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UVC - ASSIGNMENT 2 

To the assessors 

 

My assignment 2 essay was the first assignment where I applied a structured and academic 

approach. It was well perceived by my tutor. This submission includes the annotated first draft and 

my final edit based on feedback received. I amended the initial assignment essay with corrected 

Harvard referencing and some text adjustments as highlighted under ‘Response to feedback and 

discussion’. 

My preparatory work for this assignment is available on my learning blog (Menu > 

Assignment 2) at: http://ocauvc.stefanschaffeld.com/?cat=12 (scrolling down the page) 

 This submission package is also available on my learning blog at: 

http://ocauvc.stefanschaffeld.com/?p=3625 (Menu > Assignment 2 – top entry)  

 

With best regards, 

Stefan J Schaffeld 

 

  

http://ocauvc.stefanschaffeld.com/?cat=12
http://ocauvc.stefanschaffeld.com/?p=3625
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Tutor Report  

 

Attached my tutor’s formative report with amended bullet points after out tutorial   



 

 

Formative feedback 
  

Student name       

  

 Stefan Schaffeld Student number                    

  

 513593 

Course/Unit Visual Studies 1: 

Understanding 

Visual Culture 

Assignment number           

  

 2 

  

  

Overall Comments  

 This is just the form for you to fill in after the video tutorial. 
 

 

Assignment 2 and 4 Assessment potential 

 

I understand your aim is to go for the Degree and that you plan to submit your work for 

assessment at the end of this course. From the work you have shown in this assignment, 

providing you commit yourself to the course, I believe you have the potential to pass at 

assessment.  In order to meet all the assessment criteria, there are certain areas you will need to 

focus on, which I will outline in my feedback.  

  

 

Feedback on Assignment   

Just a couple of extra points to think about before the tutorial: 

I think this is a good piece of work that shows you have a good grasp of the underlying ideas 
relevant to the assignment brief. 

• Writing an essay is also a conscious decision to leave parts or arguments out e.g my 
reference to Barnett Newman’s Wild, 1950 that I explored more in my preparatory 
work but mentioned just briefly in the essay. 

Did you think about why he called the piece Surrogates?  Do you think it relevant to your 
discussion? Does it add anything to our understanding of the piece? 

 I thought about it and researched the conception in the preparation for the 
assignment – available from: http://ocauvc.stefanschaffeld.com/?p=1053 (under 

http://ocauvc.stefanschaffeld.com/?p=1053


research) 
Findings: Surrogates as dominator for sign; sign for painting and total quality of 
paintings; representation as arbitrary object; substitute aka Imitation; picture-
objects; literal content as its own depiction, signifier standing in the place of social 
relations; objectifying in a displaced way, absence of content brings the viewer’s 
attention to the meaning of content in general; fake, a place-holder, facilitating 
engagement and discourse; placeholder for all framed objects e.g. family 
photographs, a certificate of merit; satirizing painting as fetish commodity).  

 Relevant for my essay is the meaning as sign of totality of painting and as 
placeholder for social interaction, personal experience in a gallery and the self-
referentiality that falls back to the viewer. In summary, I do believe that the title does 
not add that much into the way the work is perceived. In this sense, the title could be 
regarded as a self-referential title. 

How much do you think these works are a critique of Modernist thought and how much an 
affirmation of Postmodernist thought and/or are these the same thing? 

 Although McCollum’s intention was based more on consumer attitude and 
relationship of pictures with commodities (from primary sources), the intentionality of 
the author is replaced by the perception and reception of the work at a time by the 
audience. Surrogates are both an illustration of Modernist thought as well as 
breaking with it into the realm of generic art (embracing sculptural elements e.g. 
mould casting). It is also a Post-Modernist reflection as it places the aspect of sign 
and subjectivity of viewer’s perception into focus.  

 Further remark (embracing knowledge from part 3): In context of Post-Structuralism: I 
would consider Surrogates as fitting into the following Peirce sign class II.4. (Noth, 
1995, p.45): ‘sinsign’ or token related to representamen, ‘index’ in relation to the 
object (considering that the picture element is hand painted), ‘dicent‘ related to 
interpretan’ as it is neither true or false, it can be seen as a painting of just as a 
placeholder, copy  
(my reading: Surrogates as representamen, totality of pictures as object, personal 
experience as gallery goer as interpretant) 

We need to briefly tough on assignment length. See below under ‘essay’ 

• Question in which place to put my own position on the assignment brief and related 
work => Best in separate blog entry as overall learning and personal interrogation of 
with the subject matter. 

• Frame and its relevance to pictures. McCollum relates his Surrogates to the totality of 
pictures, not explicitly to paintings as it is often related to. In my essay I argued of the 
contemporary relevance of frames in painting (often presented unframed). Whereas, 
in photography the frame is a key aspect of photographic critical theory. Photographs 
exists only in relation to its delineation. Further questioning the relationship of 
photography as medium. 

 

Feedback on Coursework 

• Exercise works not discussed, no questions from my end 

• Question on how to handle the course-reader: Written from a post-post-modernist 
perspective and more relevant for current topics. Struggling on finding relavant 
articles to coursework. Best to keep it open and flexible and look inside when the 
occasion occurs. This also relates to the question which direction Visual Studies in 
general will go and which place it will take – not answered yet.  



  
Sketchbooks 

• No sketchbook but rather use of notebook, kind to scrapbook with images and 
annotations. Some pages copied into my blog. This approach is quite appropriate. 

  

Research 

• Considered as deep exploration of the topic in question 

• Discussion around Greenberg and Modernism and which ‘Greenberg’ one should 
relate to (the earlier to the later one). Typically, in context of Modernist art the 
agreement is to refer to the ‘Greenberg’ of High-Modernist Art (1950-60) 

  

Learning Logs or Blogs/Critical review/essay 

• My exploration the subject matter and handling of my blog was appropriate and 
effective. Overall, good and easy to navigate through. 

• Word count an issue: should stay typically within +/- 10% of target word count. My 
essay had total word count of 2279 (target of 1500). One can deduct direct citations. 
My net count without direct citations (section header quotes and inside of text = 239) 
is 2040. What makes it 390 above incl +10%. Direct citations should not count more 
than 10% of total, my percentage of direct citations: 10% 

• Referencing own preparatory work: Better to keep those aside in the blog under 
research and reflection and not to refer explicitly in the essay  

• It is good to keep a general reader in mind, not the assessors. Also good idea to 
post for critique in the discuss forum. 

• Question on how to place my essay writing learnings e.g my rationale what I left out 
and where I out focus on can be answered that best to keep in in the blog under 
specific category ‘Reflection’. Important to get an insight on my learnings throughout 
the course from a meta-perspective. 
 

  

Suggested reading/viewing 

• One aspect that I couldn’t answer yet on why and what makes galleries more and 
more to present pictures in clusters at the wall. Various sizes. On the one hand it 
resembles to me like an appropriation of Surrogates. As this relates to my personal 
artistic work I put this up in the Discuss forum for further discussion. Another 
perspective is to relate this in context of social media and the way images are 
presented as galleries on smartphones or tablets. An example discussed from art 
history is Rubens Samson and Deliha where the artist painted the light source from 
the bottom foreseen the place of instalment above a fireplace in a home. This kind of 
referentiality of realities are quite contemporary. 

  

  

Pointers for the next assignment 

https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/peter-paul-rubens-samson-and-delilah


● Reflect on this feedback in your learning log/blog. 

● Find my perspective on Plato’s allegory of the cave in context of Post-Modernism or 

even Post-Post-Modernism 

●   

 

  

  

Tutor name  Peter Haveland 

Date  05/07/2017 11/07/17 Stefan J Schaffeld 

Next assignment due  08/06/2017 
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Tutor annotated assignment essay 

 

Attached my first draft essay with tutor’s annotation  
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UVC - ASSIGNMENT 2 

  

Allan McCollum ‘Plaster Surrogates’:  

Look at Allan McCollum’s work Plaster Surrogates and explain its  

Relationship to Modernist Art and Theory 

 

 

Assignment Task: Look at Allan McCollum’s work Plaster Surrogates shown at the 

beginning of this chapter and explain its relationship to Modernist art and theory. 

To address this question, you should first familiarize yourself with the work by looking at the 

different ways it is displayed in a gallery. Also give due consideration to the title as well as 

the medium and the way the individual elements are formed. Key to understanding the work 

is the term ‘monochrome’ – in what ways have artists before McCollum produced 

monochromes. 

Also consider what is meant by the distinction between a monochrome and a blank canvas. 

Some artists to look for: Kasimir Malevich, Alexandr Rodchenko, Barnett Newman, Ad 

Reinhardt, Robert Rauschenberg, Yves Klein, Robert Ryman, Agnes Martin and Allan 

McCollum. 

Thierry de Duve’s essay ‘The Monochrome and the Blank Canvas’ is an important text 

though also a rather demanding one. (1500 words) 

Figure 1 - Allan McCollum, Collection-of-forty-plaster-surrogates, 
1982 - (McCollum, 1982/4) 



Stefan J Schaffeld #513593 
UVC- Assignment 2 

 

Page 2 of 13 
  

 
Table of Contents 

INTRODUCTION: THE VOID AS A SPATIAL EXPERIENCE FOR RENEWAL OF 

ART ......................................................................................................................................................... 3 

‘PLASTER SURROGATES’ AS REFLECTION OF MODERNIST ART ....................... 3 

‘PLASTER SURROGATES’ AS ILLUSTRATION OF LITERALNESS AND 

OBJECTHOOD TOWARDS AN END OF PAINTING AND CREATION OF GENERIC ART 4 

‘PLASTER SURROGATES’ AS EXTENSION OF A STAGED ILLUSIONARY 

EXPERIENCE OF REALITY ............................................................................................................. 7 

‘PLASTER SURROGATES’ AS A SIGN FOR MASS-CONSUMED CULTURAL 

PRODUCTS AND THE MYTH OF PAINTING ............................................................................... 9 

CONCLUSION: THE VOID AND A NEW BEGINNING ................................................ 10 

 

 

FIGURE 1 - ALLAN MCCOLLUM, COLLECTION-OF-FORTY-PLASTER-SURROGATES, 1982 - 

(MCCOLLUM, 1982/4) ................................................................................................................................ 1 

FIGURE 2- REALITY OF ART - © STEFAN J SCHAFFELD, 2017 - (SCHAFFELD, 2017) ........................... 7 

FIGURE 3 - ACE HOTEL MURAL BY TIMOTHY GOODMAN - (GOODMAN, 2017) ................................ 10 

  



Stefan J Schaffeld #513593 
UVC- Assignment 2 

 

Page 3 of 13 
  

 

Introduction: The void as a spatial experience for renewal of art 

Art does not reproduce what we see. It makes us see. 

- Paul Klee (1879-1940)   

 

Allan McCollum's 'Plaster Surrogates' can be seen as a critique and satire of 

Modernist art and a reflection on a myth of painting related to its precious originality of art. 

This essay will argue that McCollum is addressing those questions in a formalistic approach 

reflecting his roots in Modernist terms. It will also show how 'Surrogates' are an illustration 

of the literalness of form, shape and space towards generic art of objects alongside a shift in 

experience of reality. McCollum's ‘Surrogates’ of mass-produced serial objects, reflecting an 

estranged modern cultural life of commodity consumption, can be experienced through a 

staged installation spectacle in a gallery space. The ‘Surrogates’ are a reflection on the 

Modernist self-referentiality and self-criticism that returns the question of authenticity to the 

viewer. The question whether contemporary painting can fill the 'void' that the 'blank canvas' 

denied will be discussed from today’s perspective and attitude towards originals of painting 

and art as enabler for a critical discourse. 

 

‘Plaster Surrogates’ as reflection of Modernist Art 

 

A 'look of the "void". A monochromatic flatness that could be seen as 

limited extension and different from a wall automatically declared 

itself to be a picture, to be art. – Clement Greenberg, 1967   

 

Peter Haveland� 6/7/2017 12:18
Comment	[1]:	Good introduction 
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McCollum's 'Surrogates' can be seen as a formal reflection on Modernist Art in a 

Greenbergian sense. Point of departure are C. Greenberg’s criteria expressed in his essay 

‘Modernist Painting’ (1967) of a self-critical attitude and a ‘self-definition with a vengeance’ 

(Greenberg, 1995b, p. 86) stressing the limiting conditions of each discipline of art and 

rejecting any depiction of illusionistic spatial realities. With that each discipline would 

achieve quality in ‘purity’. For painting this meant to embrace ‘two constitutive conventions 

or norms: flatness and the delimination of flatness’ (Greenberg, 1992, p. 131). While 

emphasizing opticality and negating tactile associations specific for sculpture, the paintings in 

the first half of the 20th century, from Cubism till Post Painterly Abstraction, were much 

guided by those principles.  

Mc Collum’s ‘Surrogates’ as replicas of framed pictures do appropriate those limiting 

conditions formally and literally, consisting of frame, mat and a black picture portion as 

‘paradigmatic structures’ (Wilmes, 1988). Nevertheless, McCollum’s single pictures of the 

‘Surrogates’ do stay within the cultural convention and formal response to the shape of a 

framed canvas. All what is does it to emphasize the literalness of a picture. How could the 

limiting convention of shape be overcome and how could those limitations be ‘pushed back 

indefinitely –before a picture stops being a picture and turns into an arbitrary object’ 

(Greenberg, 1995b, p. 90). The question of painting of art versus the notion of being 

considered a mere arbitrary object, an aesthetic question of art versus non-art, were at stake. 

A question that was not answered yet. 

 

‘Plaster Surrogates’ as illustration of literalness and objecthood towards an end of 

painting and creation of generic art 

I have covered all of you with a square and without me you will not get 

out of it. - Kazimir Malevich 

Peter Haveland� 6/7/2017 12:22
Comment	[2]:	All good points 
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As stated above, the black picture portion in the ‘Surrogates’ rejects any illusion of 

form, composition or any references to artistic manual interrogation. The ‘Surrogates’ are an 

expression of a ‘void’, an ultimate emptying of the canvas from illusionistic naturalness, 

optical illusion of figure and ground, and subject matter. They stand in a tradition of 

Modernist ‘Monochrome’ paintings. Starting with Malevich’s suprematistic ‘Black Square’, 

1915 and the artist notion of an iconic ‘tabula rasa’, as spiritual freedom and expression of 

‘purity’ by its placement in the upper corner of a room (Malevich, 2003, p. 293, Tupitsyn, 

2017) towards the culmination in Ad Reinhardt’s black ‘Abstract Paintings’, 1960-66 as the 

total negation of subject matter, form, composition, colour, contrast, gestures and any 

external references beyond the pictorial plane (Collings, 2000, p. 156). These and other artists 

like Frank Stella, Robert Ryman, Sol Le Witt, Daniel Buren had ‘replenished painting with 

quintessential, non-illusionistic forms of self-referential content.’ (Rorimer, 1989). 

Furthermore, monochrome paintings were continuously been exhibited as series of works at 

gallery walls, seeking for the viewer’s attention of its overall presence and to subtleties of 

variations.  

Accordingly, the negation was still restricted to literal conventions of painting based 

around an ultimate blank canvas that made Greenberg to conclude ‘thus a stretched or tacked-

up canvas already exists as a picture’. (Greenberg, 1995a, p. 131). We can see how the ‘blank 

canvas’ turned into the black picture portion, the void of the ‘Surrogates’, as if to illustrate 

the idea, while still adhering to the convention of the black ‘monochrome’ paintings. 

Nevertheless, the ‘Surrogates’ are not flat paintings, they are ‘bas-reliefs’, moulded, 

casted, manual painted. What seems like another illustration of Greenberg’s statement that 

artists ‘go from painting to coloured bas-relief’ (Duve, 1990, p. 258). 

Peter Haveland� 6/7/2017 12:25
Comment	[3]:	good 

Peter Haveland� 6/7/2017 12:30
Comment	[4]:	My immediate thought is along 
the lines of, “Yes but, Surrogates comprises of 
a number of illustrations, representations or 
whatever, of framed blank canvases; is this the 
major distinction from the others?  Maybe you 
will address this later. 

Peter Haveland� 6/7/2017 12:32
Comment	[5]:	This may well be an important 
point 

Peter Haveland� 6/7/2017 12:33
Comment	[6]:	How can we see this? 

Peter Haveland� 6/7/2017 12:36
Comment	[7]:	Is it not important that there is a 
cross over her between painting and sculpture 
and wouldn’t Greenberg have rejected that 
crossover? Didn’t he argue against the mixing 
od disciplines? So is this a part of the critique 
of High Modernism in the work under 
discussion? 
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In short, critiques like Douglas Crimp were proclaiming the end of painting. And 

Arthur C. Danto extended this view in expressing that ‘the narrative of modernism was at an 

end’ (Danto, 1997, p. 142). The end was rather an end of a separation of medium-specifity by 

art disciplines and the evolvement of 'mixed media' approaches. The trouble with Modernist 

painting around Greenberg’s argumentation was its articulation as problem-solving activity 

for basic ‘literal’ problems.  

In view of this, we need to look at a larger scale beyond individual disciplines and 

with an extension into the third dimension: Minimal Art was evolving with new spatial 

experiences built around the relationship of objects (the art object) and subject (the viewer, 

the beholder). A spatial experience that was already partly present in Malevich ‘Black Square’ 

and Ad Reinhardt’s way of installation. The literal interpretation of shape, awareness of size, 

‘wholeness’ and extended spatial experience, was what Michael Fried called the 

‘objecthood’(Fried, 1998) and Greenberg ‘the conditions for non-art’ (Greenberg, 1995c, p. 

254) 

Therefore, in embracing ideas from Minimal Art the 'Surrogates' can be seen as the 

embodiment of shape as spatial experience and as a development towards ‘generic art’, un-

mediated by the convention of a specific medium (Duve, 1990, p. 249). This implies the 

question of formal aesthetic judgement of art or non-art that found a different perspective in 

Joseph Kosuth’s statement when ‘one begins to realize that art’s ‘art condition’ is a 

conceptual state.’  (Kosuth, 2003, p. 857). ‘Art as idea’, that goes back to Duchamp’s 

readymade of his ‘Fountain’ that he submitted 1917 for an institutional jury approval for 

exhibition. 

In other words, McCollum’s ‘Surrogates’ do relate with the blank canvas and the 

readymade. The multiple variants of objects, ‘picture-objects’ as generic art objects, and as 

the expression of an idea of a ‘sign for the totality of pictures’ (Wilmes, 1988). The 

Peter Haveland� 6/7/2017 12:38
Comment	[8]:	This moves towards an answer 
to my comment above. 

Peter Haveland� 6/7/2017 12:39
Comment	[9]:	good 

Peter Haveland� 6/7/2017 13:04
Comment	[10]:	I like this. 

Peter Haveland� 6/7/2017 13:05
Comment	[11]:	I think this is right 

Peter Haveland� 6/7/2017 13:06
Comment	[12]:	Perhaps but is this relarionship 
a simple one? 
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individual picture was not important any longer. So how could one experience a ‘totality of 

pictures’? This question and the importance of the gallery space will be addressed next. 

 

‘Plaster Surrogates’ as extension of a staged illusionary experience of reality 

  

If anything, and everything can be intuited aesthetically then anything 

and everything can be intuited and experienced artistically. If this is so, 

then there turns out to be such a thing as art at large: art that is, or can 

be, realized anywhere and at any time and by anybody."  - Greenberg, 

1975 (Duve, 1990, p. 300) 

 

Experience of pictorial reality in painting was once considered as the window to the 

world. This perception changed with the turning point of ‘Monochrome’ painting as the 

ultimate self-referential experience of a painted surface as itself. The ’zero base’ of reality 

perception shifted outwards with Minimal Art and Conceptual Art towards the physical space 

of an exhibition room as spatial experience of art objects  An experience of the room that Sol 

Le Witt stated as the space of a ‘complete entity – as one idea’ (Rorimer, 1989). 

 

Figure 2- Reality of Art - © Stefan J Schaffeld, 2017 - (Schaffeld, 2017) 

An example of the extension of the pictorial space from its inner relations moving 

outwards and embracing the exhibition space was already a matter of discourse in Barnett 

Peter Haveland� 6/7/2017 13:09
Comment	[13]:	I am not so sure, how about 
the idea that is was the invention of 
photography that put an end to the necessity of 
pictorial reality in panting? 

Peter Haveland� 6/7/2017 13:14
Comment	[14]:	Does this mean that the 
answer to the question, “What is art?” is, “Art 
is what you see in art galleries.”?  
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Newman’s painting ‘Wild’, 1950 and the question of the impact of a frame around a painting 

on its spatial perception (Allan, 2013).  

In conclusion, the presentation of McCollum’s ‘Surrogates’ in a gallery space (Figure 

1) can be related back to key concepts of Minimal Art around ‘objecthood’, the Gestalt and 

its presence that demands the viewer to take the objects into account. Michael Fried criticized 

this as a staged and theatrical situation as it ‘distances the beholder not just physically but 

psychically’ in a ‘non-personal or public mode’ (Fried, 1998, p. 154) McCollum actually 

embraced that notion of theatricality, appropriated and satirized it with his ‘Surrogates’. His 

intention was to ‘turn the gallery into a sort of stage set, with props that stood for painting’ 

(Dellinger, 2013). We can see how this is putting Fried’s fear that ‘art degenerates as it 

approaches the condition of theatre’ (Fried, 1998, p. 164) not only in a new cultural context. 

Moreover, it also questions Greenberg’s differentiation between aesthetic and non-aesthetic 

context (Duve, 1990, p. 294).  

Nonetheless, the ‘Surrogates’ do develop ‘in the context of specific exhibition 

conditions’ (Wilmes, 1988). The installation of the ‘picture-objects’ presents kind of paradox 

experience for the viewer. Contradicting a conventional absorptive look at individual pictures, 

the distancing and alienating effect of the ‘void’ and meaningless of individual objects is 

falling back onto the viewer as a self-reflective and self-referential experience (Figure 2). 

Particularly, Andrea Fraser’s performance as a spectacle of seeing can be considered as a 

self-critical reflection of McCollum’s work and an open discourse with the audience of 

today’s cultural context of mass consumption of art as commodity (Fraser, 1991)  

Alternatively, one can state that the spatial experience in a gallery space is a 

controlled environment, mediated through artists and institutions. The question would be 

what happens in other, less controlled contexts? 

 

Peter Haveland� 6/7/2017 13:15
Comment	[15]:	Do you think this point needs 
more discussion here or is the point self 
evident? 

Peter Haveland� 6/7/2017 13:16
Comment	[16]:	Do you think that this is 
evidence, if any were needed, of Fried’s 
adherence to Modernist ideals? 
Peter Haveland� 6/7/2017 13:16
Comment	[17]:	Agreed 

Peter Haveland� 6/7/2017 13:17
Comment	[18]:	Exactly 

Peter Haveland� 6/7/2017 13:18
Comment	[19]:	Good points 

Peter Haveland� 6/7/2017 13:32
Comment	[20]:	Are you thinking of her work 
in general or a particular work? I am assuming 
you are referring to May I help you? And the 
reference would seem to confirm this but 
perhaps you shold make this clear here. 
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‘Plaster Surrogates’ as a sign for mass-consumed cultural products and the myth of 

painting 

It's better like that, if you want to kill a picture all you have to do is 

hang it beautifully on a nail and soon you will see nothing of it but the 

frame. - Pablo Picasso 

 

McCollum are addressing the changing cultural context of mass- production and its 

questioning the notion originality that came along commodity consumption. His reflection 

through the ‘Surrogates’ as imitation of painting and thus ‘sign for paintings’ is aiming at 

ridiculing the sense of originality and authenticity through serial production of moulded 

variants of picture-objects. He wanted to ‘devalue the mystic’ (Art21, 2010) of the artist and, 

being annoyed by limited editions, he copied the cultural mode of production and 

consumption analogue to advertisement. As a result, he confirmed Walter Benjamin’s notion 

that the original is not important any longer (Danto, 1997, p. 144). Consequently, all could 

move further into imitations of pictures with a sense of hyperrealism, simulation and 

distancing effect as Baudrillard expressed it 1976 (Baudrillard, 2003).  
Peter Haveland� 6/7/2017 13:22
Comment	[21]:	Good points 
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Figure 3 - ACE HOTEL MURAL BY TIMOTHY GOODMAN - (Goodman, 2017) 

Thus, Picasso’s words of ‘killing a picture by seeing eventually only the frame’ would 

be actualized and the end of painting history. Alternatively, the attraction of original painting 

and art is not disappearing. The sense for aesthetic authenticity of art originals while visiting 

galleries and museums do through ‘the purely formal aspects of the art (which is, after all, 

often very beautiful) offer the sole pleasure of viewing’ (Wolff, 2005). It is also evident that 

McCollum’s idea of de-valuing art through mass production is ultimately not happening (yet). 

Value of art is estimated by collectors, not the artist, though mediated through institutions and 

mass-media.  

Notably, and kind of irony, the ‘Surrogates’ are produced with an ‘original’ master 

mould. McCollum could have truly embraced the readymade through making the ‘Surrogates’ 

from stock frames from a department store.  

To conclude, the frame as sign for painting is therefore a myth, based on cultural 

conventions, and nowadays an empty form with less meaning when more contemporary 

paintings are presented without a frame. Nevertheless, McCollum 'Surrogates' as critique and 

sign are going to be appropriated further, as another sign for commodity and ‘refilled’ with 

arbitrary picture contents (Error! Reference source not found.) 

 

Conclusion: The Void and a New Beginning 

This essay highlighted the influences of Modernist Art and Minimal Art on 

McCollum's serial work 'Plaster Surrogates'. References to the 'blank canvas' as the void to 

fill in and underlying art theories placed the work into context of generic art. 

McCollum’s work appropriates and illustrates Modernist Art through a formal and 

literal approach. A critical reflection on mass-consumption and questions of originality is 

emphasized through a serial production of the picture-objects. Seeing the cluster of 

Peter Haveland� 6/7/2017 13:24
Comment	[22]:	Do you mean ‘value’ or do 
you mean ‘price’ and are they the same thing 
or not? 

Peter Haveland� 6/7/2017 13:25
Comment	[23]:	How would this have differed 
from what he chose to do? 

Peter Haveland� 6/7/2017 13:27
Comment	[24]:	Perhaps true for painting but 
imcreasingly important in photographic critical 
theory. 
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‘Surrogates’ in a gallery environment keeps the viewer of a staged spectacle at distance and 

rejecting a deeper connection with individual pieces. Besides, the void that opens up 

encourages the viewer for a deeper interrogation as a self-reflective experience. Though the 

‘Surrogates’ are representing a sign for the totality of pictures as imitations, they are not 

prohibiting a desire to see art work as originals in order to experience its presence. The idea 

of ‘Surrogates’ as commodity product is being appropriated further in other areas.   

The conclusion based on the sources covered in this assignment essay do suggest that 

the ‘Surrogates’ can be seen as illustration of the Modernist self-referentiality and self-

criticism that returns the reflection of context back to the viewer. It may be that not all 

questions have been answered considering that the ‘Surrogates’ were made long after Post-

Modernism was 'declared’ and other theories might be relevant in understanding different 

perspectives of McCollum's serial produced art objects. 

 

(Total word count: 2279)  

Peter Haveland� 6/7/2017 13:29
Comment	[25]:	Good conclusion. 
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Response to feedback and Discussion  

 

My initial reflection on tutor’s feedback is available on my learning blog (Menu > Reflection 

on Journey) at: http://ocauvc.stefanschaffeld.com/?p=1451 (2017/07/13). 

---- 

Based on the positive feedback received and with further reflection on how to improve my 

assignment essay, I considered besides corrected spell check errors and Harvard referencing the 

following points in my final edit. 

• Added explanations to my reference to Barnett Newman’s Wild, 1950 (explored in 

depth in my assignment preparation, at: http://ocauvc.stefanschaffeld.com/?p=1045 

• Clarification on Andrea Fraser’s performance work ‘May I Help You’. 

• Expanded argumentation of meaning of sign of the totality of painting  

• Expansion on meaning of frame and frames 

• Considering the notion of the ‘end of painting’ in relationship to monochrome and 

photography. 

• Length of essay: I reviewed my overall length of the essay in order to keep within a 

reasonable target count of 1500. 

Additionally, I found some questions related to McCollum’s work relevant, but it would 

exceed the scope of my essay argumentation. Those topics are summarized in the following. 

Value of art in context of McCollum's notion to critique 'high art' or is price and what is the 

difference? 

• Value of art:  

McCollum himself referred to 'affordability by the mass', a question that could be argued 

either as critic of commercial exchange value dictated by a neoliberal marketplace and 

value given by collectors. Or, one could consider it as institutional critic in a sense of 

mystification and commodification through reception in art spaces. A question that I 

discussed more in my assignment 4 essay. In a digital and often considered a de-

materialized world we do face today the value of art in multiple aspects: relational art, 

performance art, and last not least as video art. Areas of art, where the material value is 

http://ocauvc.stefanschaffeld.com/?p=1451
http://ocauvc.stefanschaffeld.com/?p=1045
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diminished, and documentation and cultural context at large plays a major role in defining 

value. 

 

• McCollum’s work as an affirmation of post-modernist thought:  

In context semiotics as described by Saussure and Peirce as well as deconstruction 

conceptions of post-structuralism, I could argue that McCollum’s Surrogates are not only a 

sign for painting specifically but could be seen as a critic of external reference and 

signification of art in general. Traditionally, paintings did represent an external reality, and 

with Greenberg’s conception of Modernism painting turned inside, and external references 

were replaced by a focus on internal relationships (shapes, colors etc.) Moving beyond that 

referential conception and with the raise of Minimalism, the positioning of the art as object 

within the surrounding space became more relevant in understanding the work. In that 

sense Surrogates raises awareness of the space itself, the gallery space. As McCollum is 

clearly influenced by conceptual art and institutional critic of the 1960s/1970s one could 

argue that the placement of the work need to be considered as a critic of the institution of 

art. A point of discussion that I explored deeper in my assignment 4 with the example of 

Michael Asher’s work. 
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Assignment essay (assessment edit) 

 

The following document is my revisited UVC assignment 2 taking my tutor’s feedback and 

annotations into account as highlighted under ‘Response to feedback and discussion’ 

  

 



Stefan J Schaffeld #513593 

UVC- Assignment 2 – Final Edit 

 

Page 1 of 13 

 

 

UVC - ASSIGNMENT 2 

  

Allan McCollum Plaster Surrogates 

Relationship to Modernist Art and Theory 

 

 

Assignment Task:  

Look at Allan McCollum’s work Plaster Surrogates shown at the beginning of this chapter 

and explain its relationship to Modernist art and theory. 

To address this question, you should first familiarize yourself with the work by looking at the 

different ways it is displayed in a gallery. Also give due consideration to the title as well as 

the medium and the way the individual elements are formed. Key to understanding the work 

is the term ‘monochrome’ – in what ways have artists before McCollum produced 

monochromes. 

Also consider what is meant by the distinction between a monochrome and a blank canvas. 

Some artists to look for: Kasimir Malevich, Alexandr Rodchenko, Barnett Newman, Ad 

Reinhardt, Robert Rauschenberg, Yves Klein, Robert Ryman, Agnes Martin and Allan 

McCollum. 

Thierry de Duve’s essay ‘The Monochrome and the Blank Canvas’ is an important text 

though also a rather demanding one. (1500 words) 

 

Figure 1 - Allan McCollum, Collection-of-forty-plaster-surrogates, 

1982 - (McCollum, 1982/4) 
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Introduction: The void as a spatial experience for renewal of art 

“Art does not reproduce what we see. It makes us see”. 

- Paul Klee (1879-1940)   

 

Allan McCollum's Plaster Surrogates can be seen as a critique and satire on 

Modernist art and a reflection on a myth of a precious originality of painting. This essay will 

argue that McCollum is addressing those questions in a formalistic approach reflecting his 

roots in Modernist terms. It will also show how Surrogates are an illustration of the 

literalness of form, shape and space towards generic art of objects alongside a shift in 

experience of reality. McCollum's Surrogates of mass-produced serial objects, reflecting on 

an estranged modern cultural life of commodity consumption, can be experienced through the 

spectacle of a staged installation in a gallery space. The Surrogates are a reflection on the 

Modernist self-referentiality and self-criticism returning the question of authenticity to the 

viewer. The question whether contemporary painting can fill the 'void' denied by the 'blank 

canvas' will be discussed from today’s perspective and attitude towards originals of painting 

and art as enabler for a critical discourse. 
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‘Plaster Surrogates’ as reflection of Modernist Art 

 

“A 'look of the "void". A monochromatic flatness that could be seen as 

limited extension and different from a wall automatically declared 

itself to be a picture, to be art.” – Clement Greenberg, 1967   

 

McCollum's Surrogates can be seen as a formal reflection on Modernist Art in a 

Greenbergian sense. Point of departure are Greenberg’s criteria expressed in his essay 

‘Modernist Painting’ (1960) of a self-critical attitude and a ‘self-definition with a vengeance’ 

(Greenberg, 1995b:86) stressing the limiting conditions of each discipline of art and rejecting 

any depiction of illusionistic spatial realities. With that each discipline would achieve quality 

in ‘purity’. For painting this meant to embrace ‘two constitutive conventions or norms: 

flatness and the delimination of flatness’ (Greenberg, 1992:131). While emphasizing 

opticality and negating tactile associations specific for sculpture, the paintings in the first half 

of the 20th century, from Cubism till Post Painterly Abstraction, were much guided by those 

principles.  

Mc Collum’s Surrogates as replicas of framed pictures do appropriate those limiting 

conditions formally and literally, consisting of frame, mat and a black picture portion as 

‘paradigmatic structures’ (Wilmes, 1988). Nevertheless, McCollum’s single pictures of the 

Surrogates do stay within the cultural convention and formal response to the shape of a 

framed canvas. All what is does it to emphasize the literalness of a picture. How could the 

limiting convention of shape be overcome and how could those limitations be ‘pushed back 

indefinitely –before a picture stops being a picture and turns into an arbitrary object’ 

(Greenberg, 1995b:90). The question of painting of art versus the notion of being considered 
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a mere arbitrary object, an aesthetic question of art versus non-art, were at stake. A question 

that was not answered yet. 

 

 

‘Plaster Surrogates’ as illustration of literalness and objecthood towards an 

end of painting and creation of generic art 

“I have covered all of you with a square and without me you will not 

get out of it.” - Kazimir Malevich 

 

As stated above, the black picture portion in the Surrogates rejects any illusion of 

form, composition or any references to artistic manual interrogation. The Surrogates are an 

expression of a ‘void’, an ultimate emptying of the canvas from illusionistic naturalness, 

optical illusion of figure and ground, and subject matter. They stand in a tradition of 

Modernist ‘Monochrome’ paintings. Starting with Malevich’s suprematistic Black Square, 

1915 alongside his notion of an iconic ‘tabula rasa’, of spiritual freedom and expression of 

‘purity’ through his gesture of placing the painting in the upper corner of a room1 (Malevich, 

2003:293, Tupitsyn, 2017) towards the culmination in Ad Reinhardt’s black Abstract 

Paintings, 1960-66 as the total negation of subject matter, form, composition, colour, 

contrast, gestures and any external references beyond the pictorial plane (Collings, 

2000:156). These and other artists2 had ‘replenished painting with quintessential, non-

illusionistic forms of self-referential content.’ (Rorimer, 1989). In addition, ‘monochrome’ 

paintings were continuously being exhibited as series of works at gallery walls, seeking for 

the viewer’s attention of its overall presence and its subtleties of variations.  

                                                 
1 In orthodox religion that upper corner space in the living room was reserved for an iconic painting 
2 Some other artists in that tradition are Frank Stella, Robert Ryman, Sol Le Witt, Daniel Buren 
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However, the negation was still restricted to literal conventions of painting around the 

‘ultimate’ blank canvas, making Greenberg to conclude that ‘a stretched or tacked-up canvas 

already exists as a picture’ (Greenberg, 1995a:131). In that sense we can see the idea of the 

‘blank canvas’ illustrated through the black picture portion, the void of the Surrogates, 

resembling Malevich’s idea of ‘tabula rasa’. 

Nevertheless, the Surrogates are not flat paintings, they are ‘bas-reliefs’, moulded and 

casted like sculptures. It is this discrepancy between ‘utterly flatness’ and extension into 

sculptural space that made Greenberg commenting on artists who ‘go from painting to 

coloured bas-relief’ (Duve, 1990:258). 

In short, critiques like Douglas Crimp were proclaiming the end of painting. And 

Arthur C. Danto extended this view that ‘the narrative of modernism was at an end’ (Danto, 

1997:142). The end was rather an end of medium-specifity of art disciplines and the 

evolvement of 'mixed media' approaches.  

In view of this, we need to look at a larger scale beyond specific disciplines and the 

extension into the third dimension: Minimal Art was evolving with new spatial experiences 

built around the relationship of objects (the art object) and subject (the viewer, the beholder). 

A spatial experience that was partly present in Malevich Black Square and Reinhardt’s 

approach to installation. The literal interpretation of shape, awareness of size, ‘wholeness’ 

and extended spatial experience, was called by Michael Fried ‘objecthood’(Fried, 1998) and 

by Greenberg ‘the conditions for non-art’ (Greenberg, 1995c:254) 

Therefore, Surrogates did embrace ideas from Minimal Art as embodiment of shape 

as spatial experience and as a development towards ‘generic art’, un-mediated by the 

convention of a medium-specificity (Duve, 1990:249). This implies the question of formal 

aesthetic judgement of art or non-art, as articulated differently by Joseph Kosuth that ‘one 
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begins to realize that art’s ‘art condition’ is a conceptual state.’ (Kosuth, 2003:857). A 

conception that one could date back to Duchamp’s idea of the readymade3. 

In conclusion, McCollum’s Surrogates could be related to the ‘blank canvas’ as 

generic painting and the readymade as art-object. It relates through its multiple variants of 

generic ‘picture-objects’, and as an expression of the idea of a ‘sign for the totality of 

pictures’ (Wilmes, 1988) rejecting the importance of an individual picture. But, how could 

one experience a ‘totality of pictures’? This question and the importance of the gallery space 

will be addressed next. 

 

 

 

‘Plaster Surrogates’ as extension of a staged illusionary experience of 

reality  

“If anything, and everything can be intuited aesthetically then anything 

and everything can be intuited and experienced artistically."  - 

Greenberg, 1975 (Duve, 1990:300) 

 

Experience of pictorial reality in painting was once considered as the window to the 

world. Modernist conceptions of painting that notion through a self-referentiality of the 

picture plane and a focus on inner relationships. The inner ’zero base’ reality perception of 

the ‘Monochrome’ shifted with Minimal Art and Conceptual Art towards an outer spatial 

perception of the surrounding physical space, the exhibition room. Sol Le Witt described this 

spatial experience as the experience of a ‘complete entity – as one idea’ (Rorimer, 1989). 

                                                 
3 Duchamp’s famous example ‘Fountain’ that he submitted 1917 under the pseudonym R Mutt for an 

institutional jury approval for exhibition. A work whose authorship is under discussion and possibly originated 

by Elsa von Freytag-Loringhoven. 
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Figure 2- Reality of Art -  Stefan J Schaffeld, 2017 - (Schaffeld, 2017) 

 

One could consider Barnett Newman’s flat and very narrow painting Wild, 1950 as an 

example for this extended spatial experience, an expansion of a flat pictorial space towards 

the exhibition room. Where the question of the frame around the flat painted surface becomes 

a key question in comprehending the work as painting or as sculpture (Allan, 2013).  

In view of this, McCollum’s Surrogates presentation in a gallery space (see Figure 1) 

could be discussed as a derivation of Minimal Art and its ‘objecthood’, through its Gestalt 

and presence demanding the viewer to take the objects into account. McCollum’s intention 

was to ‘turn the gallery into a sort of stage set, with props that stood for painting’ (Dellinger, 

2013). He embraced, appropriated and satirized a notion of theatricality that Michael Fried 

criticized as it would ‘distance the beholder not just physically but psychically’ (Fried, 

1998:154). With that installation, one could argue that Fried’s fear of ‘art degenerates as it 

approaches the condition of theatre’ (Fried, 1998:164) is positioned in a new cultural context. 

Further, it also questions Greenberg’s differentiation between aesthetic and non-aesthetic 

context (Duve, 1990:294).  

Nonetheless, the Surrogates do develop ‘the context of specific exhibition conditions’ 

(Wilmes, 1988). The installation as ‘picture-objects’ presents a paradox. It is contradicting a 

conventional absorption into individual pictures through a distancing and alienating effect of 

the ‘void’ and the meaningless of individual objects is falling back onto the viewer as a self-
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reflective and self-referential experience like looking into a mirror glass (see Figure 2). 

Particularly, Andrea Fraser’s later performance May I Help You?, 1991 emphasized the 

spectacle of seeing as a self-critical reflection of McCollum’s work and as an interaction with 

the audience of today’s mass consumption of art as commodity (Fraser, 1991)  

 

 

‘Plaster Surrogates’ as a sign for mass-consumed cultural products and the 

myth of painting 

“It's better like that, if you want to kill a picture all you have to do is 

hang it beautifully on a nail and soon you will see nothing of it but the 

frame.” - Pablo Picasso 

 

McCollum is addressing the changing cultural context of mass-production and the 

notion of originality alongside commodity consumption. His Surrogates as reflection on the 

imitation of painting as ‘sign for paintings’ is aiming at ridiculing the sense of originality and 

authenticity through serial production of moulded variants of ‘picture-objects’. His intention 

was to ‘devalue the mystic’ (Art21, 2010) of the artist. Being annoyed by limited editions, he 

copied the cultural mode of production and consumption analogue to advertisement. As a 

result, he confirmed Walter Benjamin’s notion that the original is not important any longer 

(Danto, 1997:144). Consequently, all could move further into imitations of pictures with a 

sense of hyperrealism, simulation and distancing effect as expressed 1976 by Baudrillard 

(Baudrillard, 2003).  
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Figure 3 - ACE HOTEL MURAL BY TIMOTHY GOODMAN - (Goodman, 2017) 

 

Thus, Picasso’s words of ‘killing a picture by seeing eventually only the frame’ are 

actualized and the end of painting history. Alternatively, the attraction of seeing original 

painting and art is not disappearing. A sense for aesthetic authenticity of art originals in 

galleries and museums as by ‘the purely formal aspects of the art (which is, after all, often 

very beautiful) offer the sole pleasure of viewing’ (Wolff, 2005). Interestingly, McCollum’s 

idea of ‘de-valuing’, i.e. making affordable art through mass production is ultimately not 

happening (yet). The exchange value of art is estimated by collectors through pricing.  

Notably, Surrogates are produced with an ‘original’ master mould. Possibly, 

McCollum could have truly embraced the ‘readymade’ by making Surrogates from stock 

frames purchased in a department store4. But this would apparently emphasize more the 

aspect of consumption versus mass production. 

To conclude, the frame as a sign for painting is a myth based on cultural conventions, 

an empty signifier where contemporary paintings are presented mostly without a frame. 

Nevertheless, McCollum Surrogates relate to pictures in general and these are still mostly 

                                                 
4 The fact that McCollum applied moulding technology relates it more to mass production process 

(reference to capitalist and marxists ideas), stock frames as readymade would related it more to the aspect of 

consumption.  



Stefan J Schaffeld #513593 

UVC- Assignment 2 – Final Edit 

 

Page 11 of 13 

 

framed, e.g. photographs. Surrogates are appropriated further, as another sign for commodity 

and ‘refilled’ with arbitrary picture contents (see Error! Reference source not found.) 

 

Conclusion: The Void and a New Beginning 

This essay highlighted the influences of Modernist Art and Minimal Art on 

McCollum's serial work Plaster Surrogates. References to the 'blank canvas' as the void to 

fill in and underlying art theories placed the work into context of generic art. 

McCollum’s work appropriates and illustrates Modernist Art through a formal and 

literal approach. A critical reflection on mass-consumption and questions of originality is 

emphasized through a serial production of ‘picture-objects’. Seeing the cluster of Surrogates 

in a gallery space puts the viewer of a staged spectacle at distance and rejecting a deeper 

connection with individual pieces. Besides, the ‘void’ opens up and encourages the viewer 

for a deeper interrogation and a self-reflective experience. Surrogates are representing a sign 

for the totality of pictures as imitations, but they are not prohibiting a desire to see art work as 

originals in order to experience its presence. The idea of Surrogates as commodity product is 

being appropriated further in other areas.   

The conclusion based on the sources covered in this assignment essay do suggest that 

the Surrogates can be seen as illustration of Modernist self-referentiality and self-criticism 

returning reflection of context back to the viewer. It may be that not all questions have been 

answered considering that Surrogates were made long after Post-Modernism was 'declared’ 

and other theories might be relevant in understanding different perspectives of McCollum's 

serial produced art objects. 

 

Total word count: 1734 (+16%)  

(without table of content, header, quotes, in-text quotations (6%), footnotes, and 

bibliography)   
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