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Post-modernity is neither optimistic nor pessimistic. It is a game with the vestiges of what 

has been destroyed. This is why we are 'post'—history has stopped, one is in a kind of post-

history which is without meaning. [...] We can no longer be said to progress. [...]  Right now 

one can tumble into total hopelessness—all the definitions, everything, it's all been done. 

What can one do? What can one become? And post-modernity is the attempt...to reach a 

point where one can live with what is left. It is more a survival among the remnants than 

anything else.

 [Jean Baudrillard, "On Nihilism", On the Beach, 6, Spring 1984. Quoted here from Douglas 

Kellner, Jean Baudrillard. From Marxism to Postmodernism and Beyond, Polity, 1989, 

p.117]

If there is any realism left... it is a "realism" which springs from the shock of... realization 

that... we seem condemned to seek the historical past through our own pop images and 

stereotypes about that past, which itself remains forever out of reach. [Frederic Jameson, 

"Postmodernism and Consumer Culture", 1982]



This session is generally concerned with what has been described as the loss of history within 

contemporary culture. It is structured as follows:

(i) an introduction which looks at Yves-Alain Bois's use of the distinction between viewing 

historical artefacts as: (a) commemorating specific people, places, events, etc.; (b) 

standing in for a general historical period; and (c) as simply signifying a dehistoricized 

and undifferentiated sense of "pastness".

(ii) an introduction to Lyotard's concept of master (or grand) narratives, and the idea of 

history as a particular form of fiction. Emphasis is placed on Lyotard's analysis of 

Descartes' introduction of "I" into historical discourse, and the problems which this raises 

for a universal history of humanity.

(iii) an introduction to Frederic Jameson's argument (which borrows from structural 

linguistics and from aspects of Jacques Lacan's psychoanalytic theory) that the 

postmodern world lives in a state of schizophrenia in which the passage of time has 

vanished, only to be replaced by the nightmare of an ever-recurrent present.

(iv) a brief résumé of historicist notions of progress within Modernist theories of art.

(v) a discussion of Kenny Hunter's Hyperboreans (1992), which attempted to provide a 

critique (with the aid of the writings of Martin Bernal and Karl Popper) of the racist and 

historicist elements lurking within the dominant version of the history of ancient classical 

art.

(vi) a discussion of Gerhard Richter's Oktober 1977  (1988) concentrating on the problems 

faced by painting's attempt to address contemporary history in the age of the 

photographic mass-media.

(vii) A review of Andreas Huyssen's essay on Anselm Kiefer, which attempts to deal with this 

work in terms of post-fascist German history. This discussion focuses on Kiefer's 

manipulation of the seductive imagery of fascism, especially insofar as its ambivalent 

relation to this imagery offers the viewer of his works the possibility of similarly 

ambivalent and disturbing responses. In introducing the terms "mourning" and 

"melancholy", Huyssen also presents us with two interesting ways think about how we 

deal with the past.
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