The Parodic Strategies of Jasper Johns
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This paper examines the parodic strategies of Jasper Johns
as displayed in his esoteric paintings of the 1950s and 1960s.
Beginning in the 1950 and continuing until the present, Johns
has created a series of ironic works which provide a context for
his self-reflexive parody. Johns does this to expose artistic con-
ventions and thus push them beyond their limits. I propose that
Johns's paintings act as a mediator between Cubist parody and
postmodern parody, the latier defined by Linda Huicheon.' By
consciously choosing to recall the Cubist conflict between what
is seen and what is known, Johns remains grounded in modermn-
ism. However, his detached objectivity, his deliberate choice
of impersonal subject matter, and his refusal to allow any sign
of emotional subjectivity into his work is related 1o a posimodern
aesthetic, one which is indebted 1o Marcel Duchamp. In addi-
tion, as a result of his interest in Ludwig Wittgenstein, Johns 15
committed to subverting the relationship between words and
their meanings, or signifiers and signifieds, a practice he also
shares with postmodernists. Thus, Johns remains dedicated 1o
modemnist traditions yet, in his use of parodic and semiotic strat-
egies, anticipates postmodern concerns. This paper seeks 1o
demonstrate that Jasper Johns's work exemplifies a line of con-
tinuity between modernism and postmodermnism and renders un-
clear the bold line customarily drawn between them.

Since parody and irony are central to my argument, it is
requisite o begin by defining each term.” Parody seeks to over-
turn conventions by exposing their obsolescence. According
to Linda Hutcheon, "parody is repetition with critical distance,
which marks difference rather than similarity."* Furthermore,
Hutcheon defines parody’s dual purpose.® First, parody is self-
reflexive and thus serves as internal criticism, rather than de-
pending on external sources. This helps the artist distance him-
self from conventional mannerisms. Second, Hutcheon believes
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that parody is intertextual, thus serving as a dialogue between
prior texts (or art works) and the new parodic text. This sug-
gesis that parody depends on diachronic continuity. That is,
parody functions by targeting a previous well-known work or
convention and registering the difference between old and new.
Thus parody depends on past tradition, yet at the same time
breaks with it. Parody is not just imitation that belittles what it
targets, as customary definitions suggest. but is, as Linda
Hutcheon says, "a form of imitation...characterized by ironic
inversion not always at the expense of the [original target].™

Traditionally, irony is defined as the use of words to con-
vey the opposite of their literal meaning, although in the nine-
teenth century, the Germian Romantics re-defined irony in terms
of tension, or the conflict of opposites without a resolution.
Kathleen Wheeler addresses this conflict through the German
Romantics' use of the fragment: a fragment, or part, is compre-
hensible on its own, but when united with others takes on a
total meaning that is unclear. In her introduction to German
Aesthetic and Literary Criticism: The Romantic Ironisis and
Goethe, Wheeler states that the German Ironists used the frag-
ment as a device to engage the reader in "active thinking." In
other words, these writers believed that the more difficult a
work is to understand, the longer the involvement of the viewer,
Such sustained involvement through difficulty is the basis for
modern parody.

Jasper Johns's artistic agenda is grounded in this ironic
strategy. He typically composes his works with familiar frag-
ments which encode complex messages that are hidden and
difficult to understand. Consequently, his works are irresolvable
puzzles which nevertheless tantalize the viewer to decode their
obscure meanings. This tension, sustained by visual contradic-
tion, reveals Johns's method for drawing viewers into the work

paper, introduced through a seminar on the history of parody in mod-
em art from Courbet to Pop An,

1 Hutcheon 6.

1 Hutcheon 20-21.

: Hutcheon 6.

6 Kathleen Wheeler, introduction, Gennan Aesthetic and Literary Criri-

cism; The Romantic Tronists and Goethe (London and New York: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1984) 10.



ATHANOR X1

KAREN A. TRELLA

and prolonging their attention. For Johns, the contradiction is
based on his obsession with ambiguity, the conflict between
what we see and what we know.

This conflict extends from a particular artistic history, one
which stresses intent over content. The Cubist painters Picasso
and Brague were the first to prioritize the process over the sub-
ject. To do this, they exposed the viewer to the devices of the
medium, a direct subversion of artistic convention; the result
was a shocking effect which prolonged attention and conse-
quently viewer participation. Apollinaire stated that the Cub-
ists "paint[ed] original arrangements composed of elements bor-
rowed from the conceived reality rather than the reality of the
vigion."” Thus, the conflict between what we see and what we
know for the Cubists involved the problems of depicting a three-
dimensional object in a two-dimensional space; the result of
this tension is the constant guestioning of which is the truer
reality.

The Cubist agenda can perhaps be further explained
through the Russian Formalists' aesthetic theories. Although
no written proof exists attesting to Johns's direct interest in these
writers, their philosophy can certainly be used as a tool to clarify
the origins of Johns's modernist strategies. Indeed many Rus-
sian Formalist theories emerge as written analogs of the Cubist
paintings, for in them their authors sought to reveal the devices
through which the total structure of a given text might be said
to defamiliarize, make strange or challenge certain preconcep-
tions.* In his essay Art as Technique, formalist-theorist Victor
Shklovsky addressed this concept of defamiliarization with re-
spect to art. He stated:

The purpose of art is to impart the sensation

of things as they are perceived and not as

they are known. The technigue of art is to

make objects ‘'unfamiliar,’ to make forms dif-

ficult, to increase the difficulty and length of

perception because the process of perception

is an aesthetic end in itself and must be pro-

longed. Artis a way of experiencing the art-

fulness of an object; the object 1s unimpor-

tant.”
Henee, if the artist creates the arena for the ironic condition of
what we see is not what we know, then the viewer's attention is
sustained. Parody can operate only when the awareness of the
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viewer 15 at its peak. The Formalists believe that this occurs
most successfully when the devices of the medium are laid bare
to the viewer."

The technique of exposing the devices of the medium is
present in Johns's earliest extant works from the 1950s, com-
positions primarily focused on ordinary objects the mind al-
ready knows,'' such as flags, maps, and targets. In them, Johns
used encaustic, a liquid wax medium in which pigment is dis-
solved. He laid down, embedded in wax, a collage of newspa-
per seraps over which he painted an image. The result, as can
be seen in Flag (Figure 1), was a translucent surface bearing
the record of its own making. Here Johns retains his painterly
mark, the modernist signifier of originality, yet his serenely
controlled surface contrasts strongly with those emblazoned
by the highly emotional gesture of his contemporaries, the Ab-
stract Expressionists.'”® Johns's depersonalized mark, enhanced
by his selection of motifs "so emptied of any apparent personal
meaning by their over-saturated public use, subverts self-cen-
tered Abstract Expressionism, concerned with the subject, the
‘artist-author.”™" In this, Flag can be seen both as an ideal of
late modernism and as an indicator of concerns that preoccupy
postmodernists.

The collage beneath the encaustic in Flag, deciphered with
the aid of infra-red photography, contributes to its parodic na-
ture.”* Al first glance the collage appears to be a visual game.
Included in the cut-outs are: advertisements for pianos and or-
gans, a direct reference to the artist’s earlier work Construction
with a Piano; articles on political parties and the "new deal” of
the 1930s, and a New York paper's invitation to readers to com-
plete the phrase "If 1 were like lke," each signaling the work as
"American;” the outlines of a target in the lower right corner
and a map in the lower center, attesting to Johns's commitment
to his artistic choices at that time; and finally, a crossword puzzle
which serves to reference his game playing. Upon studying the
veiled collage, Joan Carpenter observed that:

Johns considered it much more than an
amusement; it function[ed] to intensify the
enigmatic [tone| that the Flag established
even on a cursory examination...Neither the
collage fabric nor the flag design that veils it
can assume full aesthetic existence without
the presence...of the other. They are fused
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formal and iconographical members whose
apparent disparity yields a tension that makes
the equilibrium of the whole more satisfy-
ing."*

The Cubists subverted the illusionism typically found in
high art by using actual collaged elements in place of oil on
canvas and, by creating compositions which do not attempt to
penetrate the background but build up and out fromit.'"® Johns
then subverts this Cubist convention by using pigment once
again, now Lo veil the collage, thus flattening it out in the back-
ground.

In 1959 Johns modified his outlook on the world around
him. This change is poignantly observed by Rolf-Dieter
Herrmann as seeming "to have arisen from his willingness to
see life as a sequence of alterations between contradictions.. He
shifted from art to life, from realities to possibilities, from given
objects to their destruction.”"”

It was at this time that Johns acknowledged his familiarity
with the work of Marcel Duchamp.'® Roberta Bernstein ob-
serves that "Duchamp's ready-mades [were] significant prece-
dents for Johns's [single-object paintings]."" Bemstein also
notes that Duchamp's selections, among them a bicycle wheel
(Figure 2) and a hat rack, were transformed into works of ant
solely through the process of choice and location.™ Interest-
ingly, many of Johns's paintings and sculptures contain objects
that have the look of ready-mades because he used the object’s
design or shape as he found it. There is an essential difference
between Johns and Duchamp, however; that is, Johns's objects
are all hand-made from art materials.”

Johns admired Duchamp's challenge to accepted manner-
isms as well as his constant subversion of his own hypotheses. ™
Ester Levinger, among others, believes that False Start (Figure
3) was created as a result of Johns's encounter with Duchamp.
In her article “Jasper Johns' Painted Words,” Levinger states
that Fafse Start "reflect|s] Johns' interest in Duchamp's mov-
ing away from work incorporating simply retinal boundaries
into a field where language, thought, and vision acted upon one
another."” Indeed the painting initiates Johns's interrogation
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into the arbitrary relationships between words and their mean-
ings.

In False Srart, stenciled color-titles inconsistently label
painted colors on the canvas. Sometimes the words which la-
bel the colors are different from the colors literally used; some-
times they actually correspond with the colors on the canvas.
For instance, in some places the word 'red’ identifies a red area
or the word ‘blue’ identifies a blue area. But many titles run
contrary to the color of the areas on which they are placed: for
instance a blue or yellow area is labeled red, or a red area 15
labeled orange. Rolf-Dieter Herrmann observes, "they require
that we oscillate between what we see through our eyes and
what we know on the basis of our previous knowledge "

New for Johns in False Start is his elimination of the ob-
ject. His focus is on the subversion of the traditional use of
language in painting. According to Ester Levinger,

[by] disrupt[ing] the connection between the

written word and the visual images on the

same canvas, Johns obstruct[s] the transpar-

ency between signifier and signified, thereby

subverting the classical system of represen-

tation.™
Levinger's observation not only points out Johns's ironic use of
fragments, it also marks Johns's transition to what we now rec-
ognize as a postmodern aesthetic where signs are empty and
relationships between signifier and signified are arbitrary and
depend solely on usage.

In 1961, Johns was introduced to the work of Ludwig
Witgenstein.” Duchamp himself had derived his idea of vi-
sual games from Wittgenstein's language games. Witigenstein
believed that "the meaning of a word is the use.in its
language...[that] no objects are the meanings of their
words...[and] words' meanings are their uses."*" Certainly
Johns's prior interest in the arbitrariness of words and their
meanings became intensified through his interest in
Wittgensiein's work. On Johns's recommendation, Roberta
Bernstein read a selection of Wittgenstein's work. Bernstein
believes that by "reading Wittgenstein and thinking about his
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philosophy in relation to Johns's art...the subject grows con-
tinually richer and more complex." To illustrate this, Bernsiein
addresses Herbert Kahl's summary of the philosopher's
Tractatus in relationship to Johns's Fool's House (Figure 4):

The simple elements in [the] world can be

named, but because they are primitive, basic

elements they can only be named or pointed

to. Itis not possible to define them...Names

are like labels not like definitions. They are,

properly speaking, pinned on the simple ob-

jects they name or at best they mutely point

to them...these names themselves have no

meanings; they just are.™

Fool's House certainly exemplifies Johns's interest in
Wittgenstein and visually describes passages such as the one
from Tractarus. The painting is part of a group of works which
concentrate on the artist's studio-tools. Johns's selection of
objects in Fool's House presents a view into a studio-interior
space. However, new motifs are included such as the broom,
coffee cup, and towel. Roberta Bernstein explains:

They are common household items that have
made their way to the studio and taken on
the function of art tools. The broom becomes
a large paint brush, swung back and forth
across the canvas 10 trace a paint rag; the cup,
a container in which to mix paint.*

Thus, just as Witigenstein believed that "the meaning of a
word is the use in its language,” s0, too, does Johns believe that
in his pictorial world "the meaning of an object is ils use in the
painting."*'

Finally, I would like to examine one painting which brings
together all of the ideas 1 have put forth so far. Often this type
of all-inclusive painting is referred to as the Grand Rhetorical
Statement. In 1964 Jasper Johns produced According ro Whai
(Figure 5). one of the first paintings in a long tradition for the
artist; it served as a visual retrospective for all that Johns had
accomplished to that point. Although collectively the objects
in the painting form a personal retrospective, the painting does
nol signal the artist's personality. This art-about-art presenta-
tion is self-parody, or what Linda Hutcheon calls self-reflexiv-
ity. According to What is a dramatization of activity relevant
to the making of art; it is a divalging of its own processes and
intentions.” According to What best exemplifies how Johns's
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works embody the historical transition between Cubist parody
and postmodern parody.

The painting contains collage which is a reference to Johns's
encaustics of the mid-1950s, subverted once again, since it is
no longer veiled; letters and colors which contradict each other,
referring o his object-less explorations into the arbitrary rela-
tionship between signifier and signified, as [ described in False
Start, and finally a reference to his painting of the previous
year, Field Painting (Figure 6). Max Kozoloft observes that
the smeared sculptures do not print on the canvas the properly
colored echoes.™ Kozoloff states that, "no matter which way
we swing the letters we only produce falsehoods. "

In According to Whar, Johns subverts convention by in-
cluding a color spectrum in the wrong order. This color spec-
trum, coupled with Duchamp's Self Portrair in Profile concealed
on the inside of a hinged flap beneath the title in the lower left-
hand corner is an inverted reference to Duchamp and his own
1918 rhetorical statement T m' (Figure 7). In Tu m' we see the
disordered color spectrum, cast shadows by the unseen bicycle
wheel and hat rack ready-mades, and several other objects from
Duchamp's artistic past. Certainly the direct reference to
Duchamp is unusual in Johns's work which tends o be more
hermetic. However, as Max Kozoloff states:

It is almost as if Johns had taken over the

contradictory personality of Duchamp and

that he had ne alternative but to outflank him

and subvert him.*
Kozoloff here points to what is postmodern about Aceording 1o
Whar and in doing so. poinis to what is postmodern about Johns's
posi-1950s works in general.

Indeed, in According 1o Whai, Johns creates an ironic ten-
sion by bringing together objects and technigues which had no
previous association for himself or for the viewer. The parody
that is revealed in this ironic playground can only be described
as Johns's most profound innovation.  Johns could only bring
together these outdated mannerisms—the early techniques and
objects—by distancing himself from them. He no longer con-
sidered them part of his artistic iconography; they are emptied
of any personal significance. Johns tells the viewer what is past
is convention and this fragmented compilation of the past is
self-parody.
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Figure 1. Jasper Johns, Flag, encoustic, oil, and collage on fabric mounted on plywood, 42 174" x 60 58", 1954-55 (dated on reverse 1954), Museum of Modem
Ar, NY, Gilt of Phitip Johnson in honor of Alfred H. Barr, Jr. Photograph © 1994 The Museam of Modem An, New York.

Figure 2. [fefi] Marcel
Duchamp, Bicyvele Wheel, met-
al wheel (25 1/2° in diameter)
maounted on painted wood stool
(23 3/47 high}, overall 50 1/2 x
25 102 x 16 5/8", 1951 (third
version, afler lost onginal of
1913}, Museum of Modem
Art, NY. The Sidney and
Harriet Janis Collection. Pho-
tograph © 1994 The Muscum
of Modemn Arn. New York.

Figure 3. [right] Jasper Johns,
False Start, oil on canvas, 67
147 x 547, 1959 Privaie
Collection. © 1995 Jasper
Johns, VAGA, New York,

a3




ATHANOR XIII KAREN A. TRELLA

Figure 4. Jasper Johns, Fool’s House, oil on canvas with ohjects. 72" x 36", 1962, Private
Collection, £ 1995 Jasper Johns, VAGA, New York.
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Figure 5. Jasper Johns. Accerding ro Whar, il on canvas with objects, 88" x 1927, 1964, Private Collection, © 1995 Jasper Johns, VAGA, New York
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Figure 6. Jasper Johns, Field Painting, oil on canvas with objecis, 727 x 36 347, 1963, Private Collection. © 1995 Jasper Johns,

VAGA, New York,
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Figure 7. Marcel Duchamp, Ter #t', 0il on canvas with bottle brush, three safety pins and one bolt, signed 1 r., 27 14" £ 100 3", 1918,
Yale University An Gallery, New Haven, Connecticut. Gilt from the Estate of Kathenine S. Dreier.
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