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Edward Hopper's OFFICE AT NIGHT may be read as an eXpression of
the general political problem of the organisation of Desire within the Law, and :)
the terms of the particular problem of the organisation of sexuality within capitalismn
— the organisation of sexuality for capitalism. Partriarchy has traditionally cop-
signed women to supportive roles in the runming of the economy, subject to the
authority of men. The ‘secretary/boss’ couplein Hopper's painting is at once 3 pic-
ture of a particular, albeit fictional, couple and an emblem, ‘iconogram’ serving
to metonymically represent all such couples — all such links in the chains of
organisation of the (re)production of wealth. Such coupling for reproduction must
of course contain its sexual imperative. The family functions to contain, restrain
this imperative in so far as it is directed towards the reproduction of subjects fo;
the workplace. The erotic supplement to the biological imperative cannot however
be contained in the family. It spills into the place of work, where it threatens to
subvert the orders of rationalised production. The painting, clearly, may represent
such 2 moment of potential erotic disruption in appealing to such preconstructed
meanings, items of the popular pre-conscious, as are filed under, for example, ‘work-
ing late at the office” At the same time the painting stabilises the situation by pro-
viding a moral solution to the problem of the unruly and dangerous supplement.
That the morality is patriarchal goes without saying. { Stability 1s made physically
manifest in the massive formal stasis of this painting by a man who admired
Courbet. Within a setting of firmly interlocking rectangles the main compositional
device is a triangle, its base the bottom edge of the frame and 1ts apex in the head
of the woman, making her the focal point of the image. From her head, our gaze
is allowed unrestricted movement down the full length of her body. This body 1s
twisted, impossibly, so that both breasts and buttocks are turned towards us. The

body is ostensibly clad ina modest dress, but a dress which clings and stretches like
2 costume of latex rubber. An ambivalence similarly inhabits the woman’s gaze. Her
eyes may be downcast, conventionally connoting modesty, or she may be direct-
ing a seductive or predatory look towards the man at the desk. This man does not
return her look, his gaze is upon the strangely rigid sheet of paper in his hand. I'm
reminded of Perseus, gazing into the shield which is about to reflect the image of
the Gorgon. Clearly, ifany impropriety were to take place here, then it would not
be his fault. The painting therefore offers the heterosexual male viewer, by 1den-
tification with the man in the image (in the imaginary) the exciting promise of a
forbidden satisfaction without blame attached. The elaborately constructed alib1 pivots
on a disavowal of voyeurism: ‘I (male spectator) know very well that [am looking
at the body of this woman, but nevertheless I (imaged man) am not. The painting
offersitself as evidence in his defence, like a photograph presented in a court of law.
{ Hopper spent a year in Paris in 1906 and exhibited in the Armory Show of 1913,
but he never had any truck with Modernism. Today, history has moved around his
work and effectively changed its ‘valency’ from aesthetic conservative to proto-
postmodernist. There is much in Hopper’s work which clearly derives from the
cinema and from photography, and throughout much of his life he was directly in-
volved in the production of vernacular imagery in his work as an illustrator. In a
recent book on Hopper, Gail Levin observes that the office equipment and fur-
nishings seen in the 1940 painting, Office at Night, are derived from his office
illustrations of the 1910 period, albeit the dress worn by the woman 1n this picture
clearly belongs to the same period as the painting. In the photographs I've just
started shooting ‘around’ this image, my model wears a 1940s business suit — as
a sort of ‘tacking stitch’ loosely pinning the images to the period of the painting



— but I've made no other gesture towards a 1940s feel. History has moved around

my own work, changing at least one of its meanings. When I began using photo-

text it was in the interests of a ‘zero degree’ of style, an ‘absence’ of style. Today, such

work constitutes a distinct genre, and anitemin the available repertoire of stylistic

conventions. For this particular work I would like to vary the genrea little. To em-

phasise the reference to the social order, I'm thinking of replacing the printed word

component with the ‘Isotype’ § Those ubiquitous pictograms we see — for example,

offering us directions in bus-stations and airports — have an Interesting history.

They derive from the ‘Isotype’ movement, which began in the 19205 under Otto

Neurath. Neurath was a member of the Vienna circle of logical positivist

philosophers. One of the ambitions of the Vienna circle was to develop an unam-

biguous international language for science. Neurath, however, was also very in-

terested 1n politics, insociology, and in education. His ambition for the [sotype —

which 1s an acronym for International System of Typographic Picture Education
— was that 1t would develop into an unambivalent international picture language
for everyday use. It’s interesting to think of this search for the unambiguous im-

age taking place in Vienna at the same time as Freud’s researches into the irresolvable
ambivalences of the psychic processes. With the onset of Nazism both Neurath and

Freud took refuge 1in England. There’s an appropriate coda to this. The [sotype
archive 1s currently lodged at Reading University, which 1s unusual in having a
Department of Typography and Graphic Communication. One of the legacies of
the isotype movement 1s a problem which, I've been told, successive generations
of students at Reading have attempted to solve. It’s this: design an Isotype, a pic-
togram, which says neither ‘man’ nor ‘woman,’ but simply person.

Victor Burgin

From, BETWEEN, Basil Blackwell, Oxford and New York, and ICA, London, 1986,

OFFICE AT NIGHT, 1986. 6’ x 8" No. 1 of seven pancls.
(Not Included in Exhibition)



As an artists organization, LACE is not hampered by the constraints of the com-
mercial art market, neither is it subject to a mandate as with museums to Interpret
and preserve a permanent collection. Rather, LACE is committed to artists and to
the presentation of their work and ideas in a context free fromany prejudice regard-

ing form or content.

Thus, it 1s significant that LACE presents the work of Victor Burgin and Allan
Sekula (in concurrent exhibitions). By refusing to acknowledge the traditional
separation between artmaking and critical discourse, both Burgin and Sekula
engage ina practice which grows from the interaction of these disciplines. Through
their critical and theoretical writings, teaching and visual work their ideas have had
a major impact on the art world and artists working within it.

Victor Burgin’s activities as artist/photographer and critic/theorist address the
relation of art to its social and historical context; he seeks to reveal the psychological
processes through which individuals are formed within the social order. Over the
past ten years, the central motif of Burgin’s work has been ‘patriarchal power rela-
tions, and the “‘masculine” 1dentity which support them. This concern is again
evidencedin “The Office at Night”” which is presented at LACE in a series of seven
tableaux. Investigating an ‘archeology’ of certain familiar pictures of women,
Burgin, taking his title from Edward Hopper’s painting circa 1940, re-presents ““the
general problem of the organization of Desire within the Law, and . . . the particular
problem of the organization of sexuality within capitalism.”

[ would like to thank: Gilbert Silverman, Martin Sklar, and the John Weber
Gallery for the loan of the works from ‘Office at Night’; Jeffery Keedy who

designed this catalogue/brochure; and Jeff Mann, LACE’s Exhibition Coordinator
for bringing this show to fruition. Special thanks is extended to Victor Burgin for
giving LACE the opportunity to premiere his work in Los Angeles.

Joy Silverman

Executive Director
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Born 1941 in Shefhield. Studied at Sheffield College
of Art, Royal College of Art 1962-5, Yale Universi-
ty 1965-7. Taught at Trent Polytechmic 1967-73,
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Selected Individual Exhibitions

1967 Bnush Pavilhon, Expo "67, Montreal

1976 Insttute of Contemporary Arts, London
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1986 Insttute of Contemporary Arts, London;
Kettle’s Yard Gallery, Cambndge, Orchard
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Visual Arts Centre, Boston, The Renaissance
Socaiety, Chicago, Knmight Gallery, Charlotte,
NC
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Selected Group Exhibitions

1965 Four Young Artists, Institute of Contemporary
Arts, London

1969

1970

1971

1972

1984

1986

When Attitudes Become Form, Institute of Con-
temporary Arts, London

Information, Muscum of Modern Art, New
York; Idea Structures, Camden Arts Centre,
London

The British Avant Garde, New York Cultural
Center, 6th Guggenheim International, Gug-
genheim Museum, New York

Documenta 5, Kassel, The New Ant, Hayward
Gallery, London

1965-1972, When Attitudes Became Form, Ket-
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The Tumer Prize, 1986, Tate Gallery, London

Victor Burgin has exhibited regularly at John Weber
Gallery, New York and Galerie Lilane et Michel
Durand-Dessert, Pans

Selected Books by the Artist

Work and Commentary, Latimer, 1973, in-
troductory essay; language works, plus two
photo-text works, from the period 1967-73,

Victor Burgin, Stedelyk van Abbemuseum,
Eindhoven, 1977, introductory essay, photo-
text works from 1974-6.

Thinking Photography, Macmllan, 1982,
cdited by Burgin, who contributes introduc-
tory essay and three of the subsequent aticles

Between, Basil Blackwell/ICA, 1986. Photo-
text works from 1976-85, interspersed with
extracts from interviews, talks and letters

The End of Art Theory — criticism and
postmodernity, Macmllan, 1986

Formations of Fantasy, Mcthuen, 1986, co-
cdited by Burgin, Donald, Kaplan. Burgin
contrnibutes introduction and onc essay

Introduction to Theory of Representations
Blackwell, 1988 (forthcoming)
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