breaks through the parenthetical closure of the feedback
situation to face the camera directly—without the agency of the moni-
tor’s rolling image.

If it is the paired movement of the video scan and the tapre reel thatis
isolated as a physical object in Vertical Roll, it is the stasis of the wall
plane that is objectified in Campus’s mem and dor. In both of the Cam-
pus works there is a triangular relationship created between: (1) a-vidéo
camera, (2) an instrument that will project the live camera image onto
the surface of a wall (at life- and over-life-size), and (3) the wall itself,
The viewer's experience of the works is the sum of the cumulative posi-
tions his body assumes within the vectors formed by these three
elements. When he stands outside the triangular field of the works, the
viewer sees nothing but the large, luminous plane of one of the walls in
a darkened room. Only when he moves into the range of the camera is

he able to realize an image (his own) projected onto the wall's pictorial
field. However, the conditions of seeing that image are rather special in
both menr and dor.

In the [atrer the camera is placed in the hallway, leading to the room
that contains the projector. Inside the room, the viewer is out of the
range of the camera and therefore nothing appears on the wall surface.
It is only as he leaves the room, or rather is poised at the threshold of the
doorway that he is both illumined enough and far enough into the focal
range of the camera to register as an image. Since that itnage projects
onto the very wall through which the doorway leads, the viewer’s rela-
tion to his own image must be totally peripheral; he is himself in a plane
that is not only parallel to the plane of the illusion but continuous with
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| i i f the image and, as well,
i body is therefore both the substance o . ' .
:Iize}?ﬁgh(t)iyyc;?splaced substance of the plane onto which the image is

.. projected.

In. mrem both camera and projector ate to one side of the wall plane,

* stationed in such a way that the range of thlcla ﬁamera (fnicomgt)?ss;:sc‘.l a \::iet]}f}y
i idorli i is parallel ro, and almost tu ,

thin corridotlike slice of space thar is par: :

fl'lle Slumined wail. Due to this, the viewer must be practically up

i rt i h < far enough away from
against the wall in order to register. As he moves fa g

" the wall in order to be able to see himself, the image blurs and distorts,

but if he moves near enough to place himself in focus, he has formed

j i hat he cannot really see it.
- such closure with the support for the image th :
! STu}fereCfore in mem, as in dor, the body of the viewer becomes physically
identified with the wall plane as the “place” of the image.

There is a sense in which we could say that these two works by Cam-

pus simply take the live feedback of camera and monitor, w}_ngh ez{}st:}eg
for the video artist while taping in his studio, and re-create it for the

dinary visitor to a gallery. However, mem and dor are not that simple,

because built into their situation are two kinds of invisibility: the view-

-er’s presence to the wall in which he is himself an absence and his rela-

tive absence from a view of the wall that becomes the condition for his
~ projected presence upon its surface.

i ful narcissistn that
$’s pieces acknowledge the very power ]
rg aé?spt?'xe vigwer of these works forward and bag:kward in front of th}i
Er)mn].?alizecl field. And through the movement of his own body, his nec

- craning and head turning, the viewer is forced to recognize this motniﬁe:
“ a5 well. But the condition of these works is to acknowledge as separa

. )
the two surfaces on which the image is he}du—th; one thebv-miﬁfégs
body, the other the wall—and to make them re%lster ;;t:"]n a 5i(2tori ;i
distinet. It is in this distinction that the wall sur ace—n—gthe porld 2
. surface—is understood as an absolute Other, as pait of the w

: . . . Of
- objects external to the self. Further, it is to specify that the mode

projecting oneself onto that surface entails recognizing all the ways that

one does not coincide with it. .
There is. of course, a history of the art of the last fifteen years Into

ic ike mem and dor insert themselve:'s, although it is one
;Vég;}tl u\?liiisliittie has been written. That history involves thehaciuvi;eii
of certain artists who have made work that conﬂata}? psyc (f) ggbeﬁ
and formal means to achieve very particular er.xds._ The artho obert
Rauschenberg is a case in point. His work, in bringing tic]sget e.rt }%m tge
ings of real objects and found images and suspending tﬁeﬁ Wito in the
static matrix of a pictorial field, attempts to convert that field into some
thing we could call the plane of memory. In so doing, t}(;e ;t?lt'm p:r i
field is both psychologized and temporally distended. 1 have arg
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elsewhere® that the impulse behind this move arose from questions that
have 10 do with commodity fetishism. Rauschenberg, among many
other artists, has been working against a situation in which painting and
sculpture have been absorbed within a luxury market—absotrbed so
totally that their content has been deeply conditioned by their status as
fetish prizes to be collected, and thereby consumed. In response,
Rauschenberg’s art asserts another, alternative relationship between
the work of art and its viewer, And to do this, Rauschenberg has had re-
course to the value of time: to the time it takes to read a text or a paini-
ing, to rehearse the activity of cognitive differentiation that that entails,
to get its point. That is, he wishes to pit the temporal values of con-
sciousness against the stasis of the commodity ferish.

Although responsive to the same considerations, the temporal values

that were built into the minimalist sculpture of the 1960s were primar- -

ily engaged with questions of perception. The viewer was therefore in-
volved in a temporal decoding of issues of scale, placement, or shape—
issues that are inherently more abstract than, say, the contents of mem-
ory. Pure, as opposed to applied psychology, we might say. But in the
work of certain younger sculptors, Joel Shapiro for example, the issues
of minimalism are being inserted into a space that, like Rauschenberg’s
pictorial field, defines itself as mnemonic. So that physical distance
from a sculptural object is understood as being indistinguishable from
temporal remove.

It is to this body of work that { would want to add Campus’s art. The
narcissistic enclosure inherent in the video medium becomes for him
part of a psychologistic strategy by which he is able to examine the gen-
eral conditions of pictorialism in relation to its viewers. It can, that is,
critically account for narcissism as a form of bracketing out the world
and its conditions at the same time as it can reassert the facticity of the

_object against the grain of the narcissistic drive toward projection.

From New Artisis Video, edited by Gregory Battcock. New York: E.P.
Dutton, 1978, pp. 43-64,

NOTES

I. For example, this completely erroneous equation allows Max Kozloff 1o write that
narcissism is “the emotional correlate of the intellectal basis behind self-reflexive
modern art.” See “Pygmalion Reversed,” Artfornm 14 (Nov. 1975): 37.

2. Freud’s pessimism about the prospects of treating the narcissistic character is based
on his experience of the narcissist’s inherent inability to enter into the analytic situa-
tion; “Experience shows that persons suffering from the narcissistic neuroses have no
capacity for transference, or only insufficient remrants of iz, They turn from the phy-
sician, not in hostility, but in indifference. Therefore they are not to be influenced by
him; what he says leaves them cold, makes no impression on them, and therefore the
process of cure which can be carried through with others, the revivification of the
pathogenic conflict and the overcoming of the resistance due to the repressions, can-
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not be effected with them. They remain as they are.” Sigmund Preud, A General In-
troduction to Prychoanalysis, trans. Joan Rivere (New York: Permabooks, 1933), p.

433.

: -:.3- Jacques Lacan, The Language of the Self, trans. Anthony Wilden (New York: Delta,

1968), p. 11.

" 4. Explaining this frustration, Lacan points to the fact that even when “the subject

makes himself an object by striking a pose before the mirror, he could not po;;slbly be
satisfied with i, since even if e achieved his most perfect likeness in tha.t image, z:
would still be the pleasure of the other that he would cause to be recognized in it

] L1120 .
. ‘{iﬁi g 100. Although meof transtares as “ego,” Wilden has pze§umably retained the
French here in order to suggest the selationship between the different orders of the
self by the implicit contrast between #eoi and je.
6. “Rauschenberg and the Materialized Image,” Artforum 13 (Dec. 19743,



