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NARRATIVIZING VISUAL CULTURE
Towards a polycentric aesthetics

UESTIONS OF MODERNISM and postmodernism are usually ‘centered’

within the limited and ultimately provincial frame of European art. The
emerging field of ‘visual culture’, for us, potentially represents a break with the
Eurocentrism not only of conservative ‘good eye’ art history but also with presum-
ably radical, high-modernist avant-gardism, which perhaps explains the apoplectic
reactions that ‘visual culture’ has sometimes provoked. In our view, ‘visual culture’
as a field interrogates the ways both art history and visual culture have been narra-
tivized so as to privilege certain locations and geographies of art over others, often
within a stagist and ‘progressive’ history where realism, modernism and postmod-
ernism are thought to supersede one another in a neat and orderly linear succession.
Such a narrative, we would suggest, provides an impoverished framework even for
European art, and it collapses completely if we take non-European art into account.

Our purpose here is to recast these questions not only by stressing the aesthetic
contributions of non-European cultures but also by insisting on the longstanding
interconnectedness between the arts of Europe and those outside it. We want to
address visual culture in a way that does not always assume Europe — taken here
in the broad sense to include the neo-Europes that colonialism installed around
the world — as the normative culture of reference. Traditional art history, in this
sense, exists on a continuum with official history in general, which figures Europe
as a unique source of meaning, as the world’s center of gravity, as ontological
‘reality’ to the world’s shadow. Endowing a mythical ‘West’ with an almost prov-
idential sense of historical destiny, Eurocentric history sees Europe, alone and
unaided, as the motor, the primum mobile, for progressive historical change,
including progressive change in the arts. An arrogant monologism exalts only one
legitimate culture, one narrative, one trajectory, one path to aesthetic creation.'

Most writing on modernism, for example, restricts its attention to movements
in European and North American capitals like Paris, London, New York and Zurich,
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while consigning to oblivion similar modernist movements in such places as Sio
Paolo, Havana, Mexico City and Buenos Aires (to speak only of Latin America).
Periodization and theoretical formulations too have been relentlessly monochro-
matic. A single, local perspective has been presented as ‘central’ and ‘universal,’
while the productions of what is patronizingly called ‘the rest of the world,” when
discussed at all, are assumed to be pale copies of European originals, aesthetically
inferior and chronologically posterior, mere latter-day echoes of pioneering
European gestures. The dominant literature on modernism often regards Europe
as simply absorbing ‘primitive art’ and anonymous ‘folklore’ as raw materials
to be refined and reshaped by European artists. This view prolongs the colonial
trope which projected colonized people as body rather than mind, much as
the colonized world was seen as a source of raw material rather than of mental
activity or manufacture. Europe thus appropriated the material and cultural produc-
tion of non-Europeans while denying both their achievements and its own
appropriation, thus consolidating its sense of self and glorifying its own cultural
anthropophagy.

The notion of non-European cultural practices as untouched by avant-gardist
modernism or mass-mediated postmodernism, we would argue, is often sublimi-
nally imbricated with a view of Africa, Latin America and Asia as ‘underdeveloped’
or ‘developing,” as if it lived in another time zone apart from the global system
of the late capitalist world. Such a view bears the traces of the infantilizing trope,
which projects colonized people as embodying an earlier stage of individual human
or broad cultural development, a trope which posits the cultural immaturity of
colonized or formerly colonized peoples. As diplomatic synonyms for ‘childlike,’
terms like ‘underdevelopment’ project the infantilizing trope on a global scale.
The Third World toddler, even when the product of a millennial civilization, is
not yet in control of his body/psyche and therefore needs the help of the more
‘adult’ and ‘advanced’ societies.? Like the sociology of ‘modernization’ and the
economics of ‘development,’ the aesthetics of modernism (and of postmodernism)
often covertly assume a telos toward which Third World cultural practices are
presumed to be evolving. Even such a generally acute cultural theorist as Fredric
Jameson, in his writings on Third World literature and film, tends to underesti-
mate the radical revisioning of aesthetics performed by Third World and diasporic
artists. Although he is (thankfully) inconsistent on this point, Jameson in his
unguarded moments seems to conflate the terms of political economy (where he
projects the Third World into a less developed, less modern frame), and those of
aesthetic and cultural periodization (where he projects it into a ‘pre-modernist’
or ‘pre-postmodernist’ past). A residual economism or ‘stagism’ here leads to the
equation of late capitalist/postmodernist and precapitalist/pre-modernist, as when
Jameson speaks of the ‘belated emergence of a kind of modernism in the modern-
izing Third World, at a moment when the so-called advanced countries are
themselves sinking into full postmodernity.’3 Thus the Third World always seems
to lag behind, not only economically but also culturally, condemned to a perpetual
game of catch-up, in which it can only repeat on another register the history of
the ‘advanced’ world. This perspective ignores the ‘systems theory’ that sees
all the ‘worlds’ as coeval, interlinked, living the same historical moment (but under
diverse modalities of subordination or domination). It also ignores the view that
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posits the neologistic cultures of Latin America, for example — products of uneven
development and of multifaceted transactions with other cultures, as the privileged
scenes of copy and pastiche — as themselves the proleptic site of postmodernist
practices.

A more adequate formulation, in our view, would see temporarily as scram-
bled and palimpsestic in all the worlds, with the pre-modern, the modern, the
postmodern coexisting globally, although the ‘dominant’ might vary from region
to region. Thus the Pennsylvanian Dutch, who eschew all modern technology,
and the cybernetic technocrats of Silicon Valley, both live in ‘postmodern’
America, while the ‘stone-Age’ Kayapo and sophisticated urban Euro-Brazilians
both live in Brazil, yet the Kayapo use camcorders while the sophisticates
adhere to supposedly ‘archaic’ Afro-Brazilian religions. Thus all cultures, and the
texts generated by these cultures, we assume, are multiple, hybrid, heteroglossic,
unevenly developed, characterized by multiple historical trajectories, rhythms and
temporalities.

As seen through this grid, visual culture manifests what Canclini calls ‘multi-
temporal heterogeneity,’ i.e. the simultaneous, superimposed spatio-temporalities
which characterize the contemporary social text. The widely disseminated trope of
the palimpsest, the parchment on which are inscribed the layered traces of diverse
moments of past writing, contains within it this idea of multiple temporalities. The
postmodern moment, similarly, is seen as chaotically plural and contradictory, while
its aesthetic is seen as an aggregate of historically dated styles randomly reassembled
in the present. For Bakhtin, all artistic texts of any complexity ‘embed’ semantic
treasures drawn from multiple epochs. All artistic texts, within this perspective, are
palimpsestic, analyzable within a millennial, longue durée. Nor is this aesthetic the
special preserve of canonical writers, since dialogism operates within all cultural
production, whether literate or non-literate, high-brow or lowbrow. European or
non-European. Rap music’s cut’n’mix aesthetic of sampling, for example, can be
seen as a street-smart embodiment of this temporally embedded intertextuality, in
that rap bears the stamp and rhythm of multiple times and meters. As in artistic
collage or literary quotation, the sampled texts carry with them the time-connoted
memory of their previous existences.

The palimpsestic multi-trace nature of art operates both within and across
cultures. The multicultural dialogue between Europe and its others, for example,
is not of recent date. Although a Eurocentric narrative constructs an artificial wall
of separation between European and non-European culture, in fact Europe itself
is a synthesis of many cultures, Western and non-Western. The notion of a ‘pure’
Europe originating in classical Greece is premised on crucial exclusions, from the
African and Asiatic influences that shaped classical Greece itself, to the osmotic
Sephardi-Judaic-Islamic culture that played such a crucial role during the so-called
Dark Ages (an ethnocentric label for a period of oriental ascendancy), the Middle
Ages, and the Renaissance. All the celebrated milestones of European progress —
Greece, Rome, Christianity, Renaissance, Enlightenment — are moments of cultural
mixing. The “West’ then is itself a collective heritage, an omnivorous mélange of
cultures; it did not simply absorb non-European influences, as Jon Pietersie points
out, ‘it was constituted by them.’* Western art, then, has always been indebted
to and transformed by non-Western art. The movement of aesthetic ideas has
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been (at least) two-way, hence the Moorish influence on the poetry of courtly
love, the African influence on modernist painting, the impact of Asian forms
(Kabuki, Noh drama, Balinese theater, ideographic writing) on European theater
and film, and the influence of Africanized forms on such choreographers as Martha
Graham and George Ballanchine.

The debt of the European avant-gardes to the arts of Africa, Asia, and indige-
nous America has been extensively documented. Leger, Cendrars, and Milhaud
based their staging of La Création du Monde on African cosmology. Bataille wrote
about pre-Columbian art and Aztec sacrifices. Artaud fled France for the Mexico
of the Tarahumara Indians; and the avant-garde generally cultivated the mystique
of Vodun and of African art. The British sculptor Henry Moore, in this same vein,
modeled his recumbent statues on the Chac Mool stone figures of ancient Mexico.
Although it may be true that it was the ‘impact of surrealism,” as Roy Armes
suggests, ‘that liberated the Caribbean and African poets of Negritude from the
constraints of a borrowed language,’ it was also African and Asian and American
indigenous art that liberated the European modernists by provoking them to ques-
tion their own culture-bound aesthetic of realism.’

While a Euro-diffusionist narrative makes Europe a perpetual fountain of artistic
innovation, we would arguc for a multidirectional flow of aesthetic ideas, with
intersecting, criss-crossing ripples and eddies. Indeed, it could be argued that many
of the highpoints of Western creativity — the Renaissance, modernism — have been
those moments when Europe loses its sealed-off and self-sufficient character;
moments when its art was most hybridized, most traversed by currents from
elsewhere. European modernism, in this sense, constituted a moment in which
non-European cultures became the catalysts for the supersession, within Europe,
of a retrograde culture-bound verism, in which Africa, Asia, and the Americas
stimulated alternative forms and attitudes.

Nor can one assume that ‘avant-garde’ always means ‘white’ and ‘European,’
nor that non-European art is always realist or pre-modernist.® Even the equation
of ‘reflexivity’ with European modernism is questionable. Within the Western
tradition reflexivity goes at least as far back as Cervantes and Shakespeare, not to
mention Aristophanes. And outside Europe, the Mesoamerican teoamoxtli or cosmic
books feature mise-en-abime images of deerskin drawn upon the deerskins of which
they are made, just as the Mayan Popol Vuh ‘creates itself in analogy with the
world-making it describes or narrates.”” African scholars, meanwhile, have
discerned common elements in deconstruction and Yoruba oriki praise poetry,
specifically indeterminacy, intertextuality and constant variability.® And for Henry
Louis Gates, the Yoruba trickster-figure Eshu-Elegbara emblematizes the decon-
structive ‘signifying’ of African-derived art forms.

Third World cinema too has been rich in avant-garde, modernist, and post-
modernist movements. Quite apart from the confluence of Brechtian modernism
and Marxist modernization in the ‘new cinemas’ of Cuba (Alea), Brazil (Guerra),
Egypt (Chahine), Senegal (Sembene), and India (Sen), there have been many
modernist and avant-garde films in the Third World, going all the way back to
films like Sdo Paulo: Sinfonia de una Cidade (Sao Paulo: Symphony of a City, 1928)
and Limite (1930), both from Brazil, and forward through the Senegalese
director Djibril Diop Mambete's Touki-Bouki (1973) and, from Mauritania, Med
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Hondo’s Soleil O (1970) and West Indies (1975) to the underground movements of
Argentina and Brazil, through Kidlat Tahimik’s anti-colonialist experiments in the
Philippines. The point is not to brandish terms like ‘reflexive’ or ‘deconstructive’
or ‘postmodern’ as honorifics — you see, the Third World is postmodern too! —
but rather to set the debates within a relational framework in terms of both space
and time.

Our specific goal here is to interrogate the conventional* sequencing of
realism/modernism/postmodernism by looking at some of the alternative aesthetics
offered by Third World, postcolonial, and minoritarian cultural practices: prac-
tices that dialogue with Western art movements but which also critique them and
in some ways go beyond them. While much recent writing has been devoted to
exposing the exclusions and blindnesses of Eurocentric representations and
discourses, the actual cultural productions of non-Europeans have been ignored, a
neglect which reinscribes the exclusion even while denouncing it, shifting it to
another register. Part of the burden of this essay is to reframe the debates about
modernism and postmodernism in visual culture by foregrounding certain alter-
native aesthetics associated with non-European and minoritarian locations. These
aesthetics bypass the formal conventions of dramatic realism in favor of such modes
and strategies as the carnivalesque, the anthropophagic, the magical realist, the
reflexive modernist, and the resistant postmodernist. These aesthetics are often
rooted in non—realist, often non-Western or para—Western cultural traditions
featuring other historical rhythms, other narrative structures, other views of the
body, sexuality, spirituality, and the collective life. Many incorporate non-modern
traditions into clearly modernizing or postmodernizing aesthetics, and thus prob-
lematize facile dichotomies such as traditional/modern, realist/modernist, and
modernist/postmodernist.

These movements have also been fecund in neologistic aesthetics, literary,
painterly and cinematic: ‘o real maravilloso americano’ (Carpentier), ‘anthropophagy’
(the Brazilian Modernists), the ‘aesthetics of hunger’ (Glauber Rocha), ‘Cine imper-
Jecto’ (Julio Garcia Espinosa), ‘cigarette-butt aesthetics’ (Ousmane Sembene), the
‘aesthetics of garbage’ (Rogerio Sganzerla), ‘Tropicalia’ (Gilberto Gil and Caetano
Veloso), the ‘salamander’ (as opposed to the Hollywood dinosaur) aesthetic (Paul
Leduc), ‘termite terrorism’ (Gilhermo del Toro), ‘hoodoo aesthetics’ (Ishmael
Reed), the ‘signifying-monkey aesthetic’ (Henry Louis Gates), ‘nomadic aesthetics’
(Teshome Gabriel), ‘diaspora aesthetics’ (Kobena Mercer), ‘rasquachismo’ (Tomas-
Ibarra Frausto), and ‘santeria aesthetics’ (Arturo Lindsay). Most of these alternative
aesthetics revalorize by inversion what had formerly been seen as negative, espe-
cially within colonialist discourse. Thus ritual cannibalism, for centuries the very
name of the savage, abject other, becomes with the Brazilian modernists an anti-
colonialist trope and a term of value. (Even ‘magic realism’ inverts the colonial
view of magic as irrational superstition.) At the same time, these aesthetics share
the ju-jitsu trait of turning strategic weakness into tactical strength. By appropri-
ating an existing discourse for their own ends, they deploy the force of the dominant
against domination. Here we shall explore just a few of these aesthetics. In each
case, we are dealing simultaneously with a trope — cannibalism, carnival, garbage
— with an aesthetic movement, and implicitly with a methodological proposal for
an alternative model for analyzing visual (multi) culture.



Towards a polycentric visual culture

The visual, in our view, never comes ‘pure,’ it is always ‘contaminated’ by the
work of other senses (hearing, touch, smell), touched by other texts and discourses,
and imbricated in a whole series of apparatuses — the museum, the academy, the
art world, the publishing industry, even the nation state — which govern the produc-
tion, dissemination, and legitimation of artistic productions. It is not now a question
of replacing the blindnesses of the ‘linguistic turn’ with the ‘new’ blindnesses of
the ‘visual turn.” To hypostasize the visual risks of reinstalling the hegemony
of the ‘noble’ sense of sight (etymologically linked to wisdom in many languages)
over hearing and the more ‘vulgar’ senses of smell and taste. The visual, we would
argue, is ‘languaged,’ just as language itself has a visual dimension. Methodological
grids, or ‘new objects of knowledge,” furthermore, do not supersede one another
in a neat, clear-cut progression. They do not become extinct within a Darwinian
competition. They do not die; they transform themselves, leaving traces and remi-
niscences. The visual is also an integral part of a culture and of history, not in the
sense of a static backdrop (rather like second unit background footage in a
Hollywood matte shot), but rather as a complexly activating principle. The visual
is simply one point of entry, and a very strategic one at this historical moment,
into a multidimensional world of intertextual dialogism.
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We have called here for a polycentric, dialogical, and relational analysis of
visual cultures existing in relation to one another. We have tried to project one
set of histories across another set of histories, in such a way as to make diversc
cultural experiences concurrent and relatable within a logic of co-implication.
Within a polycentric approach, the world of visual culture has many dynamic loca-
tions, many possible vantage points. The emphasis in ‘polycentrism’ is not on
spatial or primary points of origins or on a finite list of centers but rather on a
systematic principle of differentiation, relationality, and linkage. No single commu-
nity or part of the world, whatever its economic or political power, should be
epistemologically privileged.

We do not see polycentrism as a matter of first defining modernism as a set
of attributes or procedures, and then ‘finding’ these attributes in the cultural
productions from other locations. It is not a matter of ‘extending the corpus’ or
‘opening up the canon’ in an additive approach, but rather of rethinking the global
relationalitics of artistic production and reception. For us, art is born between indi-
viduals and communities and cultures in the process of dialogic interaction. Creation
takes place not within the suffocating confines of Cartesian egos or even between
discrete bounded cultures but rather between permeable, changing communities.
Nor is it a question of a mindless ‘anthropological’ leveling which denies all criteria
of aesthetic evaluation but rather of historically grounded analyses of multicultural
relationality, where one history is read contrapuntally across another in a gesture
of mutual ‘haunting’ and reciprocal relativization.

Our larger concern has been not to establish priority — who did what first —
but rather to analyze what mobilizes change and innovation in art. It has become
a commonplace to speak of the exhaustion (and sometimes of the co-optation) of
the avant-garde in a world where all the great works have already been made. But
in our view aesthetic innovation arises, not exclusively but importantly, from multi-
cultural knowledges. It emerges from the encounter of a Picasso with African
sculpturc for example; from the comings and goings between Europe and Latin
America of an Alejo Carpentier; from the encounter of a Rushdie with the West;
from the encounter of a Mario de Andrade simultaneously with surrealism, on the
one hand, and Amazonian legend on the other. Innovation occurs on the borders
of cultures, communities, and disciplines. ‘Newness enters the world,” according
to Salman Rushdie, through ‘hybridity, impurity, intermingling, the transforma-
tion that comes of new and unexpected combinations of human beings, ideas,
politics, movies, songs [from] . .. Melange, hotchpotch, a bit of this and a bit of
that.”**

Central to a truly polycentric vision is the notion of the mutual and recip-
rocal relativization, the ‘reversibility of perspectives’ (Merleau-Ponty); the idea
that the diverse cultures should come to perceive the limitations of their own social
and cultural perspective. Each group offers its own exotopy (Bakhtin), its own
‘excess seeing,” hopefully coming not only to ‘see’ other groups, but also, through
a salutary estrangement, to see how it is itsclf seen. The point is not to embrace
completely the other perspective but at least to recognize it, acknowledge it, take
it into account, be ready to be transformed by it. By counterpointing embodied
cultural perspectives, we cut across the monocular and monocultural field of what
Donna Haraway has characterized as ‘the standpoint of the master, the Man,
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the One God, whose Eye produces, appropriates and orders all difference.’*

At the same time, historical configurations of power and knowledge generate a
clear asymmetry within this relativization. The culturally empowered are not accus-
tomed to being relativized; the world’s institutions and representations are tailored
to the measure of their narcissism. Thus a sudden relativization by a less flattering
perspective is experienced as a shock, an outrage, giving rise to a hysterical
discourse of besieged standards and desecrated icons. A polycentri¢ approach, in
our view, is a long-overdue gesture toward historical equity and lucidity, a way
of re-envisioning the global politics of visual culture.
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