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In a number of the works Barbara Visser produced throughout 

the 1990s, the immersive power of a medium is diminished through 

distortion, breaks in transmission or the separation of sound and 

image. In this postmodern privileging of media (over message), content 

legibility is sacrificed in order to highlight instead the artistic work 

on the media form itself; creative agency is won through a refusal 

to simply produce new content. In Hegel’s Lectures on Aesthetics, 

he introduces a creative otherness characterized by the artist of 

‘the Orient’, who is caught in a stagnation ‘in which one lord represses 

individual creativity.’ 1 For Hegel’s artist, inspiration constitutes an 

‘annihilation of personality’ that has ‘neither the characteristic of 

freedom nor that of beauty.’2 Squeezed for options, this practitioner 

is forced to locate autonomous space outside of the creative 

sphere.

Renowned opponent of abstract expressionism John Canaday feared 

it was unlikely that the world would move forward from what he 

considered an extended fad. He described its practitioners as 

having ‘painted themselves into a corner’3 and suggested that this 

might explain ‘why they are increasingly under a compulsion to paint 

such very large canvases.’4 In Ars Futura (1994), one of the projects 

Visser returns to in Manual/2: The Patient Artist, the gallery is taken 

as canvas for a vast painting which is then entirely removed, leaving 

only a painted electric socket and documentation of the production 

process. The work gestures towards those shifts in contemporary 

art materiality that did (finally) arise within feminist, land art, and 

performance art practices. Abstract expressionist production, which 

arose in tandem with the white cube, is ‘cast’, the negative becoming 

a refusal of both impulsive mark-making and of modernist conventions 

of gallery display. In contrast to the transformations of modernist 

formalism, which Canaday bemoaned as attributing individual character 



to ‘the most unconsidered daub’, Visser’s technique must have 

seemed, at the time, practically administrative.

In Portrait of the Artist (1992), another narrative thread returned 

to in this exhibition, pictorial interpretations of the artist by 

street portraitists in Europe and the U.S. are labelled with small 

documentation cards. We have here a partial displacement of the 

image by language through the outsourcing of image production, 

a mobilization not unlike that of the image-sharing app Snapchat, 

which delegates image hosting to its users’ devices while hosting only 

(highly lucrative) textual user data5. By externalising the production 

process and instead highlighting a shift in ‘framing and context.’6 

Visser refuses established sites of creative agency. As in her 

appropriation of ostensibly ‘objective’ or solely informative formats 

such as documentary film-making and the mass media, in this focus on 

translation and distribution the artist widens the vistas of artistic 

work to encompass its broader social and material conditions.

C.K. (2012), the artist’s documentary based on Clemens K., the head 

of finances of an Amsterdam arts fund who disappeared with 15.8 

million Euros, speculates on the fate of this ‘non-creative’ now living 

it up (or not) in Thailand. In describing the film Visser refers to artist 

Marc Bijl’s belly tattoo (which reads ‘This belly was made possible 

by the Fonds voor Beeldende Kunst, Vormgeving en Bouwkunst’) as 

being, perhaps, ‘the ultimate’ expression of freedom. As an analogy 

to general well-being, and also in its enlistment here as advertising 

space, the belly is indexical to the slow demise of identity politics 

since its heyday in 1970s. Taking its place is a renewed focus on 

economic concerns, in which artist’s relationships with audience and 

patronage can be assessed quantitatively.7

This palette of expanded concerns unfortunately finds no place within 

aesthetic tradition. Friedrich Schiller, whose work deeply influenced 

Hegel, states that beauty arises from those objects whose formation 

is based on a rule ‘flowing freely from the thing itself,’8 one that is 

not imposed from the outside. Visser’s works, however, bring these 

formal, biographical and art-historical demands sharply into frame, 

taking their stagnant ruins as starting point. ‘Like an architect 

obliged to accommodate himself to an unequal soil, upon which rise 

old debris, walls half destroyed, hillocks and rocks,’ the artist ‘can 

erect only irregular structures which must be wholly irrational and 

fantastic.’9
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