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PAINTING PHOTOGRAPHY PAINTING: TIME LINES AND MEDIUM 
SPECIFICITIES 

 
* 
 

I begin with some definitions of “medium,” and some proposals about that old 

concept, medium-specificity, that flow from those definitions: 

medium, n. (Oxford English Dictionary): 

 I. Something which is intermediate between two degrees, amounts, 
qualities, or classes; a middle state. 

 … 
 

II. A person or thing which acts as an intermediary. 
 4. a. An intermediate agency, instrument, or channel; a means; esp. a  
means or channel of communication or expression… 

b. Chiefly in medium of exchange: anything commonly agreed as a token 
of value and used in transactions in a trading system (as in medium of 
circulation, circulating medium)… 

c. Any of the varieties of painting or drawing as determined by the 
material or technique used. Hence more widely: any raw material or mode 
of expression used in an artistic or creative activity. 

d. A channel of mass communication, as newspapers, radio, television, 
etc.; Freq. in pl. as in media.... 

e. Any physical material (as tape, disk, paper, etc.) used for recording or 
reproducing data, images, or sound. 
 
5. a. An intervening substance through which a force acts on objects at a 
distance or through which impressions are conveyed to the senses; any 
substance considered with regard to its properties as a vehicle of light or 
sound. 

b.   A pervading or enveloping substance; the substance in which an 
organism lives; esp. one in which microorganisms, cells, etc., are cultured. 
In extended use: one's environment, conditions of life, or usual social 
setting. 

c. Painting. Any liquid substance (as oil, water, albumen, etc.) with which 
pigment is mixed for use in painting.1 
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The first proposal to make on the basis of these definitions is that no medium is 

singular or autonomous: by definition mediums are go-betweens.  The second proposal, 

which follows from the first, is that mediums exist only in relation to one another, within 

a matrix, and as means of communication, rather than as purely abstract, (self-) reflexive 

entities.  The third proposal is that therefore mediums should not be considered in a 

reductive, but rather in a generative light, as suggested by the bio-logics of definition 5b.  

The fourth is something that we all know but that I would like to consider differently, and 

that is that painting, though last on this list of definitions, has historically been prime 

among such mediums, and prime among them in emphasizing the materiality of medium.  

Fifth and finally, mediums are not only their materialities, but also their histories—their 

histories of thought about medium and materiality.  (This idea is inscribed though not 

directly stated in the O.E.D.’s definitions, for definitions are by definition historical, as 

the O.E.D. is so good at demonstrating, with its etymologies, its many supplements and 

several editions, its “historical thesaurus,” and its attention to obsolete words and senses 

of words.  For instance, not included in the set of definitions given above, is another 

obsolete word, “menstruum,” once an alchemical synonym for “medium,” defined under 

its own heading in the O.E. D., not only as “the menses,” or “a nutritive or formative 

medium, a matrix,” but also as “a solvent…for dissolving metal in the attempt to convert 

base metals into gold (now hist.).  Later also: a liquid used as a vehicle; a liquid 

medium.”) 

So let me come now to the matter of the medium of painting, and ask some 

questions of it, first by looking at four instances of it from the last seventy years or so, in 

reverse chronological order, and then by attending to the several things that have been 
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argued, historically, about the medium of painting.  I start with the most recent instance, a 

painting from 2008 by Ellen Gallagher called An Experiment of Unusual Opportunity 

(fig. 1), after the infamous Tuskegee syphilis experiment conducted on black men by the 

U.S. Public Health Service between 1932 and 1972.2  What it depicts is not that, 

however, but a strange, barely visible deep-sea creature floating in the underwater 

biosphere that the painting makes for it by means of ink, graphite, oil, varnish and sliced, 

stained and glued paper layered in lapidary fashion onto a canvas support. The question 

is, in what sense is this a painting, exactly?  It is as much collage and low-relief sculpture 

as it is painting, made by the actions of the knife more than by the gestures of the brush.  

Yet its museum category is painting, if for no other reason than that it is mounted on 

painting’s traditional two-dimensional support, canvas.  And that it has oil and varnish in 

amongst its binding and finishing materials.  And that it is colored and figural (which is 

to say imagistic), for figure there is, though that figure is barely and uneasily 

distinguished from its ground.  And then it is large and ambitious in theme and facture.  

This is painting in what some (though not I) would call its post-medium condition, by a 

not-white, not-male artist of the post-Minimalist generation, whose work has moved in 

the contrary direction from that taken by white, male and other modernists from the 

beginning to the middle of the twentieth century—which is to say from abstraction back 

towards figuration rather than the other way around.3 

Moving backwards in time, my second instance is Sigmar Polke’s The Computer 

Moves In of 1983 (fig. 2), in the St. Louis Art Museum, made of a combination of 

photographic negative, line drawing, hand-painted raster-dot screen, and a spill of 

manganese (a metallic pigment at once ancient and modern) on pre-printed, partially 
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translucent fabric.4 A white, male, German artist, deceased in 2010, who came of age in 

the years of European Pop, Polke was known for his combining of materials and 

mediums—photographic, digital, textile, draughtsmanly, printerly and painterly—under 

the larger medium-umbrella of painting.  But what does it mean to say that?   The answer 

lies, still, within the institutional definition of painting, as well as in painting’s recent 

history.  Which is to say that “painting” is still considered the primary medium in art 

museums and art schools, the one under whose heading large, ambitious work is made, 

and in which what we might call “material thought” of the first order is understood to 

take place—in which facture and techne are put to the service, not of craft alone or 

technique per se, but of some kind of thinking.  Which also means that hybridity of this 

kind has now come to be seen as painting’s, rather than photography’s, province.  (I 

might also point out that the use of fabric as a ground is consistent with the history of 

canvas, which is of course a textile, while the use of manganese cycles painting’s 

industrial-pigment present back to its cave-painting origins.  The photographic computer 

image and the raster-dot matrix hover spectrally in between, both in the back and in the 

front of the rest, but do not serve as any kind of “binder”—a material or structural 

substrate that binds together—as they would in the digital universe: rather, they serve to 

underline the painting’s heterogeneity.) 

I put the same question, what is painting now?, to a third instance which provides 

a more straightforward, singular answer: Helen Frankenthaler’s Flood of 1967 (fig. 3), in 

the Whitney Museum of American Art.5  Acrylic on canvas, color-field, so-called 

second-generation abstract expressionism by a white female American painter (who died 

one year after Polke did, in 2011), Flood defines the medium of painting, not just 
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according to traditional usage, as a two-dimensional rendering in colored pigment 

suspended in a binder (in this case acrylic polymer emulsion) on a canvas support, but as 

coloristic vividity and pure fluidity, what Luce Irigaray would call the (feminine) 

“mechanics of fluids,” a liquid pour that flows between chance and intention, and where 

one color in its fluid state runs into and influences the contiguous flow of another: indeed 

in this case the painting’s title refers back to the process of its making, and thus binds 

together image and abstraction, the figurative and the literal, reference and reflexivity, 

metaphor and metonymy, if not the visual (the painting) and the verbal (the painting’s 

title) as well.6  

Of course, until her death Frankenthaler remained die-hard in her fidelity to what 

many time-lines would have defined as an outmoded way of conceiving her or any 

medium.  Which brings me to my fourth and final instance—Robert Rauschenberg’s 

Rebus of 1955 (fig. 4), at MoMA, made of oil, synthetic polymer paint, pencil, crayon, 

pastel, cut and pasted, printed and painted papers and fabric on canvas stapled onto 

fabric—and back to the question of painting’s recent history and how it has changed what 

we think a medium is.7  White, male, American, Rauschenberg painted in a Pop way in 

the decade before Pop became the main game in town, when the kind of painting in 

which Frankenthaler specialized was still state of the medium-specific art.  (Just to keep 

my time-lines and generations straight—or rather bent—I note in passing that 

Rauschenberg died in 2008, two years before Polke, and three years before 

Frankenthaler.  What is clear from birthdates, however, is that Rauschenberg, born in 

1925, and Frankenthaler, born in 1928, were of the same generation, while Polke, born in 

1941, and Gallagher, born in 1965, hail from successive generations.  I mention the 



 6 

obvious because of its pertinence to the questions of filiation and development that are so 

endemic to teleological histories of mediums. Except that there is neither development 

nor filiation here, only sibling instances of different practices in a medium, arrayed over 

time.)   

An early “combine,” which is to say “painting playing the game of sculpture,” as 

Rauschenberg’s colleague, friend and lover Jasper Johns put it, or a cross between 

painting, photography, print-making, drawing, collage and construction, Rebus stands as 

exemplary not only of Pop (or pre-Pop) medium-hybridity, but also of the moment when 

the photographic invaded the painterly and began to redefine painting and ultimately take 

over its position as the “cultural dominant” of the contemporary art world.8  This did not 

mean, in the account I want to give of it, that painting had died yet another death (the first 

two supposedly having been in the nineteen-twenties, and before that in the 19th century, 

when Manet, as Baudelaire put it, was merely the first in the decrepitude of his art), or 

even that its purity had become contaminated by a foreign element, but rather that its 

historical medium condition had morphed, that its (coloristic) liquidity had joined in a 

dance with other kinds of (often black-and-white) manu-facture, with the photographic 

leading the way.9  Rather than the death of painting, it was a moment in which painting 

singular no longer led the march, in which painterly purity was no longer to be conceived 

as such, at least by many practitioners, and tended instead to give way to the pluralism 

that is the medium condition of the photograph, despite institutional efforts to corral it 

into singularity.10 

And that brings me, finally, to the history of the discourse of medium-specificity, 

and to the earlier moment from which I originally derived my title, that of Painting 
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Photography Film, which I then converted into “painting-photography-painting.”  Certain 

two-page spreads from the 1925 Bauhaus-book of that name by Laszlo Moholy-Nagy 

visually characterize what had already happened at that earlier time when reports of 

painting’s death had already been greatly exaggerated: which is to say that already then 

painting, rather than dying, had been put under the sign of the photograph (fig. 5).11  

Appearing in a book in which everything—painting, print, photograph, montage, 

construction, projection, cartoon, film, typography—was printed in the same black-and-

white register of the inked half-tone, the photographic reproduction of a print after a 

painting by Moholy-Nagy sits next to a similar-looking, similarly reproduced photogram, 

the two compared as images of abstraction in two different mediums transformed by their 

means of reproduction into one.   

And what of the photograph, in this equation?  Exemplifying the slippery, 

necessarily partial multiplicity of medium-definitions, the photographic mode that 

dominates here is that, not of the camera-made, but of the cameraless image: a (negative) 

image which has facture and physicality, though its facture is by light and shadow while 

its physicality is as indexical and auto-referential as any abstract painting, drawing or 

print.  For Moholy-Nagy’s point about the second term in his three-term paradigm, 

painting-photography-film, was that in order to move forward away from the historical 

condition of painting and towards that of film, photography must shed its pictorial, 

perspective-box, camera-obscura origins and embrace the self-reflexivity of the light-

sensitive surface.12 In every iteration of Painting Photography Film it is the photogram 

that graces its cover, suggesting not only its representation of the term photography, but 

also its dialectical status as the term that ties painting to film, points forward from one to 



 8 

the other, and ultimately represents the “aufhebung” of the one in the other, in which the 

one is at once continued and preserved, transformed and overcome by and in the other.13  

Thus finally, it is the reproduced photogram, standing for the photograph as the middle 

term, that articulates the relationality of each medium to the other, and their existence as 

points of intersection in a matrix. 

It would be only fifteen years after the publication of Painting Photography Film  

that the most famous modernist definition of medium-specificity would see print, in the 

form of Clement Greenberg’s “Towards a Newer Laocoön” of 1940, which took up 

Maurice Denis’s neo-traditionist, abstractionist battle-cry of 1890, “We should remember 

that a picture…is essentially a flat surface covered with colors arranged in a particular 

pattern,” and inserted it into history as an Americanized piece of Hegelian dialectics.14  

Greenberg’s definition of painting, as we all know, was explicitly reductive and purist, 

not to mention optical and disembodied: and according to that definition, painting more 

than any other modern medium was to cordon itself off from other mediums in a way that 

was drastically opposed to the Bauhaus logic of Moholy-Nagy’s argument, but fit to 

describe American work of the then-upcoming generation, whose line of filiation, as 

Greenberg had it, went back, not to another medium, but to French painting of the 1860s.   

According to Greenberg, as we also know, the principal medium against which 

painting had set itself was literature.  Be that as it may, it is to literature that we turn, in 

the French 1860s, to find the earlier premature announcement of the end of painting: in 

the genre of the artist-novel, which had been inaugurated by Balzac’s Le chef d’oeuvre 

inconnu of 1831/7, and in 1867 was updated by the Goncourt brothers in the novel 

Manette Salomon, at least in part inspired by a visit to Manet’s studio.15  Towards the end 
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of that novel about the decadence of painting in what was then the late-coming present, 

yet another definition of painting’s medium-specificity emerges, for there its death-rattle 

is represented in terms of its first elements and most elemental constituents: air, water, 

earth and fire; blood, water, milk, light and gem; solid, liquid and gas; the processes of 

liquefaction and combustibility; the mineral bases of pigments and their alchemical 

possibilities; the often-poisonous ingredients of the painter’s palette as they come out of 

the ground and are transmogrified into incandescence; those pigments’ shuttling between 

pure matter and pure chroma, between brute materiality and ethereal opticality.   

 
At the Louvre itself, in the Salon Carré, those four walls of 

masterpieces no longer seemed to him to shine.  The Salon became 
somber, to the point that it no longer presented him with anything but a 
sort of mummification of colors beneath the paling and the yellowing of 
time... 

He came to the point of no longer being able to conceive of light, 
or to see it, except in its intensity, in its flaming glory, in its diffusion, in 
blinding brilliance, in the electricity of storms, the flamboyance of 
theatrical apotheoses, the fireworks of sleet, the blazing white of 
magnesium.  During the day he no longer tried to paint anything but 
dazzle.  Following the example of certain colorists who, the maturity of 
their talent achieved, lose the strength of their talent in excess, Coriolus 
returned, in these last days, to his first manner, and little by little,... he 
descended ... into that hallucination of the great Turner who, at the end of 
his life, wounded by the darkness of paintings, discontented even with the 
daylight of his time, tried to release himself, in a canvas, with the dream of 
colors, into a virgin, primordial daylight, into The Light Before the Deluge 
(sic). 

He searched everywhere for the stuff with which to strengthen his 
palette, heat up his colors, enflame and make them brilliant.  In front of 
mineralogist's windows, attempting to steal from Nature, to ravish and 
carry off the multicolored fires of those petrifications and crystallizations 
of lightning, he stopped transfixed before the blue of azurite, the blue of 
chinese enamel, the feeble blues of oxidized copper, the celestial blue of 
lapis lazuli, all the way from royal blue to the blue of water.  He sought 
after the whole gamut of red, from mercuries sulfuric, carmine and bloody, 
to the black-red of haemetite, and dreamed of amatito, the lost color of the 
sixteenth century, the cardinal color, the true purple of Rome.  He sought 
after the peacock golds and greens of diluvian pudding-stones, the greens 
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of velvet, the changing, blue-tending greens of arsenic copper, the green of 
the lizard and of feldspar; the infinite variety of yellows, from canary 
yellow to the honeyed yellow of crystallized yellow arsenic and of florins; 
the fiery colors of pyritic copper, the colors of pink or violet stones which 
make one think of crystal flowers. 

From minerals, he turned to shells, to the colorations which give 
birth to tenderness and to the ideal, to all the variations of pink in a 
porcelain fount, from dusky purple to dying rose, to mother-of-pearl 
drowning the prism in its milk.  He sought after all the irisations and the 
opalizations of the rainbow, mirrored in old glass just come out of the 
earth, like pieces of buried sky.  He visualized the azure of the sapphire, 
the blood of the ruby, the orient of the pearl, the water of the diamond.  In 
order to paint, the painter believed he now had need of all that shone and 
all that burned in the Sky, in the Earth, and in the Sea.16 

 
 

The end of painting’s time, as this novel had it, also constitutes its primordial re-

beginning: its deliquescence and dissolution, its descent into chaos, delivers the 

possibility of its re-Genesis, in the image of Turner’s Morning after the Deluge (of 1843: 

fig. 6), with its Biblical topos of the clearing of the skies after the Flood, its self-reflexive 

rendering of painting itself as a matter of churned-up liquid, oily pigment, and colored, 

rainbow-hued light, not to mention its soap-bubble/spin-cycle form, and which in the 

novel serves to allegorize the history of painting as a cycle, rather than a forward-moving 

line.  Here ends are not end-games, but re-beginnings.17  Thus in this novel (in which, 

along the way, a paragone is enacted between the capacities of painting and literature in 

the image and language of color), the Hegelian march towards the Romantic splintering 

of subject, sign and medium, and the aufhebung of all of the mediums in pure spirit, is 

combined with and countermanded by a different, circular (or perhaps spiral) model of 

chronos. 

Before moving forward in time again, let me adduce two even earlier definitions 

of painting’s medium-specificity.  The one, dating from 1766, represents the origin of the 
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modern philosophical discourse of medium-specificity: namely, the older Laocoön, by 

Gotthold Lessing, to which Greenberg’s newer Laocoön referred.18  I mention it to make 

three points.  Setting the verbal and the visual semiotic systems against each other, in 

terms of a now-standard opposition between the temporal and spatial registers, Lessing’s 

Laocoön rendered the differences between painting and sculpture moot by having a 

Hellenistic sculpture stand for the term “malerei.”  Moreover, what Lessing was really 

talking about was not the sculpture itself, but the 18th century version of a photographic 

reproduction—a two-dimensional, black-and-white, linear-syntax print.19  And finally, 

his medium-specificity had no time-line attached to it at all: there was no overcoming of 

one medium in another, or of an earlier sense of a medium in a later one, within the 

forward-moving arc of historical time, which was not yet conceptualized as such. 

Likewise the other of my earlier definitions of painting’s medium-specificity, the 

earliest and the last that I adduce: Roger de Piles’ Dialogue sur le coloris, first published 

in 1673.  De Piles’s “dialogue” advocates for the Titian-Rubens side of the color-

line/painting-drawing “quarrel,” and in so doing defines “coloris,” or the art of coloring 

as the “difference” of painting, in opposition to “dessin,” or design, which he termed the 

“genre” or genus of the pictorial arts.  Relational, cosmetic, feminine, this conception of 

painting would be embraced again, as a key part of the romantic/modern formula, by 

Baudelaire, both in his writing on Delacroix beginning in 1846, and in his Peintre de la 

vie moderne, of 1863.  But at the end of the seventeenth century it was no such thing, for 

it was attached to no time-line.  It was, rather, constitutive of the genus-species dualism 

of pictorial art.  And the coloris model offered what I would argue is a still-useful 
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understanding of medium-specificity as “difference” rather than autonomy, purity, 

ontological essence or “hunted back” self-reflexivity.20 

 (As an aside, let me just remark that that model applies rather well to 

Frankenthaler’s early work, though with a difference, as is clear from her Europa of 

1957—fig. 7—with its reference back to the Titian-Rubens topos of the Rape of Europa.  

Oil on unprimed canvas, this painting enacts the destruction of painting as it was 

imagined by Balzac in Le chef do’oeuvre inconnu, in the image of old Europe and its 

painterly lineage: seduction transformed into violation, illusionistic figuration into the 

devastation—and yet at the same time the recollection—of figure, the fleshy attractions 

of colorism into a raw smear of pink, painterly gesture made over into an ejaculatory 

chaos of flung paint and staining oil, unbound.  Still referential—Frankenthaler’s painting 

is good evidence for the inevitability of allusion at the heart of the anti-figurative 

project—Europa performs the obliterative American move from figuration to abstraction 

in coloristic terms, as violence performed by and on and through the body of a woman.  

What it does not do is imagine that move as reduction, or for that matter disembodied 

opticality: for the end of painting here is bodied forth, quite literally, as a violent new 

beginning, the birth-throes of a new generation emerging from the rapine of the old.)  

I come back to three of my contemporary painters—contemporary in that they 

were all practicing at the same time until very recently—in order to see where all of this 

gets us in terms of the medium of painting, which, if we think of Frankenthaler, Polke 

and even Gallagher as working contemporaneously, is: a field of plural possibilities, 

defined according to praxis—according to the different practices of different artists, 

rather than the essentializing demands of the ontological enterprise of the philosopher, or 
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the teleological, dialectical model of the historian.   In a heterodox, heterochronic 

moment in which what has come to its end is not painting, but the logic of the end-game.  

And in which the medium of painting is not one. 

So I finish where I started, with my three contemporary painters.  First, Helen 

Frankenthaler: whose Warming Trend of 2002 can stand as a marker of the endpoint of 

the trajectory of her oeuvre over the course of some fifty years (fig. 8).  Moving from 

liquidity as a property of pigment matter in the early work, to atmospherics as a property 

of the opticality of color in the late paintings, Frankenthaler’s definition of the medium-

specificity (and time-line) of painting lies in its largely unchanging capacity for the 

allusiveness of colored materiality.  Second, Sigmar Polke: whose Untitled (Square 2) of 

2003, with its mixture of the rasterized and the poured, the abstract and the figural 

gesture, and of paint mediums—gold, oil and acrylic paint—can stand for the late 

moment of his decades-spanning work (fig. 9).  From the irreverence of “Capitalist 

Realism” to the emphatic hybridity of his later efforts, Polke’s definition of the medium-

specificity (and time-line) of painting lies in the fundamental heterogeneity of painterly 

surface and effect, mixed with the generativity of other mediums and media, photography 

prime among them.  Third, Ellen Gallagher: whose Bird in Hand, of 2006, can stand for 

the state-of-the-art point of her flourishing career (fig. 10).  From the incipience of 

topicality in the pared-down Minimalism of her penmanship-paper grid in the earliest of 

work to the multi-medium flowering of figure from that same ground as epitomized in 

Bird in Hand, Gallagher’s definition of the medium-specificity (and time-line) of painting 

lies in the birth of figurative possibility from the materiality of work in this medium 

within a matrix of other mediums.  These, then, are three bodies of work in painting, 
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differently conceived, which, though they began at different times, ended up as 

contemporaneous definitions of the many potentialities of a medium at once singular 

(painting) and plural (painting becoming everything else). 
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