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LOTHAR LEDDEROSE
Ten Thousand Things: Module and
Mass Production in Chinese Ant

The A. W. Mellon Lectures in the Fine
Arts, 1998, The National Gallery of Art,
Washington, D.C., Bollingen Series oo
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Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2000, 272 pp., 14 color ills., 261 b/w.
$75.00

Published in 2000 on the basis of his 1998
Mellon Lectures, given at the National Gal-
lery of Art, Washington, D.C., and 1992 Slade
Lectures, given at Cambridge University, Lo-
thar Ledderose’s wide-ranging smudy of the
mass production of art in China over four
millennia is a rare atempl at a systematic
general discussion of a fundamental dimen-
sion of art making in China. It exposes struc-
wral analogies among numerous different
media and shifts attention away from the
more familiar termain of representation and
expression woward the process of art making.
Ten Thousand Things is a most welcome addi-
ton to the general and specialist literare,
stimulating engagement with the author's ar
gument on it own terms and sparking fur-
ther thinking on the neglected question of
the role of systems in art. Ledderose’s book is
not the first work of Chinese an history 1o
identify a single fundamental principle oper-
ative in different media and different periods.
An earlier work in the same vein is Wu
Hung's Monumentality in Early Chinese At and
Architecture (1992), which covers a shorter
time period—only (!} a couple of millen-
nia—but is no less ambitious in s inellec-
tual scope. Comhining the postmodernist use
of heuristic concepts with a Chinese madition
of philological inquiry, Wu sought to define a
specifically Chinese concept of monumental
ity that would provide a kev 1o early Chinese
art on an interpretative level. This approach
thus emphasizes consciously constructed
meaning, embodied in thematic programs, In
contrast, Ledderose directs our attention to a
level of meaning that is not self-consciously
constructed but, rather, s embodied in the
transmission of unquestioned principles of
manufaciure shared by a wide range of me-
dia

Ledderose’s focus on the way objects are
made has traditionally been more common
among European scholars of Chinese art, so it
is also instructive 1o note the differences be-
mween Tem Thowsand Things and two earlier
European atempts at wide-ranging synthesis,
Ludwig Bachholer's A Shont History of Chinese
Art (1946} and William Watson's Siyle in the
Aris of Ching (1974). Different as the narrow
Willlinian formalism expounded by Bach-
hafer is from the idiosyncratic style history
elaborated by Watson, for both scholars the

master concept of style needed only w be
specified culwrally in order to reveal the
deep structural patterns of Chinese ant histo-
ry's development. Bachhofer identifies a de-
terministic succession of stylistic paradigms;
Watson, reacting against this very determin-
ism, identifies paradigms that he sees as re-
current throughout history. Ledderose, of
course, has written widely elsewhere in a siyle
history vein, but here he turns away from
style, Bringing to his argument a constant
concern for the ways in which formal deci-
sions of making are socially embedded, he
proposes instead a principle from within Chi-
nese  artistic  practice—modular  produc-
tion—as the key to a different kind of deep-
structural patern that does not so much
inform the historical development as it re-
flects a fundamental cultural orientation.
From this point of view, Ten Thousand Thimgs,
like Wu Hung's Monumentality, can be said o
participate in the anthropological wrm taken
by historical studies of China in the last
twenty years. Yet it should be pointed out tha
the essentialiring undertones of the argu-
ment hark back to a previous era of Sinology,
Jjust as similar undernones in Monumentality
evoke the ghosts of Chinese Hanxue philal-

oy

Like the earlier works by Bachhofer and
Watson, Ten Thousand Things is not aimed ar
an academic audience alome. In its address o
the interested general reader, it serves as a
marvelous introduction to Chinese visual and
material culture (again the anthropological
turn), ranging far and wide over the land-
scape of Chinese art media and beyond. It
comprises case studies of the Chinese script,
ritudl bronges of the Shang and Zhou dynas-
ties, figurative tomb sculptures of the late Srd
century n.CE (the wellknown terracota war-
riors of the First Emperor), factory-produced
lacquer and porcelain utensils, wood archi-
tecture, printing, workshop-produced reli-
gious icons, and paintings by literat artists of
recent centuries. These individual examples
are presented as variants of a single, general
practice of module systems: “the Chinese de-
vised production systems to assemble objects
from standardized paris. These parts were
prefabricated in great quantity and could be
put together quickly in different combina-
tions, creating an extensive variety of units
from a limited repertoire of components.
These components are called modules in the
present book™ (p. 1),

The analysis in each case is straightforwand,
consisting of a description and analysis, fol-
lowed by a reconstruction of “the tasks that
the makers were assigned or that they set for
themselves” (p. 1). This permits an assess-
ment of achievements that were often quite
staggering in terms of scale, variety, and effi-
ciency. The modular system existed, it is ar-
gued, w make such achievemenis possible. It
should be noted, however, that despite the
nice ring of the book's subtitle, not all of the
case studies offered by the author concern
mass production in the usual sense of the
production of a very large number of prod-

ucts in a concentrated period, in response 10
intense demand. In a number of cases, the
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“mass” was produced slowly, over many years,
in response to sustained low-level demand.
The extreme differential of time is striking. Aq
the two poles—one represented by a large
workforce, diviston of labor, and need for
speed, and the other bv a minimal workforce,
holistic labor process, and an unhurried
pace—we are dealing with entirely distinct
economies of production and models of
efficiency. The beauty of the module is thar
it could accommodate both; it is an impli-
cation of the argument not sufficiently
brought out by Ledderose himsell that this
very feature has been partly responsible for
the ongoing success of modular systems of
production.

The author's enthusiasm, the accessibility
of the ideas he advances, and the erudition
that is worn so lighdy are all that one could
want in an introduction 10 Chinese an and
visual culture, And because the subject of the
ook specifically concerns the making of
things, there is a concrete and accessible start-
ing point for the author's initdation of the
reader into the understanding of deeper cul-
tural patterns. On this level, the specialisy,
oo, will benefit from being introduced 1w
familiar and unfamiliar material from a fresh
point of view, articulated with conviction on
the basis of close observation and long expe-
rience.

Of course, Ten Thousand Things also devel-
ops its argument on a more technical level
directed  specifically toward the specialist.
Here the argument is indissociable from its
structure of presemtation, The book opens
with an extended discussion of medularity as
a principle of production, for which the au-
thor proposes the Chinese writing system as
the paradigm. It concludes with a consider-
ation of the historically evolving Chinese con-
cept of art, as revealed in two very different
practices: art collecting and literati acsthetics,
These opening and closing chapters frame
the demonstration proper, which does not
itself have an overall structure so much as a
subject: that is to say, the argument is essen-
tially the same throughout, with each chapter
repeating the demonstration. In the central
chapters of the book (chapters 2 1o 7), pithy
summaries of key points provide the basic
building blocks of Ledderose’s demonstra-
tion; these are combined with great effective-
ness to build up a larger account of the pro-
duction process involved in a particular
medium. In some chapiers two such accounts
are brought together on the basis of some
proposed similarity, though the hisworical dif-
ferences in those cases are so pronounced
{chapter 4, for example, combines analvsis of
Han dynasty [206 nor-220 ci] lacquer,
brongzes, and silks and of 1 7th- to 18th-century
porcelain) that this reader sometimes felt
they had really been brought together in or-
der to preserve the lecture/chapter as a high-
er-level unit of the demonstration. Be that as
it may, the six chapters combine 1o provide a
cumulative, typologically differentiated dem-
onstration of the argument proposed in chap-
ter 1.

Given the structure of the presemation,
both the opening and closing chapters neces-
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sarily carry great weight, albeit of different
kinds. Effective in their appeal 1o the general
reader, they are less comvincing at the level of
specialist argumentation. As Lothar von Fal-
kenhausen has pointed out, the modularity of
Chinese writing 5 so different from that
found in art and architecture that writing is
less a paradigm for amistic production than a
useful metaphor for modularity in general.'
The use of recurring visual patterns at a level
between the individual brushstroke and the
complete  individual character certainly
makes the characters easier to remember and
provides the writing system with possibilities
of categorization that are exploited by dictio-
naries. Bul this seems o have few implica-
tions for artistic producton, which depends
heavily on the generation of new forms. Al
though the Chinese script has always had the
capacity to generate new characters, a much
more important reason for its success has
been the relative stability of its core corpus of
useful characters. Moreover, in the anisanal
process of writing the writer is essentially con-
cerned with the image of each complete char-
acter. For this reason, handwritten letters of-
ten include idiosyncratic abbreviadons of
characters that obscure the level of the mod-
ular elements and that are not sancrioned by
the conventions of either of the two abbrevi-
ated calligraphic script types, singshu (“run-
ning script™} and cooshy ("grass script”), The
reference to writing, on the other hand, al-
lows the author to introduce his subject in
chapter 1 through a concrete example that
has more extensive cultural implications than
any single artistic medium would have, and
thus to underscore rhetorically his claims for
masdularity as a fundamental pattern of Chi-
nese thinking. The problem remains, how-
ever, that writing—as against calligraphy—is
not art; one arrives at the end of the chapier
with the author’s claims simply rendered
more vivid.

The concluding chapter has a similar dis-
connect between is ambition and its means.
Ledderose here murns his attention to the very
concept of art in China in its historical and
social diversity. Unfortunately, the prism of
modularity has relatively lirtle light to shed on
the matter. The author contents himsclf with
showing, first, that once a given definition of
art existed, it tended o find its place within
contexts of presentation that were organized
along modular lines (the 1726 encyclopedia,
art collections), and second, that even in the
literati arts of calligraphy and painting, which
place a premium on individuality and spon-
tancity, the normative transmission of the an
form occurred through codified stylistic con-
ventions that could be acquired and deployed
in a modular fashion. This is not very illumi-
nating, and as a conclusion 1o the argument,
it proves disappointing. Moreover, if the
book, to the author's credit, is one of the
masl serious inguiries into artisanal creativity
in China that has been attempied, the final
chapter exposes the author's limited view of
that creativity, Concluding Tem Thousand
Things with a discussion of paintings by the
18th-century “Eccentric” artist Zheng Xie, the
author affirms that “for the Chinese literati
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painter, modular systems and individuality
are but two sides of the same coin, Its name
is ereativity” (p. 213). This neat contrasting
of the individualistic literati artist with the
anonymous artisan master of modular sys-
tems leaves me uncomformable, as it assumes
that the (far from total} anonyvmity of arti-
sans prechuded individuality. Here one per-
ceives the internalization of literati think-
ing that is so prevalent among modern
historians of Chinese art that it usually goes
unnoticed,

Ledderose’s account of modular sysiems
proposes five levels of increasing complexity:
element, module, unit, series, and mass, In
his introductory example of the Chinese
script, a single brushstroke is the element, a
component of a characier is the module, a
single character is the unit, a coherent text
exemplifies the series, and the sum of all
existing characters is the mass, Although Ten
Thensand Things is a work of art history, the
modular system is not at all specific to artstic
production but rather o production in gen-
eral above a certain level. It is analyzed here
in terms that could equally well be applied o
nonartistic forms of visual and material cul-
wire; indeed, the book begins with the exam-
ple of the writing system and elsewhere
includes discussions of printing and encvclo-
pedia organization. In consequence, the
reader learns more about what art shares with
other areas of social activity than about the
specificity of art making as a social practice.
This breadth of applicability of the modular
concept s initially impresive, but soon it
sparks doubt; one beging 10 wonder whether
in reality a plurality of different kinds of mod-
ular system was not in play. Even within the
confines of the author's presentation, how far
can writing and an making be equated? Were
encvelopedias really constructed so similarty
1o buildings? What about religious icons ver-
sus literati paintings® Despite Ledderose’s
promaotion of a general model for all these
cases, the differences seem highly significant,
In writing, for example, where individual
characters are the modules that come 10
gether in series (coherent texts), the charac-
ter has a certain autonomy; it can stand alone
as a complete structure. But in the terracota
army of the First Emperor, where Ledderose
proposes body parts as the module and the
complete figure as the series, the body pary
cannot stand alone; only the complete figure
can. The individual cases, in other words,
contradict the fixity of the wemplate that the
author proposes.

The author himself makes very pragmatic
use of his theoretical model a1 some paoinis,
In his analysis of architecture, for example, as
the discussion moves from one level of com-
plexity to another he retains the same analytic
maodel but slots the same elements into dif
feremt positions. Thus, for example, in the
first part of chapter 5 Ledderose defines the
element as the bracketing system comprising
blocks, brackets, and beams, the module as
the bay, and the unit as the building. By
implication, the series is the courtyard, and
the mass, presumably, is the city block, When
he comes o discuss the courtyard on p. 112,

the building changes its s@ius from unit o
module, with the courtyvard becoming the
unit. The implication is that the element
comprises everything up to the level of the
by, the module is the building, the unit is the
couryard, the series is, presumably, the city
block, and the mass is the city. Each compo-
nent has, so 1o speak, moved down one level.
At a later point (p. 115), the analysis shifis
again so that it is city blocks that are described
as working like modules, Missing from the
author’s presentation of his ideas, however. is
any theoretical account of this necessary flex-
ibality in the use of the model. Among the
factors that would have 1o be acknowledged is
the observer position of the art historian as
analyst, The first analysis presumes an ideal
ohserver position within the city, the second
and third a positon outside the city. This
difference corresponds o a second factor
within the analyzed ant form iself: the deter-
mining role of context—that is, the context
established by the particular situation (on the
maodel of Chinese grammar, which deter-
mines the meaning of words according o
situational context). What is needed, in other
words, is a more flexible concepiualization of
the author's model—as an algebraic formula
rather than a fixed (and thus geometric) tem-
plate—that would more convincingly fit the
fluid, situational circumstances of antistic
practice. Such an approach would also bring
the argument closer w the author's percep-
tion that the modular system in China em-
bodies a model of creativity based on the
principles rather than the appearances of na-
ture.

A second place where the formal terms of
the argument could usefully be modified is
the author’s major theoretical claim that, for
the purposes of mass production, the key
level of the five-level model is that of the
module. In some cases the analvsis advances
this claim by shortchanging the series as the
next level up. In the decoration of export
porcelain, for example, it is clear that the
artist’s sense of the overall composition (the
series level) plaved a role independent from
that of his exploitation of the individual mo-
tifs {the module level) in helping to deter-
mine the design. The attention 1w the overall
composition  shows the decorator mentally
putting himself in the position of a viewer/
consumer in order to anticipate the laner’s
needs. But the fundamental dialectic of the
artistic process in which the artisi oscillates
between the positions of the artwork's pro-
ducer and the artwork's first viewer geis little
attention in this book, as if it were possible to
account for mass production solely from the
point of view of the former position: the arti-
san/artist as producer. Against this, one
might argue that the capacity of the anisans
to articulate in the artistic product a satisfac-
tory internal coherence or overall order—the
sont of problem that the Vienna school schol-
ars were so good at tackling—would have
been fundamental in any of the cases that
Ledderose anahzes. One could formulate this
in terms of a larger svstem of checks and
balances, where the algebraic elasticity of the
modular  sywem  narmowly  conceived s



checked by an overall ordering that “fixes™ a
replicable structure, be it wo-dimensional
like a painted design on a plate or three
dimensional like the form of a building. With
this undiscussed and undoubtedly complex
dimension of mass production restored o
view, the author's analysis of ant making in
terms of modularity alone comes 1o appear as
an oversimplification.

As a sdy of a panicular kind of system,
Ten Thousand Things addresses a rarely con-
sidered dimension of an in any culture. Tt
may be useful in conclusion, therefore, o
compare the art historian's approach with
that of another German scholar, the sociolo-
gist Niklas Luhmann, in his 1995 book fie
Kunst der Gesellschaft, published in English
transtation in 2000 under the tite Art as ¢
Sacial System.”® Luhmann’s book elaborates at a
highly abstract level a general theory of art
covering the entire field of operation from
the generation of artistic form to the discur-
sive definition of art by those who write about
it. It is fundamentally a theory of art as a
special form of communication, and its orig-
inality lies in the author's formulation of the
problem in terms of systems theory. Whereas
semiotic theories of communication require
agency and thus some kind of psychic subject,
systems theory approaches all types of com-
munication in cvbernetic terms, at the deep
level of functional structure. Indeed, Lub-
mann approaches subjectivity itself as a con-
scious system tha is functdonally structured by
difference, In analyzing an as a form of com-
munication, therefore, he is able 1o dispense
with the psychic subject as the center of the
analysis. We are a long way from most art
history but not, in one respect, so far from
Ten Thousand Things, which, if it does not
bear the impress of systems theory in any way,
is nonetheless similarly concerned with the
role in an of a system that escapes the subjec-
tivity of its exponent. To be sure, the question
of subjectivity plays a subterranean role
throughout the book in the form of the par-
ticular kind of creativity that, in Ledderose’s
view, is made possible by the modular system.
In their symbiotic relation, modular repeti-
tion and creativity articulate a humanist view
of artistic production that is alien o Luh-
mann's bleaker, but also more rigorous, post-
musdernist approach,

What would be the Luhmannian view of
the module system? Is it an example of what
Luhmann calls an autopoietic system, that is,
a system that is continuously selfgenerating
because the recursive reusability of iis opera-
tions ensures the system's connectivity and
capacity for self-generation? The test lies in
whether one can move away from Ledde-
rose’s nominative definition in terms of con-
stituent levels woward a verbal definition, so 1o
speak, in terms of its constituent operations.
This brings up the issue discussed earlier of
the pessibility of a situational, algebraic adap-
mtion of Ledderose's model, The difference
is berween modules and “modulizing,” and
though in the case of Ledderose versus Luh-
mann it registers the distance between the art
historian’s ultimate attachment to the mate-
rial object and the sociologist's engagement

with functional behavior, there i no reason
why the art historian should not also address
artistic production in terms of function. Seen
in functional, operative terms, modularity
would be an example of a Luhmannian code.
Codes are “binary schematisms thar know
only two values” (in Ledderose, modular fit
and nonfit); they are "mobile structures that
are applied differently from situation 1o sit-
ation” and which “must be formulated ab-
stractly enough to inform every operation in a
given system.™ To think of modularity in
terms of coding has the advantage of its dis-
adhvantage: that is, by radically abstracting the
material dimension of the physical module, it
allows us to see that the influence of modu-
larity on form has a hasis that is not merely
technical but is also conceptual. Even though
the demonstration of this is part of Ledder-
ose's purpose as well, the art historian’s argu-
ment is less incisive, because it concefves the
influence of modularity on form as livte more
than the result of pragmatic technical appli-
cation of a preexisting general principle as a
template.

Ledderose presents a dialectical view of ar-
dstic media, in which they provide the
grounding of any modular system—its condi-
tions of existence—but are also influenced in
their development by modular practices. Sim-
ilarly, artistic forms both provide the modular
system with a vocabulary and, to some extent,
are produced by the system, in line with its
possibilities and constraints. Although this
may seem simply common sense, it is the
particular common sense of the ant historian,
who feels the need to balance the abstraction
of an inferred system with the tangibiliy of
the material object, as a particular form in a
particular medium. Within Luhmann’s sys
tems theory, in contrast, medium and form
cian never be @aken as givens; they are func
tionally produced by the system. His view-
point allows him to see something that the an
historian does not: the fact that medium and
form are functionally linked through the op-
eration of coupling of elemems, A medium s
defined by loose coupling, creating “an open-
ended multiplicity of possible connections
that are still compatible with the unity of an
element.™! Forms, on the other hand, are
created through tight coupling. While forms
are stronger and more assertive than the me-
dium, the medium is more sable, due w i
arsenal of possibilities, In these terms, modu-
larity (or modular coding) operates at the
interface of medium and form and might be
defined as a way of ensuring the transition
berween loose and tight coupling of ele-
ments. If post and beam architecture, for ex-
ample, is considered to be a medium, its ca-
pacity to adapt 1w diverse social functions
derives from the wide variety of couplings of
formal elements that it allows. The specificity
of architectural form, however, depends on
tightly defined relations of elemens. The
modular system, considered as a flexible
code, reconciles the opposing needs of func-
tional adapuability and internal formal coher-
cnce.

As these two examples demonstrate, sys-
tems theory can enrich the study of modular
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systems of anistic production by providing
greater conceptual differentiation and preci-
sion and by helping it 1o develop a more
dynamic understanding. It also alters our un-
derstanding of the social significance of mod-
ular svstems, At various points, Ledderose
presents modular systems as models of, met-
aphors for, and reflections of a modular soci-
ety, It seems Fair (o say that here as elsewhere,
his view is a dialectical one, with the modular
systern not only embodying but also molding
the priorities of social organizaton in China
(order and stability above all). But 1w the
extent that any explanation is offered or im-
plied, it is simply that the modularity of both
anistic production and social organization ac-
tualize a distinctively Chinese mind-set, also
seen in the writing system and the divinatory
system of trigrams and hexagrams, Leaving
aside the evident problem of essentialism,
one is entitled 10 ask whether the mind-set is
not precisely what needs to be explained.
Here, Luhmann’s emphasis on art as a special
kind of communication system s helpful. I
suggests the possibility that the modular cod-
ing of aristic production may not be simply
an unconscious actuzlization of internalized
social values but may also more actively be a
way of communicating information. The key
notion in this regard is rightness or, as Luh-
mann puts it, “doing things right,” in line
with a mechanism of recognition (as against
cognition). "Art accomplishes both a conden-
sation and a confirmation of form, thereby
ascertaining the hidden order of the world,”
Lulimann calls this “the miracle of recogniz-
ability.™ Coding in iself, whether modular or
other, does not ensure the communication of
a rightness that can be recognized. Thar fune-
tion is fulfilled instead by programming, that
is, the assignation of the correct code value,
Whereas the code is stable, programming is
subject to change. From this point of view, it
is clear that one reason why Ledderose’s ar-
gument does not come o terms with the
social significance of modularity is because
itis an argument that privileges coding over
programming. More concretely, Ledderose
is s0 concerned to establish the stability of
modular coding over four millennia that he
neglects the changes at the level of the
programming of correct code values. Since
it is through programming that rightness is
communicated, the communication dimen-
sion of the modular code goes by the way-
side, and the reader is left with vague intu-
itions of a connection between code and
mind-set.

As a pioneering theory of modularity in
Chinese art making, Ten Thousand Things has
the admirable merit of opening an impaortant
discussion that is likely in the long run to
leave the original theory unrecognizable, For
this, and for a much-needed discussion of the
histary of Chinese art in its full sweep, both
original and engaging, the field is in Lothar
Ledderose’s debt.

JOKATHAN HAY if professor of fine arts at the
Institute of Fine Arts, New York University
[Institute of Fine Arts, I Eaxt 785th Street, New
York, NLY. 10021].
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Notes

1. 5ee Lothar von Falkenhausen's detailed review
uf Ledderose's book in Arfibus Asier 60 {2000): 333
48, esp. S39-40,

2 Niklas Luhmann, Arf s @ Social Syabon, rans
Eva M. Knodt (Stanford: Sanford University Press,
20001, It is impossible here o do justice 1o Luh-
mann’s dense and rich anabysis, which has inmumer-
able implicatons for ast hiswory.

3. Ibad., 186, 187, 188

4 Ibid., 1026

5. Thid., 199, 196,

NANCY J. TROY
Couture Culture: A Study in Modern Ant
and Fashion

Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2003, 438
pp.: 150 b/w ills, $39.95

In 1863, Charles Baudelaire located a set of
markers for modernity in the fugitve aspects
of fashion and urged the modern artist "o
extract from fashion the poetry that resides in
its historical envelope, to distill the eternal
from the transitory.”’ Since that date, Baude-
laire’s modernity has been subjected w re-
lentless critical rethinking as discussion about
modernity, modernism, and ther relation-
ship to a recognizably “modern” ant in the
14th and 20th centuries has been profoundly
reshaped by idealogical struggles within, and
without, academic institutions, particularly af-
ter World War 117 Although the concept of
modernism, at least since the 1960s, has pro-
vided a (sometimes controlling) framework
through which to evaluate and assess certain
aspects of 20th-century cultural production,
its exclusions, as Peter Wollen and others
have remarked, have become legendary.” No-
table among those exclusions is fashion, dis
placed from the central position Bandelaire
asaigned it and typically dismissed in domi-
nant accounts of early-20th-century art as, in
Wancy Troy's words, “superficial, fleeting and
feminized™ (p. 2). Marginalized in histories of
modern art, when not ignored alwgether, the
study of fashion has largely been left 1o cos
tume historians (except where artists took up
its design and//or production ), costume insti-
tutes, and museum exhibitions that often re-
inforce a narrow linking of art and fashion
around “garments designed by artsts or
clothing that qualifies as art” (p. 3).°

Since the 1970s, posstructuralism, psycho-
analysis, and gender studies have conributed
impaortant models for exploring fashion as a
cultural and performative expression of the
female subject, as well as a site for renegotia-
tiona of gender and sexual identity. The pub-
lication in 1993 of historian Mary Louise Rob-
erts's groundbreaking esay “Samson and
Delilah Revisited: The Politics of Fashion in
1920s France” exposed the profound ideclog-
ical and political effecs of social debates thar
implicated modern fashion in representa-
tions of gender, sexuality, and pationalism.
Roberts's essay, part of a larger study of gen-
der in post-World War [ France, has in-
formed a number of art historical investiga-
tions into relationships between fashion,
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gender, sexuality, and modernity in Europe
and in Russia during the interwar period,
including recent work by Tag Gronberg,
Maria Makela, Christina Kiaer, myself, and
others® Much of that work on the post=
World War [ period has focused on the 1920s,
when modemn art and modern design shared
a distinct and discernible sylistic vocabulary
and the so-called new woman emerged o
stake out a rerritory that included the repre-
sentation of the modern lesbian, This empha-
sis has tended wo deflect avtention away from
the historical significance of the French cloth-
ing industry and its commercial interests in
shaping discourses of modernity in the pe-
rod before and during World War [, the
subject of Nancy Trov's new book.

Troy's book is not about gender per se,
though gender is everywhere inscribed in the
objects of her investigation, Instead, Troy
maps a set of previously unexplored parallel
structures that existed between modemn fash-
ion and modern art in the years before and
during World War L. The result is a welcome
addition to a growing body of literature that
addresses the discursive role of modern fash-
ion in shaping the cultural landscape of mo-
dernity in early-20thcentury Europe and
North America.” More than thay, in shifiing
the emphasis away from the more easily rec-
ognizable trropes of modernity embedded in a
wide range of artistic and design practices in
the 192(s, it represents a pioneering attempt
to expose a deeper structural relationship be-
tween modern ant and modern fashion dur-
ing a formative period in the consolidation of
vanguard culture.

The title of Troy's book, Coutune Culture: A
Study m Moden Art and Fashion, sitwates her
investigation of an alternative concepiual
model linking the domains of art and fashion
{one mot necessanly accessible through even
a rigorous formal analysia). Setting aside the
conventional linking of artists and couturiers
(Sahador Dali and Elsa Schiaparelli, for ex-
ample), she instead concentrates on the com-
mercial practices of Paul Poiret, the most suc-
cessful leader in the field of innovative
fashion design before World War [, and the
artistic practices of Marcel Duchamp, the “fa-
ther™ of the readvmade. Her intention is to
unveil a logic shared by both modern fashion
and modemn art: the tension between rever-
ence for the unique original and a growing
need for massproduced copies, The contra-
diction that emerges at the hean of the fash-
ion system when the “(supposedly) unique
and auratic object . . . is subjected to the con-
ditions of mass consumption in an industrial-
ized economy” finds a parallel in the problem
faced by the modern artist who embraces
uniquenecss and originality but whose market
depends on establishing the work in relation
1o others like it, and distinct from everything
else (p. 33). For Troy, both fashion and fine
art in the modern period require "an audi-
ence, a discourse, a profile in the public
sphere,” and her interest lies in their forma-
tion and elaboration across a range of cul-
tural practices (p. 335). In her quest to locate
and explicate the sources of these defining
structures, her intellectual journey ranges

widely as she investigates relations between
elite and popular cultures, the professional
theater and the fashion show, the couture
house and the art gallery, the fashion induos-
try's mass-produced panerns and the artdst's
reproductive copies.

The book is organived into four discrewe
but linked chapters that begin with a sum-
mary of the origins of haute couture in
France during the second hall of the 19th
century. By elevating, professionalizing (and
masculinizing) the dressmaking profession,
Charles Frederick Worth transformed the
hxury commaodity into a work of an through
its identification with his signature, parallel-
ing the anist’s tansmutation of material re-
ality into art under the sign of a named indi-
vidual. Despite fashion's growing reliance on
methods and procedures more common 1o
industrial production and distribution than
to traditional art making, the importance of
the couture label, signifving a value based on
exclusiveness, encouraged the couturier w
conceive himself as an “arist.” By 1892, when
Worth was photographed by Nadar in a pose
familiar from Rembrandt’s self-portraits, the
ransformation of the successful businessman
into the great artist had become a model for
a subsequent generation of couturiers—in-
cluding Jacques Doucet, Jeanne Paquin, and
Paul Poirei—who secured their stams as fine
artists and connoisseurs through a series of
strategies that blurred the lines berween art
and commerce and that often included
amassing significant collections of historical
and modern an, Worth, Doucer, Paquin, and
Poiret were all collectors, though at times,
and in ways familiar from the recent excur-
sions of Dennis Kowalski, Renneth Lay, and
other Wall Street moguls into art collecting,
image building appears 1o have trumped per-
sonal taste, as was the case in 1924 when
Doucer, a1 André Breton’s urging, acquired
Pablo Picasso’s Demoiselles o Avignon, a work
for which he expressed lintle interest, or even
liking, for his private collection,

The relation bemween commerce and art in
the vears leading up to World War [ was fur-
ther compounded by Poiret’s reliance on art-
ist friends for graphics and commercial an-
nouncements for his business, as well as by his
staging of a series of elaborate private fetes
beginning in 1911 that secured his reputation
as a modern-day Sileyman the Magnificent
and contributed to his public image as a man
who shaped the taste of his time. Poiret's
patronage in wm expanded the profesional
contacts of the artists he patronized (he was
responsible for launching Raoul Dufy's ca-
reer as a wextile designer), led o his acquisi-
tion of their work for his personal collection,
and resulied in one or two exhibitions a year
in a commercial gallery that shared space
with his business (the exhibition of the work
of Robert Delaunay and Marie Laurencin that
he organized in 1912 was the first large-scale
showing for either). Despite this flurry of ac-
tivity, the following year the couturier baldly
declared, °1 am not commercial. Ladies come
to me for a gown as they go 1o a distinguished
painter to get their portraits put on canvas. |
&M an artist not a dressmaker”™ (p. 47),




