
.h. J Michacl Snow, Red1. 1974, colour photo­
grnph. 66 K 79 K 4 cm. (PhOTO: Robans 
Library. University ofTQronto) 
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TAKING IT AS RED 
Michael Snow and Wittgenstein 

I n his intellectual activities Michael Snow owes a great deal to two predecessors 
in matters of art and language: Marcel Duchamp and Ludwig Wittgenstein.l 

Both were an influence on the minimal and conceptual art scene in New York, of 
which Snow was a part, through the 1960's. Wittgenstein's arguments about lan­
guage and its games are a theoretical counterpart to Duchamp's games with lan­
guage. In homage to Duchamp, Snow makes puns on his own name and its ana­
grams, incorporating them into his work, for example, a "snow" smokescreen: a 
counterpart to the "salt" of Du champ's "marchand du sel."2 This name game may 
also be connected to Wittgenstein's discussions in Philosophical Investigations of the 
problems of confusing name and thing: for example, a person's name continues to 
have meaning after the person dies or, more tersely, "Mr. Scot is not a Scot."3 
Similarly, Mr. Snow is not snow. But in the titles of various works, such as Snow 
Blind and Snow Storm, February 7, 1967, Snow inserts his name, reinforcing his 
authorial presence. It is played, in these instances, for its implications of vision, 
and its converse, snow blindness. It is also played, although not explicitly, for its 
implications of philosophical understanding, or, perhaps, inundation: being 
snowed. 

Many artists were reading Wittgenstein in the 1960's: what exactly they 
made of him was hard to assess, even at the time.4 But Wittgenstein was often 
quoted. One finds Wittgenstein tags (that do not give the precise source, but only, 
evocatively, say "Wittgenstein") at the top of a number of articles. Amy Goldin 
and Robert Kushner opened their piece on conceptual art in Art News with: "If a 
lion could speak, we could not understand him." Ross Mendes in Artscanada, in 
the same year, writing on "The Language of the Eyes: Windows and Mirrors," 
began with "The limits of my language mean the limits of my world." Ursula 
Meyers opened her 1972 anthology Conceptual Art with quotations from 
Wittgenstein's Philosophical Investigations.5 

The demeanor of certain works of minimal art (grids, modules, uninflected 
configurations of regular parts within the whole) caused their resemblance to cer­
tain of Wittgenstein's propositions on language to be noted. In Gregory 
Battcock's influential anthology, Minimal Art, the critic Barbara Rose quoted 
Wittgenstein: "But what does it mean to say that we cannot define (that is, 
describe) these elements, but only name them? This might mean, for instance, 
that when in a limiting case a complex consists of only one square, its description 
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is simply the name of the coloured square."6 She then comments that Jasper 
Johns' notebooks (with mathematical number grids) may actually look like paro­
dies ofWittgenstein, while Judd's and Morris's modular sculptures look like illus­
trations. Could the meticulous geometrical modules of Judd or the grids of Le Witt 
or quasi-cabbalistic tables of Johns or Andre somehow be a visual fulfillment of 
Wittgenstein's pared philosophical propositions? 

The sense that art could not easily illustrate or translate Wittgenstein comes 
up again in Robert Pincus-Whitten's 1969 essay on Richard Serra, "Slow 
Information." Pincus-Whitten says that since Serra often spoke ofWittgenstein, 
it would be tempting to create an "analogical structure" comparing their aims. 
However, he cautions, this operation would fail since the "dynamics of one species 
of inquiry" are "hardly interchangeable" with those of another. That is, Pincus­
Whitten insists on the discrete realms of linguistic and visual investigation. It 
would not be so egregious now, one might think - certainly not a kind of intel­
lectual cross-breeding of incompatible species - to look at the ways an artist 
might try to ptecisely conduct that kind of analogical inquiry. In fact, having duly 
acknowledged that the most "abject" art criticism is "predicated on the dynamics 
of poetry (ut pictura poesis)," Pincus-Whitten does admit a "certain harmony of 
interest" between Serra's work and Wittgenstein: both deal with elementary com­
ponents, simple propositions. 7 

Here it will be proposed that Michael Snow, who read Wittgenstein over a 
number of years, also tried to make something of it in ways that are neither par­
ody nor mere emulation, but rather a serious analogical inquiry. Snow acknowl­
edges the continuing "phantom of the problems" raised by Ludwig Wittgenstein's 
"wonderfully tragi-comic" On Certainty as "always around the corner" in his 
work.8 Snow's original reading ofWittgenstein has now been hemmed in (or dis­
persed) by his subsequent readings of Lac an and Derrida; and these, in turn, have 
been inflected by his interest in Greek philosophy and drama. However, Snow's 
reading cifWittgenstein ("sometime around 1970") including The Blue and Brown 
Books, Philosophical Investigations, Tractatus, On Certainty and other works that Snow 
cannot now remember, raised or reinforced general philosophical questions about 
the nature of images and representation.9 

Wittgenstein does not en"tirely account for Snow, any more than 
Wittgenstein's observation that "motor cars don't grow out of the earth" accounts 
for the Cadillac Ranch, or his observation that '''I know that I have never been on 
the moon' ... sounds quite different ... to the way it would sound if a good many 
men had been on the moon," accounts for the ApoUo space programme.10 

Nevertheless, Snow does appear to work out particularly considered, concrete 
responses to Wittgensteinian propositions in a number of works, in which he 
turns Wittgenstein's study of the problems of representing things in language 
into representations of the problem. This dialogue with Wittgenstein was in turn 
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part of Snow's situating himself within the prevalent modes of minimal and con­
ceptual art of the period. He is closest to Joseph Kosuth, who more recently has 
argued that Wittgenstein made "object-texts" through parables and language 
games, to "show" aspects oflanguage that could not be explicitly asserted: his phi­
losophy is a process to be shown. Thus, for Kosuth, art is an important "post­
philosophical" activity: a language whose function is to show, not to say.ll 

The nature of the connection between the representation or description of 
something, and the external object or fact whose existence is supposed to verify it, 
is central to Wittgenstein's Philosophical Investigations. In fact, Wittgenstein 
argues, the recognition of such a connection does not really give validity to either 
term. Almost as a textbook illustration of this vexed relationship between a "fact" 
and its representation, Snow, in Log (1973-74), put a photograph of a log beside 
a log, setting up the "model" of a model with deliberate deadpan (a log being fig­
uratively synonymous with the inanimate object).12 If Snow's works "illustrate" 
Wittgensteinian propositions, they do so with some irony, as Snow must equally 
be proposing his own works as "models" to be borne out by Wittgenstein's texts. 
This is just the kind of relationship of thing and representation that Wittgenstein 
decodes and deplores in his work. So Snow makes nonsense of Wittgenstein's 

point, but at the same time operates in keeping with Wittgenstein's expressed 
aim to "teach you to pass from a piece of disguised nonsense to something that is 
patent nonsense."13 Wittgenstein's texts involve the accumulation of aphoristic 
propositions, which often take the form of "pictures" of hypothetical situations. 
These are deployed again and again, but are gradually modified, in the progres­
sive proposals for language games. His method involves not only recurrence, but 
also a relentless shutting off of dead-ends. This same sense of making proposals 
and then closing things down, rigorous and playful, finds an analogy in Snow's 
method. 

The passages of Philosophical Investigations dealing with the misrepresenta­
tion and misrecognition that lie at the core of metaphoric language, and the 
deceptions associated with picturing and analogy, would presumably have a par­
ticular interest for the visual artist. In Philosophical Investigations Wittgenstein 
addresses the problem of the relationship of things to words, of "outer" model to 
"inner" picture, and of the mental picture to its description in language. 
Wittgenstein presents the case that our mental image do~s not really account for 
our description of any given thing. While we imagine that our thinking relies on 
mental images and that speech relies on a stream of corresponding imagery, this 
is an illusion: "An image is not a picture, but a picture can correspond to it."14 

We attribute power to the mental image as a super-likeness or super-picture: 
"the mental image must be more like its object than any picture." For this reason, 
the mental image cannot be equalled in any actual physical, painted or modeled 
picture. In The Blue and Brown Books (the preliminary studies for Philosophical 
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Investigations) Wittgenstein proposes a test: what if a literal "red patch" of paper 
were substituted for an imagined, envisioned, "red"? Paradoxically, the actual red 
patch would be "no more alive" than a written sign: it is the "occult" nature of 
the vivid mental image that imparts life. Red5 seems to be a striking example of 
Snow's reinvestigation of a Wittgensteinian investigation (fig.1),15 One of the 
first "pictures" in Philosophical Investigations, in the opening discussion of 
Augustinian nominalism and gesturallanguage, is that of someone sent shopping 
with a slip of paper on which is written "five red apples." Given this paper, the 
shopkeeper opens a drawer labelled "Apples"; then a drawer labelled "Red"; then 
a series of drawers for the cardinal numbers. Wittgenstein interrupts this hypo­
thetical narrative: "How does he know where and how he is to look up the word 
'red,' and what he is to do with the word 'five?' - Well, I assume that he acts as 
I have described. Explanations come to an end somewhere.''16 

Snow, in Red5 takes up the account of the five red apples, but does not mere­
ly stop at "illustrating" this key proposition. Colour names, particularly "red," 
recur throughout all Wittgenstein's principal writings as examples of various 
problems of pictorial thinking and "ostensive" definition. Red5 neatly raises many 
of the implications of Wittgenstein's meditations on the meanings of "red." The 
mathematical component ("to the fifth"), of the title Red5 suggests that Snow's 
procedures for constructing the piece emulates the rigour of scientific method. A 
colour field was photographed. Its photograph was then laid back on the original 
field and the whole was re-photographed, and so on. While this process might 
seem to propose a potentially open-ended mathematical set, in fact the picrure 
would bury itself under its own layers and the original red field would be lost if 
the process continued. 

Snow's numerical title also emulates the neutrality of minimalist titles with 
their intimation of science and mathematical precision (as seen, for example, in 
Carl Andre's periodic table of the elements, 1967), and directs us to a matter of 
critical importance in Minimalism: seriality.l7 In the art periodicals 'of the late 
1960's there was controversy about what the artist Mel Bochner called "the serial 
attitude." For Bochner a "series" necessarily included a "first and last member," 
and: "every member except the first has a single immediate predecessor from 

. which it is derived, and every member except the last, a single immediate succes­
sor."18 His definition was disputed by John Coplans, with the precision and vehe­
mence characteristic of minimal and conceptual art discourse, who argued that 
Bochner had confused "modular" with "serial."19 Jack Burnham intensified this 
debate by calling for a "systems esthetics" aligned with technology and science.2o 

"Seriality," it will be clear, was not to be lightly entered into, and, at the very 
least, it created a problem concerning the relation of the parts to the whole. In a 
series, if there is no first or no last number, the undesirably time-consuming spec­
tre of ad infinitum intervenes. The minimalist, therefore, is at pains to limit the 
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number of units. However, Snow's piece, as a series of photographs of itself, indi­
cates a passage of time; rather than a mutually reinforcing (or mutually annulling) 
relationship of units in space. This unravelling is characteristic of Snow's role with­
in the larger art field of the time, as a kind of conceptual chorus commenting on 
its procedures and values. Snow does stop at five: like Wittgenstein's grocer with 
his five apples, "explanations come to an end somewhere." 

A clue to the procedure Snow used to bring red rectangles progressively into 
existence, while, at the same time regressing (the original colour field becomes 
smaller and smaller as it is re-photographed), may be found in Wittgenstein's 
analysis of the existence of the colour "red" independently from any given thing 
of that colour: "Something red can be destroyed, but red cannot be destroyed, and 
that is why the meaning of the word 'red' is independent of the existence of a red 
thing."21 Wittgenstein questions the ways in which "red" itself, in the mind's eye, 
might disappear. It does not make sense to say that red is torn up, or pulverized: 
but we can say "the red is vanishing."22 

Ultimately, Wittgenstein argues, the word "red" does not necessarily indi­
cate the presence of something red (since it occurs in both the propositions "Here 
is a red patch" and "Here there isn't a red patch.")23 "Red" can indicate an absence, 
or at the least, can indicate the disjuncture between what you imagine and what 
you see. Snow's Red5 may equally be imagined running backwards, as a regression 
or vanishing of each red photograph until only the "disembodied" photograph of 
the colour field remains: as a film-maker, Snow exploits such effects. If so, he 
might be enacting a variation on the entropy theme of Robert Smithson's writ­
ings of the period.24 In the context of Wittgenstein, Snow's Red5 is arguably a 
modernist, heroic, bringing into being of a red object out of redness; and also a 
simultaneous diminution of the size and colour value of the original red field as it 
is re-photographed. 

In Philosophical Investigations the word "red" is touched on again and again, 
as is the word "pain," to test the criteria of identity. How can one separate out red­
ness, or pain, from its bearer, since redness and pain refer only to one's own sen­
sation?25 So Wittgenstein asks, how could we detach a colour impression from an 
object "like a membrane?" Snow's Red5 makes literal the project of detaching red­
ness as a surface. This again, is not only probable evidence of Snow's thinking 
about Wittgenstein, but abour Wittgenstein's uses in Minimalism. Sculptors like 
Donald Judd gave great thought to the implications of painting the sculpture's 
surface, fearing that colour might lie on the surface of the form: a preoccupation 
amusingly known as the "skin problem. "26 As a photograph of a colour field Red5 
plays on two things - flat colour fields and photographic surface - that we tend 
not to regard as material in themselves; and yet it gives us an illusion of surfaces 
(the polaroids) that might be peeled away. 

Beyond redness, another significant feature of Red5, is shape: the rectangles. 
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Wittgenstein considered the problems of separating out shape, like colour, as a 
property of a given thing. The red rectangles in Red5 also fit Wittgenstein's "pic­
ture" of language as a gaming board of coloured squares, primary elements in a 
complex whole. This picture, of course, could be read generally into minimalist 
grids and modules - it is the kind of relationship that can verge on the parodic, 
as Barbara Rose noted. Nevertheless, Snow's Red5 seems to describe Wittgenstein's 
language game in which language exists as combinations of coloured squares on a 
surface: if one names a red square on this imagined board "R," it is now not some­
thing represented, but a means of representation, a part oflanguage. Wittgenstein 
poses the question: "does 'R"s standing for a red square consist in this, that when 
the people whose language it is use the sign 'R' a red square always comes before 
their minds? In order to see more clearly, here as in countless similar cases, we 
must focus on the details of what goes on; must look at them from close to. "27 In 
re-photographing his red rectangles, Snow makes the "red" rectangle a signifier. 
He literally "focuses" on the details, looks at them "from close to." But since pic­
tures.in language do not translate into actual pictures, as Wittgenstein often 
points out, Snow does not mean his image to work as language: the red squares 
float, detached, in a signifier limbo.28 

The rectangle was a "loaded" form in the late 1960's, dragging the baggage 
of its association with pictorial illusionism in painting. Donald Judd argued that 
the rectangle had become a "definite form" rather than a "neutral limit," com­
promised by its association with the rectangle of the conventional canvas. The rec­
tangle, for the minimalists, had come to stand for the exhaustion of painting. 
Artists were driven to seek our unconventional shapes for canvases, and, beyond 
the canvas, three-dimensional objects. Further, the rectangle necessarily implied a 
relationship of the whole to the contained parts. Consequently, Judd states: "The 
rectangular plane is given a life span. The simplicity required to emphasize the 
rectangle limits the arrangements possible within it."29 Snow's casual diagonal 
deployment of the red rectangles in Red5 looks like a studied contradiction of the 
austere, rectilinear minimalist grid. At the same time, Red5 appears to give a time­
lapse enactment of the life span of the rectangular plane, as described by Judd. In 
a closely related piece, 8 x 10,1969, Snow photographed an eight-by-ten inch rec­
tangle of tape from many angles, two hundred and eighty-five times; in only one 
photograph does the taped rectangle exactly fit the framing edge of the photo­
graph. The tape rectangles which are distorted by perspective draw attention to 
the compromised form of the rectangle of the photograph in which they exist, 
with only one true rectangle as a flawed referent. In a typical discussion of the 
compromised rectangle, Jane Harrison Cone, writing on Kenneth Noland, 
expressed anxiety about the canvases, which, although very long, were still rec­
tangles with illusionist and spatial qualities. Cone argues that one has to look at 
them obliquely in order for them to deny the rectangle's constraints. 3D (This 
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fig.3 Michael Snow. Paiming (Closing the Drum 
Book), 1978. colour photograph. wooden 
frumeandbase,117_117x99x Ill. 
(Photo: Robam Librllry. University of Toronto) 

emphasis on viewing from an oblique angle recalls the anamorphic skull of 
Holbein's painting, The French AmbasJadors: the rectangle bad become the mini­
maliS{ mQmemo mqrj.) This obliquely angled view of [he picrorial rectangle sug­
gests Snow's 8 x 10 and his 1977 photographs of Canadian Group of Seven paint­
ings in PltlS Tard. 

If Wittgenstein's board of coloured squares, which represents an analogy 
between language and games, is overlaid on thc minimalist grid, it, in rum, is laid 
over the modernist grid ofMondrian. In me photographic work MOrTling in Holland, 
1%9-74 (fig.2), Snow uses the primary colours, and green, in a complicated sequen­
tial play with sixteen squares.~l The squares are covcred with black paper, and then, 
one by one, uncovered, and the whole rephorographed, as if it were a Wittgenstein 
language game. Snow's strangely time-consuming exercises in works such as Red), 
Moming in HoI/twd, and the related Painting (Closing the Drum Book), 1978 (6g,3) 
echo Witcgenstein's view of philosophical method: problems are nOt solved by giv­
ing new information, bur by "arranging what we have always known:'}2 
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Wittgenstein argues that a picture is a set of comparisons: one presents a 
picture in order to lead the viewer to compare it with "this" rather than "that" set 
of pictures, thereby changing the viewer's way of looking at things. The picture 
is an object of comparison, of similarities and dissimilarities, a "measuring rod," 
but not a preconceived idea to which reality or our mental image, must somehow 
correspond.33 In Red5 the red, by being re-photographed, is compared to itself as 
a red model field; and, in Morning in Holland, the parts are necessarily set up com­
paratively by being blocked out and re-configured. The insistence on the com­
parison of terms within the work, the internal relations of unit to unit and part to 
whole, is part of the landmined terrain of the minimal object. But· if Snow's 
Wittgenstein is part of a game with the prevailing art codes of the late 1960's and 
early 1970's, Snow uses it in less tidy ways: his end product exists in a zone 
between the coherent, implosive minimalist work, and the provisional, unfinished 
series of concept~al art. These works, that are a document of their own making, 
are almost a cliche of conceptual art. Because they are photographs of themselves 
being photographed, their meaning may well be found in the process of making 
- but making at a distance, like handling radioactive material with tongs. The 
intentions of Snow's documenting of process is perplexing, and deliberately sus­
pect. 

Snow returned to red in Redifice, made for Expo '86. Redifice is a large sttuC­
ture, almost two and a half metres tall, in which a series of windows open onto 
holograms, photographs, and holographic compositions. The disparate objects 
and tableaux represented are unified by their association with redness - fire 
extinguishers, birds, red-light district, suicide. Holograms are optical illusions, 
not objects. As such, they are ironically suited to setting out Wittgenstein's 
propositions concerning the ambiguous relationships of mental image, object, and 
their representations in art or language. Redifice also makes a textbook case of 
Wittgenstein's discussions of things with common properties, which he describes 
as "families" of cases.34 A particularly striking example of this is Wittgenstein's 
proposal for a game in which the player must guess the common property of a 
number of objects (bricks, books, glowing coals) presented in sequence. The com­
mon factor, in this case, is "something red about them." And how would that 
common factor be physically represented, Wittgenstein asks? As a red patch?35 

Another engagement with Wittgensteinian thought is, literally, indicated 
by Snow's Handscape, 1979 (fig.4).36 The work functions as an illustration of 
Wittgenstein's meditations on gesture as part oflanguage and ostentive definition 
(defining things by their function). We think that pointing fixes meaning, links 
language to the world; thus the hand and its gestures are organs of language. 
Nevertheless, according to Wittgenstein, language is self-contained and 
inescapable, and the notion of a connection between language and outside reality 
is a false or occult one, since reality is in language, meaning is in the use of lan-
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filA M,c_1 Snow. Huwbcape, 1978. (Pholo: 
Robuu l.JbJ1lry, Un' .. ~n'ry ofToromo) 

guage, and cannor be pointed ro as something ourside language.37 B«aNY It is a 
photograph, Hanm(a/k makes us believe that there must be an outside referent. 

We recall that Snow has mentioned the continuing "phanrom H of On 

Cmfllnry In his writing. The hand is the leitmotif of On Ctrfamry and is dramati­
cally Introduced in its opening proposition. which refers to G.E. Moore's "Proof 
of an External World'" "If you do know chat here 11 one hand we'll grant you all the 
rest. ",8 Snow raises the hand that so preoccupies Wittgensrein. that either proves, 
or demonstrates doubt about the existence of the earth, debated throughout On 

Certainty. H&md$(upt also bears an imeresting visual relationship to the cover of the 
1972 Harper paperback edition of On Cmuinry: three ghostly hands laid on a red 
rectangle (fig.5). 

Snow's film La Rlglon Cmlr-ak, 1970-71 (fi8.6), in which an uninhabited 
landscapt was filmed by a camera mOUnted on a machine whose rotations 
described a sphere, ptrhaps first raised some of the issues taken up in Hantkapt. 
In this earlier case, the Wingenstein analogy is probably the discussion in The B/1It 
aNi Broun Book.! on the identity (based on misunderstanding) of 'or as something 
that IOhabits the body. and, whICh above all. 1«1. Wittgenstein notes that we 
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Ludwig WiHgenstein 
ON (1IE~j~TA~NTY 

Edited byG.E.M.Anscombe 
& G. H. von Wright 

fig. 5 Cover of 
Ludwig Wittgenstein, 
On Certainty (New 
York: Harper 1972). 
(Photo: Robarts 
Library, University of 

HARPER TORCHSOOKS ~ TB "-.-J Toronto) 

think that only our own descriptions have visual reality behind them; we want to 

point only to our own written descriptions or drawings and say, "only this (is} real­
ly seen": "Now, when in the solipsistic way I say 'this is what's really seen,' I point 
before me and it is essential that I point visually. If I pointed sideways or behind 
me - as it were, to things I don't see - the pointing would, in this case, be 
meaningless to me."39 

By creating the machine that was used to film La Region Centrale, Snow 
draws attention to Wittgenstein's analysis of. the confusion of the body and the 
seeing "1." It allowed sightless "seeing," pointing to things "I don't see," and thus 
to pointless "I" -less pointing. Wittgenstein describes the solipsist's pseudo-state­
ments accompanied by pointing in certain directions rather than others: "this is 
the region which I see." According to Wittgenstein the tautology goes round and 
round as in the construction of a clock dial and pointer. It is tempting to see the rotat­
ing machinery of La Region Centrale as a literalization of this solipsistic mechanism. 

The matter of solipsistic seeing was introduced, perhaps, in Authorization, 
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fig·6 M,chacl Snow and machm~ ("~ ~') for 
filmmg i.JI RI,._ Co",,,/,. 1970-71 (PhoI:o: 
Robuts Lbl1lr}", Unl,,~nl{Y of Toronto) 

1969 (fig.7), in which Snow pho£Ographs himself In a mirror and progressively 
blocks out his reRecrion by sticking the photographs on the mIrror and re-pho­
tographing. Wittgenstem also observes: ~1 can point and say, 'This is the direction 
in which I see my iffi;jge in rhe mirror. '''-W Alllhor'Zllllon is about the idemlty and 
delusions of the seeing NI," not about the appeara~ of "Michael Snow- lie a150 
considers it nonsense to regard the work as autobiography, as It IS about record­
ing the making of something. That something is the ways that the self "sees" and, 
therefore, makes Itself.·lI Indeed, the self-erasing process of making the picture is 
akin to the entropic reversallmpilcit in Red' . As well as exposing the soilpsistic 
seeing self, Allthorlzatlon also exposes the usually concealed conventional proce­
dure of self-portraiture (lookmg in a mirror): the illusion that (in a mimmal con­
text) was considered to contaminate piCtures.42 

Solipsism was in a sense a tenet of Minimalism and an object of investiga­
tion in conceptual art. The sense that "reality is not enough" and the denial of the 
existence of anything outside of one's own mind. was faintly praised by Me! 
Bochn~r in his essay "Serial Art, Systems, Solipsism." Bochner concluded that, if 
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the viewer was bored by works of minimal art, then "this boredom may be the 
product of being forced to view things not as sacred but as they probably are -
autonomous and indifferent."43 The objects may be anthropomorphized by being 
considered as solipsistic in themselves. Snow's flirtation with solipsism, however, 
produces works that expose a Wittgensteinean process rather than works 
"autonomous and indifferent" that embody solipsism. This marks the difference 
between a Le Witt or a ] udd modular object and Michael Snow's work. Snow 
reveals a process that is tricky to re-construct, and with it, a sense of the hypo­
thetical or provisional that evades minimalist criteria for the indivisible, whole, 
object.44 In Authorization, Snow creates a portrait that is not a portrait, and con­
structs a "model" that is no model at all. It functions as an illustration of 
Wittgenstein's example of a "useless proposition": "A thing is identical with 
itself." Yet, Wittgenstein says that even such a useless proposition can be 
explained "as if, in imagination, we put a thing into its own shape and saw that 
it fitted."45 

In Authorization, Red5, Morning in Holland, 8 x 10 and related "photograph 
of photograph" works, Snow sets up this kind of manual bluescreen technique of 
fitting things into their own imagined blank shapes, until they can no longer be 
fitted, and the picture stops. With Snow's blanking-out games and blockings we 
return to the problem of what cannot be represented, or rather that nothing can 
be represented outside its own language game. Wittgenstein conjures up an iron­
ically poetic picrure of the frustrations of mental image and representation, which 
takes us into the realm of Snow's "blinds" and "storms" and blanked-out pho­
tographs: 

I was going to say .. .'You remember various details.' But not even all of them 
together show your intention. It is as if a snapshot of a scene had been taken, 
but only a few scattered details of it were to be seen: here a hand, there a bit 
of a face or a hat - the rest is dark. And now it is as if we know quite cer­
tainly what the whole picture represented. As if I could read the darkness.46 

In 1972 Donald Kuspit argued that the Minimalists' emphasis on colour 
and shape was equivalent to Wittgenstein's "classes of propositions," and that phi­
losophy's criticism of its tool, language, finds an analogy in the Minimalists' "self­
clarification" of the medium of art.47 Each ends in a tautological preoccupation 
with its own making, and with a paradoxically proportionate loss of identity. 
Kuspit rejects this notion that "self-integration can be realized only by self-criti­
cism, that a discipline's consciousness of its own methods is the only way it has of 
restoring its sense of purpose." The end result is solipsistic reflection, and an 
inability to say anything "about the sum total of reality" of the world. He ulti­
mately blames Wittgenstein for art's loss of contact with reality and he deplores 
minimal art's constriction of the rules of the art game: "In modernism the limiting 
conditions of the medium are the subject matter of its works, but in minimalism 
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preoccupation with instrumenting the picture indicates a new perfectionism." It 
could be argued that works like Red5, Authorization and Morning in Holland are the 
very embodiment of the Wittgensteinean minimalist picture as a system of logic, 
a "calculus of colors and shapes governed by rules," and that Snow, par excellence, 
could be called minimalist according to Kuspit's definition.48 

Yet Kuspit's lament for the loss of the sensuous art object, for the loss of sub­
ject matter, for the destruction of art's symbolic tie to reality, finds an echo in 
Snow's 1982 interview with Bruce Elder. Snow has acknowledged that his work 
sometimes "exposed" the problem that we feel "we cannot reach beyond repre­
sentation to things," and that we are trapped by the means of representation.49 

He still insists on "reverence for the phenomenological world," and the "object­
like status" of the work of art as a "concrete finite object."5o Rejecting the "vast 
hall of mirrors" of language and philosophy problems, Snow argues for the phys­
ical world in which we are bodies, and for the materials that shape the sign or sig­
nifier. (Here, we may go back to the philosophical proof of the external world, 
debated in On Certainty.) In Snow's view, it is lamentable that works of art have 
become considered as "facts spoken for, rather than speech." This he relates to the 
Lacanian and Derridean dispersal of the object through language in a closed sys­
tem of endless displacements and deferrals of meaning: signs refer to signs and 
lead us to text, not to "real" objects.51 Snow prefers to consider the possibility of 
unmediated access to a real object, not access mitigated or deferred through lan­
guage. 

The shift from object art to conceptual art in the late 1960's was character­
ized by an emphasis on the discourse of "meaning," by a blurring of boundaries 
between physical object, idea, the "visual situation," and critical commentaries on 
it. A more extreme antiformalist attitude in conceptual art held that it was art 
without the art object.52 Kuspit himself has argued for the creative primacy of the 
critical commentary. 53 Snow particularly objects to this heritage of dependence on 
critical interpretation. It could be argued that his material art object at least stands 
for its own material referent. In Snow's conceptual work of the 1960's and '70's 
there was certainly an intense ambiguity about the status of the material object. 
The photo works that seem closest to Wittgenstein expose the failure to reach 
beyond representation to things themselves. In On Certainty Wittgenstein raises 
the paradox of how King's College Chapel may be - through tricks of language 
- burning and not burning at the same time. In a 1979 series of photographs of 
flames that appear to be devouring the image, Snow creates a visual equivalent 
through tricks of pictorial illusionism. 

Snow's Wittgensteinian work is photographic, siruating it within the com­
plexities of conceptual art, and Wittgenstein's explorations of the ambiguous 
nature of the photograph as neither fully document nor text nor object in itself. 
Venetian Blind, 1970, a series of photographs of Snow in Venice, is a joke on the 
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problem of the photograph in series: it may capture a series of instants, but never 
the complete record of an event. In this a kind of Zeno's paradox is in operation 
- there is always an uncaptured instant between the instants. In this work Snow 
has shut his eyes, suggesting the classic photographic error of catching someone 
blinking,54 If Snow exposes the failure to reach beyond representation then he pre­
sents it only as a possibility and, perhaps, even facetiously. Willis Domingo, 
reviewing Michael Snow at the Bykert Gallery in New York in 1971 seemed to 
pick up Snow's anomalousness: his admirable work seemed somehow neither min­
imal nor conceptual, but a compromise between form and concept, between 
"highly compelling emotional experience and rigorous systematic logic."55 

Thus Snow's photo works can be construed as parodies of, as well as homages 
to, Wittgenstein's fashionable rigour (taking into account Snow's sporadic hilari­
ty at Wittgenstein, and through Wittgenstein), and the preoccupations of 
Conceptual and Minimalist art of the period,56 We do not really have in Red5 the 
Minimalists' insistence on colour and shape in themselves, as purely perceptual 
experiences, but rather a picture of what such an insistence might look like. 
Snow's Minimalism is an enactment of Minimalism; he simulates the reductive 
modular method of Judd or LeWitt just as he simulates red by photographing it. 
But we do not get the pristine redundancy of these other artists' grids. One of 
Snow's favorite images is the "hall of mirrors." He is quite capable of a smoke and 
mirrors Minimalism that ironizes the assumptions of self-critiquing procedures in 
both art and philosophy. 

ELIZABETH LEGGE 
Fine Art Department 
University of Toronto 
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of spilled lumber; see Peter PLAGENS review of Serra, Artforum 8, no. 8 (April 1970): 86. 

13 In response to my comment that Wittgenstein accumulates his propositions "like a water 
torture," Snow corrected me: he is drawn to the way in which Wittgenstein and Nietzsche are always 
"in process," not making bald statements, but rather returning to things again and again in a 
"nuanced" way. Michael Snow, conversation with author, 6 Feb. 1996. 

14 WITTGENSTEIN, Philosophical Investigations, 101. 

15 See WITTGENSTEIN, The Blue and Brown Books (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1964),3-4, 
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Chicago Press, 1986), 7-46; and in Picture Theory (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994),49. 
As early as his 1962 notes on the Walking Woman, Snow mulled over the mysteries of what any given 
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PIERRE, ed., "A Lot of Near Mrs. 1962-3," Collected Writings of Michael Sn()UJ, 19. 
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53 KUSPIT, The Critic is Artist, xi-xviii. 
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Resume 

«TAKING IT AS RED» 
Michael Snow et Wittgenstein 

M ichael Snow insistait recemment sur la «reverence envers le monde de la 
phenomenologie» et sur l' «etat de chose» de 1'reuvre d'art en tant qu'«objet 

concret delimite». 
Rejetant la vaste «galerie des glaces» des problemes semantiques et 

philosophiques, Snow plaide pour le monde physique dans lequel nous sommes 
des corps et pour les matiriaux qui donnent forme au signe ou signifiant. Selon lui, 
il est deplorable que les reuvres d'art soient devenues «des faits dont on parle 
plutot que la parole». Neanmoins, dans son processus intellectuel, Michael Snow 
doit beaucaup a la theorie du «jeu de langage» de Wittgenstein, contrepartie 
theorique des jeux de Duchamp avec le langage. Tous deux ont excerce une influ­
ence sur le monde de 1'art minimaliste et conceptuel du New York des annees 
soixante, dont Snow faisait partie. 

Nous voulons demontrer ici que Michael Snow, qui avait lu Wittgenstein 
pendant un certain nombre d'annees, a essaye d'en tirer parti, par une enquete 
analogique serieuse, sans tomber dans le piege de la parodie ou de la caricature ou 
encore de la simple emulation. Il reconnal't la presence permanente de l' «ombre 
des problemes» souleves par le traite «merveilleusement tragi-comique» de 
Ludwig Wittgenstein, De la certitude, «jamais bien loin» dans son reuvre. La lec­
ture des reuvres de Wittgenstein (autour des annees soixante-dix), y campris Le 
Cahier bleu et le cahier brun, Investigations philosophiques, Tractatus, De la certitude et 
d'autres dont il ne se rappelle plus les titres, a souleve ou renforce chez Snow des 
questions philosophiques d'ordre general sur la nature des images et de la 
representation. 

Les textes de Wittgenstein comportent une accumulation d'aphorismes qui 
prennent souvent la forme de «tableaux» de situations hypothetiques. RegIe 
generale, dans Investigations philosophiques Wittgenstein etudie le probleme de la 
relation des choses aux mots, du modele «exterieur» au tableau «interieur». Les 
noms de couleurs, surtout le rouge, reviennent souvent dans tous les principaux 
ouvrages de Wittgenstein pour illustrer divers problemes cancernant la pensee 
pictoriale et la definition «ostensive». Le premier «tableau» des Investigations 
philosophiques, au caurs de la discussion du debut sur le nominalisme augustinien 
et le langage gestuel, met en scene quelqu'un qui va chez 1'epicier avec un bout 
de papier sur lequel est ecrit «cinq pommes rouges». Wittgenstein interrompt son 

89 



recit hypothetique: «Comment sait-il Oll et comment chercher le mot 'rouge', et 
que doit-il faire du mot 'cinq' - Bien, je presume qu'il agit comme je 1'ai decrit. 
11 faut bien que les explications s' arretent quelque part». 

Snow, dans Red5, rep rend le recit des cinq pommes rouges, mais ne se con­
"rente pas d' «illustrer» cette proposition cle. Red5 souleve habilement plusieurs 
questions implicites dans les meditations de Wittgenstein sur les sens de «rouge». 
Un champ de couleur a ete photographie; la photographie a ensuite ete replacee 
sur le champ original et le tout rephotographie, et ainsi de suite. Si le procede peut 
semblei.' proposer U:ne serie mathematique potentiellement ouverte, en fait, 1'ima­
ge serait enterree sous ses propres couches et le champ rouge original serait perdu 
si 1'on poursuivait 1'operation. 

Le titre numerique du tableau de Snow emule la neutralite des titres mini­
malistes, avec leur sous-entendus de science et de precision mathematique, et nous 
conduit a un probleme qui suscite cri se et debat chez les minimalistes: la serialite. 
l' Cl!uvre de Snow, en tant que serie de photographies rephotographiees, indique un 
passage du temps plutot qu'un rapport d'unites dans 1'espace se renfon;;ant 
reciproquement (ou s'annulant reciproquement). Snow s'arrete au nombre cinq: 
comme 1'epicier de Wittgenstein avec ses cinq pommes, «il faut que les explica­
tions s'arretent quelque part». 

Un autre element significatif de Red5 est la forme: le rectangle. Wittgenstein 
considerait les problemes de separation de la forme, comme de la couleur, comme 
etant une propriete d'une chose donnee. Les rectal;lges rouges dans Red5 s'accor­
dent avec la theorie de Wittgenstein qui imagine le langage comme un echiquier 
de carres de couleur, elements primaires d'un tout complexe. La encore, cela con­
duit aux theories minimalistes de la fin des annees soixante: le rectangle etait une 
forme «pipee», compromise par association a 1'illusionisme pictorial et au rectan­
gle de la toile conventionnelle. Le rectangle est devenu le symbole de 1'epuisement 
de la peinture. Red5 semble donner une representation en accelere de la duree de 
vie du plan rectangulaire. 

Dans des Cl!uvres apparentees, comme 8 x 10, 1969, et Plus Yard, 1977, 
Snow aborde les problemes connexes de langage, de couleur et de forme. La longue 
elaboration d'Cl!uvres comme Morning in Holland, 1969-74, et Painting (Closing the 
Drum Book), 1978, resument egalement les preoccupations de Wittgenstein deja 
presentes dans Red5. Redifice, realise pour Expo 86, semble vouloir illustrer une 
proposition de Wittgenstein: un jeu dans lequelle joueur doit deviner une pro­
priete commune (<<quelque chose de rouge») chez un certain nombre d' objets 
presentes en serie. D'autres Cl!uvres tres proches de la philosophie de Wittgenstein 
sont aussi etudiees, specialement Handscape, saisissante illustration de la premiere 
proposition presentee dans De la certitude, avec une citation tiree de Proof of an 
External World de G.E. Moore: «Si vous avez la certitude qu'il y a ici une main, nous 
vous concederons tout le reste». Dans La Region Centrale et Authorization, Snow 
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attire l'attention sur l'analyse que fait Wittgenstein de la vision «solipsistique», 
qui est problablement la de pour comprendre Snow. 

Le travail de photographie conceptuelle de Snow dans les annees soixante et 
soixante-dix qui semble le plus proche de Wittgenstein, tend a montrer l'impos­
sibilite d'aller au-dela de la representation aux choses elles-memes et nous renvoie 
a l'etat d'ambiguYte de l'object materiel. Ce que nous trouvons, dans Red5, ce n'est 
pas tant l'insistence minimaliste sur la couleur et la forme en soi en tant qu'ex­
periences de perception pure, qu'une illustration de ce que cette insistence pour­
rait donner. Les tres longues elaborations de Snow, qui semblent se resoudre elles­
memes, sont caracteristiques du role de Snow it l'interieur de la grande scene artis­
tique new-yorkaise de l'epoque, celui d'une sorte de choeur conceptuel qui en 
commenterait les procedes"et les valeurs. 

Traduction: Elise Bonnette 
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