tte of chrome and plastic
Y, ebony, and zebra skin.
encompassed both paleolithic
terms of the development of
as well as ethnically. It was the
the birth of art itself, whether in
n creativity or in the modern nursery
to draw. This is why “primitivism”

-hologists as well as aestheticians (in his
French painter Amédée Ozenfant tried
iger a state of degeneracy or deviance, the
d to psychiatry but had also become
tal psychology. It was “Exhibit A” in the
ofhuman cognitive thought.

own

I-’ATI_ primitif, Bataille summarized Luquet’s
:Hla. Motor enthusiasm drives both contempo-
Hest caveman to produce a random scrawl on
:,mmmwed by the need to find “form” in the world,
%mﬁ;ﬁ:ﬂm "I'ECBgnize”‘ the shapes of objects within this
Will ang | l'umtn lﬂad_s to t.he intention to prod uce such Shd?r:.‘-
i Ve mimetic drive thus begins, first conveying

1503, 1022

I

space of the labyrinth. The child
Titaileag o ‘“‘F“:fmcﬁvefm esbut
i I s » the pleasure of dirtying, Far from di
peari ; ﬂﬁ-'t.hl%' dmcmre drive continues into the mmtam
Phs_"se.-.and as it does 5o it is consistently turned against the drafts-
man -hlms?lf as a form of self-mutilation; for, Bataille points out, m
the paleolithic caves the human effigy is consistently defaced and
deformed, even while animal depictions become more and more
assured. Auto-mutilation, the drive toward lowering or debasing
the human form, is, then, at the core of art: it is not the law of form
(or gestalt) that reveals what took place at art’s beginnings but
rather the sway of what Bataille calls the informe, the “formless.”
“Informe,” Bataille’s little text on formlessness, appeared early
on in the short life of Docunents. It was part of the “Dictionary”
written collectively by members of the Documents group over the
two-year span of the magazine. Reflexive in nature, the text
addressed the very definitions of words. A dictionary, it argued,
should give words jobs rather than meanings, with the job of the
word “formless” being that of undoing the whole system of
meaning, itself a matter of form or classification. By declassifying,
formless would also “de-class” or bring things down in the world
(déclasser). It would break the back of resemblance—in which a
categorical ideal or model is copied, the one always capable of
being distinguished from the other—so necessary to the possibility
of gathering things together in classes: “To assert that the universe
does not resemble anything and is merely formless,” Bataille

concludes, “amounts to saying that the universe is something like a

spider or spit.”

The license to shock

Bankrolled by the art dealer Georges Wildenstein, Docunients \\I.:T
supposed to have been anart magazine. But from the lﬂtl'a[ issue T“L‘
rubric “Fine Arts” was ioined on its cover by those of “Doctrines,
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raphers could be seen as announcing an J[hmlT with Surrea la.r;{ \
own defiant posture, its decision to carry a “license to ahug‘ ]

Indeed, with many former members of the movement having

ibandoned André Breton for the Documents circle—the painter

[

-

André Masson, the poet Robert Desnos, the photographer
lacques-Andre Boiffard, to name three—Bataille’s group was
itself an alternative form of Surrealism, which the historian James
: Clifford has called “ethnographic surrealism.” Like the Surrealists

with their practice of automatic writing, and like the psychoana-

lyst in his use of free association, the Documents ethnographers

demanded that everything should be allowed to surface. Their
Investigations, scientific in nature,
the law of no exclusions; they sh
culture from its highest to its lowest expressions;
the most formless”—should enter
ethnographic classification,

It is exactly at this point, the
argued, that a rift opens within 1)

should operate according to
ould concern everything in a
& everything—
even the world of

French critic Denis Holljer has

Ocumentsitself. For if g ethnog-
raphers thought of themselves a5 being shocking by a.ttend(',g
equally to low and to high, the: i

) g ,thﬂrveryactufattemi i
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ofits power 1o shock, This is because theirs is Precisely tlfe Wi :(m;
ark o

classification, submitting “even the most formless”
ess
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tion (doc¢ umented in Mird’s 1927 pdiming Michellr.:
ot nioi) was to prove fateful for both. |
Faking Miro at his word when he claimed in
vanted to “assassinate” painting, Leiris switched the
« Mira’s dream pictures from Surrealist to formlesg,
his 1929 essay in Documents, he spoke of these works
so much painted as dirtied,” their calligran]maﬁ; di
in his eyes as graffiti. They are, he wrote, “troubling
buildings, tantalizing like faded walls on which :
poster-hangers, allied over centuries of drizze,
mysterious poems, long smears taking louche

like alluvial deposits.”

“Like a spider or spit”

When Bataille also addressed Mir6’s art in Docu
spoke of it as informe. And indeed, during the
entry into this orbit his rage against painting to
making little constructions of objects picked ouf
or of working on collages with nails project
Writing of the few canvases that Miré produc
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nettl, Suspended Bail, 19301 (1965 reconstruction)
B1X36x33.5 (24  14Y, % 13v,)

tricks.” But one cannot kill off art and remain an
Mird, who had practically stopped working, had
decision was to return to painting, but in a corrosive
OVera Documents sensibility in its attack on the

nd on “good form.”
€ase is even more telling in regard to the issue of
-‘m‘.l‘- as a developing sculptor, his attraction to the
St led him at first to the kind of aestheticizing primi-
_ Mmﬂ and the Documents ethnographers abhorred. But
N and Leiris he, t0o, entered the pages of the maga-
#8000 thereafter it the sensibility of the formless. The first

€on this 1, 7
Mantis, jrce ,k Was an attraction to the theme of the praying
]fan 1m

achieyeq Portant incarnation of the attack on form. His

il sﬁjppm;dllﬂmn of formlessness was, however, the sculp-
F N S .

s ‘edBaH, which, ironically, caused great excitement

1 Urrealists when i v

fiuy T W capeq forms—
_‘g‘pmdmurn-i‘k-
g M-like,

U
as first exhibited in 1930 [2].
a recumbent wedge and a cloven ball

fromastrut at the cage’s top—seem to make
= S '€ Cag

of synthesis and ideati , stre:
stead its hetero, us nature and its discontinuity, Soon
after hmarnvalm]’w‘;s in 1928, he became one of tha: féﬁn:ers
and major contributors of Documents, and sided with Georges
Bataille in the elaboration ofa view of Surrealism that ruﬂica]ly
dj;sented from André Breton’s official line, A lifelong anarchist
militant, he enlisted in the Spanish Civil War in 1936 and
returned to France at the victory of General Franco, where he
was arrested and interned by the French government until he
committed suicide ta escape Nazi persecutions,

contact, as the ball appears to swing, caressingly, over the crescent
shape below. This contact seems manifestly sexual since the forms
are so genital in appearance. But the deep ambiguity that descends
on them makes their gender identification a matter of constant
indecision. Vulvalike, the wedge is also coded male, like the phallic
knife that slices across the heroine’s eye in Salvador Dali and
Luis Bunuel's film Un Chien d'Andalow (Andalusian Dog; 1929).
Masculine in its active role, the ball's cleft also pronounces it as
feminine. And the continual crisscross of this play of identification,
itself imitating the metronomic swing of the structure’s pendulum,
results in just that act of declassifying that Bataille had termed the
iob of formlessness. The “impossible” condition that emerges in
Suspended Ball is Hollier’s “absolute exception,” or what Roland
Barthes would call, referring to a similar crossing of gender identi-

fications in Bataille’s pornographic novel The Story of the Eye, a

“round phallicism.”

The important lesson that Suspended Ball delivers is that the
formless is not simply mess or slime. Its cancellation of |ml\l|.|‘|t.|r\
is more structural than that since it involves a voiding of categor IL':-
Such a voiding is operational, ac tive, like the swing of Glacometti s
pendulum, or like the lowering from vertical to horizontal that

‘Dictionary
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i finition wher
Bataille invokes in his definiti

ff its pedestal and bring it down m

knock form o

the formless will
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i Minotaure \1l<llﬂml by Bataille

d ¢ magazine
works reproduced in the magaz

trolled for the most part by Bret ot
frontispiece for the magazine, dis

on) in the early thirties.
e slays the
One of these, made as a

ir photog ) Ly, v 1 IVid Ay g s model so as
Minotaur pholc ‘I\|‘I\. ,with M I ht gnstI L
g

4 L 58 [OTSO W S S 'S yw double as [I €
- ! » arms and chest ne dou
) proc ce a headless torso v hose arr | ¥

borns and brow of a bull {3}, Thus collapsing human and JIH?H.I]
into a single “impossible” category, the seeming headlessness :\T the
human model further mu\hc\ the \lnl\'nl\'.il'd pLI” that goes with a
loss of form. The other work, from Minetaure's first issue, is also a
photograph, again produced with a great precision that 11\:[1\'llhc!c.~h
vields up categorical blur. This is Brassai’s Nude [4), in which the
female body is transgressively shot so as to project itself unmistak-
ably as phallic, once more collapsing gender distinctions in the
manner of Suspended Ball.

Minotaure was the site of a sequence of photoconceptual works
made in a partnership between Salvador Dali and Brassai, all of
which circle around the formless. The Phenomenon of Ecstasy [5],
even while organizing the units of the images into a grid (that is,
into the structure that announces form’s drive toward order and
logic), exploits the idea of a fall from ve

a (hysterical) collapse of upper org

rtical to horizontal and
ans (mouth, ear) onto lower
(1933) displays the tiny

_ masturbatory gestures: bus tickets obses-
sively rolled in one’s pockets, erasers

Kneaded, etc. In the third work, D,
Art Nouveau metro entrances,

ones (vagina, anus). hrvuhurmrySmfpmres
results of unconscious,

or crusts of bread distractedly
ali discusses Hector Guimard’s

lliant theorization
an ally of Bataille’s, who wrote on
Minotaure (1934). Here formless-

3 « Man Ray, Minotaur, 1934

elatin print

4« Brassai, Nude, 1933
Silver-gelatin print

ism seems to be erased, the mantis’s “playing d
yet another notch on the scale of the “impossil
often decapitated in its fights with others, isan-
on its living duties regardless—hunting, laj
nests. Dead, it plays at life. But since among if
was the defense of playing dead, it is assume
would do this, too. Thus dead, it plays atlife
The cancellation of resemblance p
instance of death playing dead. In another,
A be called the simulacrums; Bataille called it
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