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			Introduction 
— Jean-Philippe Antoine and Christa Blümlinger

			Given the locus of his work—at the crossroads of cinema, painting, installations, architecture, video, and photography—Morgan Fisher places himself within “the erosion of the arts” that Adorno1 diagnosed at the heart of contemporary thinking on the concept of art, on performance and on the cinematic gesture. Recognized throughout the world for his experimental films, which extract new forms from the very components of the filmic apparatus, as well as for his writings and activities in the other visual arts, Fisher belongs to the second generation of American avant-garde cinema. Few other filmmakers have his breadth of involvement in the critical debate on modernist art and its reception, as well as on the relationships between cinema and industry, between theory and practice. As a result, the following selection of texts is focused mainly on Fisher’s work in film. But this is to some extent a consequence of the events of 2012 that brought it into existence:2 Sabine Folie’s introductory essay here, which was also the first text in the catalog of the partial retrospective of Fisher’s work at the Generali Foundation in Vienna in the spring of 2012, assertively points out that the pride of place that cinema has here should not serve as an excuse to see his work from an exclusively cinematic perspective, for reasons involving both the structure of the problems the work considers and the circumstances in the artist’s life at the time of its development.3

			A “pictorial turn” can be seen in Fisher’s artistic career, starting in the 1990s: painting, whether in situ or not, began to play a growing part in his productions and exhibitions, while he seems to have set his film work aside.4 This turn, however, should be considered in the light of his early desire to paint, which he had been unable to act on at the time. Consequently, he quickly directed this desire toward other media: film was clearly the most important of these.5 The turn can also be viewed through the lens of his upbringing: in his family, (industrial) design, architecture and photography each played an important role. Finally, one may approach this turn by taking into account his early and persistent interest in systems of visual representation: their structure, the ways in which they function, their limits and finally their decline or destruction. This interest refuses to contain itself within a single medium, despite the almost punctilious precision with which Fisher explores cinema, painting, installations, photography, writing or design.

			The essays that follow highlight this interest and its multifaceted nature. Written by authors from several different countries, cultures and generations, they focus mainly but not exclusively on Fisher’s films and film installations.

			Jean-Philippe Antoine analyses the paradoxical relationships between memory, forgetting and the different forms of present and recent past at work in Fisher’s last two films, Standard Gauge and ( ), relationships whose traces could already be discerned in Production Stills. In these three films, Antoine observes a fundamental opposition between the shot, conceived as the power of reminiscence, and montage, conceived as the power of forgetting.

			Christa Blümlinger explores the various ways in which Fisher’s films, installations and performances foreground “the edges of the image.” The emphasis on formats, the scale of the shots and the projection apparatus; on the various forms of “off-screen space;” and finally on the role of the voice-over and the discontinuity between sound and image outlines an approach to film that, through the exploration of its limits, gives a new sense of presence to the absent, imaginary worlds that projection both requires and brings to light.

			Laura Mulvey looks at the strategies of the mise-en-abyme to which several of Fisher’s films submit the act and the site of projection, given the ongoing disappearance of this technology as a result of the emergence of digital cinema. She analyzes the way in which these strategies endow them with a paradoxical in situ aspect that is usually concealed by the repetition of conventional norms. As the “most repressed mechanism in cinema,” the projector is also the principal instrument of its mystery and its magic, through the manipulation of perception that it makes possible. In Phi Phenomenon, Fisher himself gives a basic materialist version of this process that is on the verge of vanishing.

			Using Fisher’s expression “Yes, but…” and the description of the “Fates of Alien Modes” exhibition in Vienna as guidelines, Constanze Ruhm—who is herself an artist and filmmaker—concentrates on the “alien modes” whose scripts traverse and structure the constellations of heterogeneous media encompassing Fisher’s film work, designs and paintings. In fact, she literally leaves the last word to the works themselves, in the form of an original and humorous prosopopoeia.

			Matthias Müller uses his own experience viewing Standard Gauge as his starting point. Taking an interest in the techniques of examining and presenting materials that Fisher discovered through his experience working on the margins of the Hollywood film industry, Müller sees those techniques both as tools and as new pathways. By the same token, Fisher’s film, a “proposition for a possible method for approaching the industry’s inventory of images,” sheds light on the construction of several of Müller’s own films, as well as on other developments of the gesture of contemporary found footage films, whose forms and methods diverge substantially, up to and including Christian Marclay’s recent installation The Clock (2010).

			Christophe Gallois highlights the close relationships between Fisher’s film productions and his plastic art. With each work, the foregrounding of the “standards” and templates that condition the typical professional artistic production eventually leads to the denunciation of the arbitrary subjectivity that those rules protect and encourage. The systematic strategies employed by Fisher dismantle that industrial-scale capriciousness. They free vision from its chains in order to produce a new realm of the gaze: an impersonal, shared realm, filled with details, that informs his paintings and architectural installations as well as his films.

			Morgan Fisher’s work as a writer and theoretician is abundantly present throughout this volume, by way of quotes from his writings and comments, quotes that enliven the various contributions. However, it ultimately seemed important to us that his own writing style be present within the book in a fuller and more comprehensive way. We were delighted that he did us the honor of allowing us to publish a text that he had written just for the occasion. This previously unpublished essay—devoted to the analysis of a scene from one of his favorite films, John Ford’s My Darling Clementine—within which analytical precision underscores a touching reflection on the temporality of love, offers this volume the most open and at the same time the most beautiful of conclusions.

			

			
				
					1. Theodor W. Adorno, “Art and the Arts,” trans. Rodney Livingstone, in Can One Live After Auschwitz? A Philosophical Reader, ed. Rolf Tiedemann (Stanford CA: Stanford University Press, 2003), 384.

				

				
					2. I.e. the symposium “Morgan Fisher: un cinéma hors-champ?”dedicated to his work by the editors of this collection, which took place at the Université Paris 8 Vincennes Saint-Denis on April 11 and 12, 2012 to coincide with the ceremony at which Fisher was awarded an honorary doctorate as part of the “Year of Cinema” organized by the university and by the Labex ARTS H2H.

				

				
					3. “Morgan Fisher. The Frame and Beyond,” Generali Foundation, Vienna, March 2–July 29, 2012.

				

				
					4. In the wake of the symposium and his 2012 exhibitions, this trend has intensified. For example, Fisher’s plastic art has been shown at the Aspen Art Museum (Conversations, 2013), and the series of paintings entitled Interior Color Beauty was presented at several galleries in 2014.

				

				
					5. “I’ve been interested in painting for a long time, but I could never convince myself that I could paint abstractions. I wanted to, but I couldn’t find the right route. I would have been imitating others or borrowing from them. That wouldn’t have persuaded me.” Morgan Fisher, Painting for Beginners, quoted in Sabine Folie, “Morgan Fisher: le cadre et son au-delà,” in this book.

				

			

		

	
		
			The Frame and Beyond
On the Exhibition at the Generali Foundation 
— Sabine Folie

			It has been observed several times that painting played a no less crucial role in Morgan Fisher’s evolution as an artist than film, although it is the latter genre that has earned him the constant attention of critics since the 1960s. The anecdote that Fisher originally wanted to become a painter but didn’t know how, and so studied first art history and then film before ultimately returning to painting, sounds like the plot of a bildungsroman, and one with overtones of tragicomedy6. Art history has witnessed several instances of such methodical errantry; I need only mention Marcel Broodthaers’s staged surrender as a poet, which he made manifest by casting the unsold copies of his volume of poetry Pense-Bête in plaster. The result was a sculpture that, as he found to his surprise, did well in the art market, leading to his successful introduction to a circulation of commodities more lucrative than poems: works of art. The episode marks the beginning of a series of paradoxical interventions that counteracted the way art functioned as a commodity and unmasked the institutional systems serving its distribution. That was in 1968, the same year that Morgan Fisher produced Screening Room, a film that primarily shows the camera’s path from some location in a certain city to a movie theater in that same city,7 where it finally captures the empty movie screen in order to confront the audience with the highest form of anti-illusionist and meta-critical cinema, a sort of null cinema—projected nothingness, the essence of pure light, which is the condition on which the possibility of any cinema rests. Or, we might say, with the empty and uncharted canvas, the “absolute blank” of the “ocean chart” the sailors in Lewis Carroll’s The Hunting of the Snark stare at, helplessly recognizing that reality is only a construction and so eludes representation.

			Whether the story of this “detour” is true or not, it is certainly helpful because it inspires us to trace certain digressions and their significance in Morgan Fisher’s art and in his theoretical engagements. In the end, everything coalesces into a consistent sequence of reflections and their articulation in a variety of forms. Biographical aspects no doubt play a considerable role: in addition to his studies in art history and filmmaking, there was his work in the Hollywood film industry and, not least important, the disposition instilled in him by his father—an architect who designed a modular panel system for building houses that featured highly sophisticated color coding (fig. 1) and who taught at Harvard, where he headed the Laboratory for Computer Graphics. The latter function fused his early research into computer programming with his interest in the digital representation of systems of color. Howard T. Fisher wrote the preface and several contributions on color systems to the catalogue Color in Art: A Tribute to Arthur Pope, including one that contrasted Arthur Pope’s with Albert H. Munsell’s more widely used color system. The explicit recourse to color systems, modularity, and technical drawing (such as isometric and orthographic projection8) is characteristic of Morgan Fisher’s later paintings, but also, earlier on, of the drawings of film boxes9 and Pepsi cases he created in the 1960s (fig. 2)—when reminiscences of Ed Ruscha and Andy Warhol, of Pop and Minimal art, appear in his work—and of his film installations from the 1970s, where he studies the interplay between space and the apparatus of projection.10 How does Fisher’s engagement with film from 1968 onward relate to contemporary developments, for example in Minimal art?

			Many of my films document their own making. What they document most frequently is the moment of their production, by showing the equipment and the people who are making the film.11

			As a contemporary response in the visual arts to what its champions saw as the anachronism of Abstract Expressionism, Minimal art described in theory, and demanded in practice, the negation of the author and of individual signature styles; the avoidance of composition; serial production; non-narrative formats; the abolition of traditional materials and painterly techniques such as mixing colors on the palette, instead of which they preferred paint straight from the tube, the first readymade, as Duchamp already noted12. This coincides precisely with the terms in which Morgan Fisher writes about his approaches to film as well as, later on, to painting. No medium, no technique or method, is employed without having a sufficient rationale, to begin with the pointed claim that he fundamentally rejects intentionality and relationality.

			The sometimes almost obsessive penchant for systems (of formats, film reels, colors, etc.), for numbers and repetition, is quite methodical: it is based on impersonal and quasi-objective premises and has nothing to do with the author’s subjective mental state. The artist is merely an instrument, serving to perform tasks that are subject to a separate and external system of rules governing techniques and production, tasks that anyone else could perform just as well; which is not to say that this system of rules is not essential to determining the content: the goal is to establish transparency regarding the how. Fisher deliberately avoids making decisions, which instead flow from the internal logic of the object. The goal, in a certain sense, is a sort of positivist truth-claim that reveals how profane and yet complex the things really are on which our perceptions are based, and which manipulations are required to produce such a thing as a Hollywood movie: a gigantic apparatus, endless amounts of footage that need to be cut and montaged in order to create the illusionism of a linear story that is nonetheless an artifact through and through, the product of a deception that, as Morgan Fisher admits, we all like to submit to. To underline this adherence to the rule of “What you see is what you see,”13 most of his films are restricted to a single shot and play out in real time, without any editing—in painting, the flatness of the monochromatic and opaque surface of the canvas, or its (ironic) refraction, serves the same purpose.

			Fisher’s films are exclusively about what you see; there is no metaphoric reference, strictly speaking: they meticulously record and reveal how film functions, supplying a sort of monotonously presented “user’s manual” that highlights the laconic registration of what is happening and its suggestion of objective representation. It is most profitable to not only watch his films but also read his writings.14...
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