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SESSION 2: "THE PAINTINGS ARE DEAD"

The rapidly changing state of the world since the Second World War has caused a particular set 

of problems for painting to confront. During the heroic period of modernist abstract painting, 

artists such as Kandinsky, Mondrian and Malevich—as well as more recent High Modernist 

painters such as Pollock, Newman and Rothko—believed that it was possible for painting to 

offer compelling personal visions of a spiritual and transcendent reality which was superior to 

the mundane and often impoverished experiences of the real world.

However, the failure of the Utopian modernist programme of progress, liberation and wealth 

through the harnessing of science and technology (a failure which many summed up in the single 

word "Auschwitz"), caused a crisis within painting. It seemed as if everything needed to be re-

assessed.

Many of the artists of the late 1950s (such as Jasper Johns and Robert Rauschenberg) failed to be 

convinced by the claims of earlier painters that art could be the expressive vehicle for personal 

and original insights of value to all of humanity. For Johns and Rauschenberg, the art of painting 

came to be seen not as one of spontaneous, original, individual expression, but as one which 

dealt in already-existing signs and meanings.
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The study of structural linguistics (which had its origins in the work of the early twentieth 

century Swiss thinker Ferdinand de Saussure) had shown that language (and, by implication, all 

other systems of communicating meaning - such as painting) was based upon the use of signs 

which generated meaning not by direct reference to the real world, but by reference to each other. 

Furthermore, such signs are not invented by any one individual, but are already in place within 

the culture in which an artist and his/her audience work. The task of the artist is thus not to 

produce completely new, original and individualistic signs (this would be impossible because a 

sign has to be something understood and shared by a community  of sign-users), but to 

'manipulate' pre-existent signs.

This realization was given added force by the fact that, as the period since c.1945 has developed, 

the rapid expansion of the technologies of image reproduction (such as photography, film, video 

and television) has led to a situation in which we know more about the world through reproduced 

images of it (i.e. signs), than we do by direct experience of it. In fact, according to theorists such 

as Jean Baudrillard, we live in a world of simulation - a hyper-reality in which images of 'the 

real' actually are  'the real'. We can no longer distinguish between reality and image, therefore we 

cannot compare the one with the other. We are totally surrounded by signs, each of which refers 

us to another sign, and so on ad infinitum.

This is the situation which painters such as Philip Taaffe, Ross Bleckner, Peter Halley, Sherrie 

Levine, David Salle and Gerhard Richter are trying to come to terms with. They recognise that 

painting is not exempt from the endless circularity of signs, and that it can no longer lay claim to 

a special insight into either the world of external appearances, nor the inner world of the artist's 

thoughts and emotions. Nevertheless, rather than rejecting painting as a redundant activity in the 

late twentieth century, these artists are trying to find new ways of dealing with painting's 

unexpectedly precarious position.

The history of modern art in the twentieth century has been regularly punctuated by claims that 

painting has reached the end of the road, that it has outlived its relevance and its usefulness. Are 

these claims finally proving to be true? Is painting a dying activity - one which is kept alive only 

by the life-support system of the art market which is only interested in paintings as superior 

kinds of commodities, but not as important cultural and historical "statements"? Or is painting 

undergoing a fundamental change from which it will emerge as strong as ever?
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