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A CASING SHELVED
By Andrée Hayum

Behind this attempt at orderly noticing ‘do I have a horror
of the possibility of chaos? Would chaos be an inability to tell
one thing from another? Is sanity only the ability to identify
and to name? Cultural? Is ordering the “gdisorder” an order?
Can there be ‘“order” without repetition? Is there something
necessarily fatalistic but also “religious” in affirming (quoting?)
that disorder must be only a type of order the nature of which is
not yet comprehended . . . ? But “the eye of the beholder” . . .
not only is order projected but all is order; all is ordained? The
reason for the shape of my nose the same as the reason a bus

just passed this building. Oh, that’s going too far.
Michael Snow, Passage

Page 63, Artforum, September 1971
For Rosalind Krauss

A Casing Shelved is an extraordinary work. Michael Snow pre-
sents us with a single color slide projected for forty-five minutes,
and an accompanying soundtrack in which he proceeds to explain,
step by step, what we are looking at. What we see is a bookcase
crammed with things previously used in his studio: paint cans,
photographs, coffee cups, a hot plate, a wine bottle, etc., etc. The
components of A Casing Shelved are essentially unaesthetic and its
presence hovers at every point between triviality and significance.
The work’s uniqueness lies, not only in the wit and subtlety of
its researches, but in the surprisingly thoroughgoing manner in
which it functions as a formal and experiential equivalent for its
message, and as a powerful expression of modernist sensibility.

A Casing Shelved has been shown in a gallery, using a photo-
graph and a tape recorder.! However, I would like to address my
remarks to the “official” and to my mind more effective version of
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ﬂ[is . .
captilx)rlee(;eu gf;ch takes plfwe in a movie theater. Here, we are a
s W%e.] tol Snow’s oral description. Presumably executed
iy lt}:: ooking at the bookshelf (or was it the slide?)
b vl dn ro.ug}'l the vghic]e of a soundtrack and the evi-
CHich the acade projection reminds us of the classroom situation in
ok ek idr L;mlc]study of art history occurs today. For, in that
gl o(E si)']: ]yhcharacterizing a work for an audience from
g co1 es has b::come a well established practice with
paiiting e sculml:s;monfs. Snow .recreates a characteristic that
il Rty P the.o past periods have attained since they
e Thed ot i(r)lrr; b ;érmci):sgxl contexts and placed in museums
th;i|r ;;;hibition or performance vc;lllgs’ﬂle i e
. X
et ::na(x):rex’mtge iﬁeflt' of A Casing Shelved as performance is
o ¥ erstanding of its point of departure. Employing
e theatg:l?ta'hon of the proscenium theater, from which
bl sapthre erives, Snow reminds us that traditional per-
oy o bpreponderance of conventions, is precisely where
expectations fulﬁlleiicoge most complacent about having a set of
b | ut, just as John Cage has obliterated ex-
PeCtathe rain of Almic eg 0 mgsmal perfgnnance, so Snow goes against
i and dram ﬁxpectatlon .by subjecting us to an extended static
Hoo: of ob]'ects azdc t}()e?:pectatlon by monumentalizing a conﬁgura-
e s mhgs. He keeps us coming to terms with the
e L bat what we are witnessing is out of place. In this
taion o copéet ;C(:;nzsb ::; rsbet;:)dg tftl)ssoc(ilateil “(rlith factors which
While t understand.
the rout:ave tgl:zrgdmlt that preconditions and preconceptions bar
e Sk e 36 untder.standmg, Snow introduces a further
and knowledge can rtg' lfstlmony. to our awareness, understanding
i articulationl e dbe a dlsthting agent. Because that testi:
o (e i Hindia " an a.rtlcu_latlon, a projection into symbolic
i L tg'uls c or'plctorlal), our essential perceptiéns and
e g motivast .nfsecessa}rlly be'transformed. This dilemma under-
o= c}a]s now’s description. His delivery is unexpected!
R c o e sia)(lems tentative, even haphazard, as he fa]ter.z
tually eml;lo in rag]l des. bus on, o bty o Sl o ac
in an effort ty tg ndamental strategies of the cognitive process
e w: desl‘ the limits of their usefulness. i
Fomi g aesc}:]nbe Pb]ects? Presumably, first we name them
ok o gt s he points out a “hot plate”, an “extension co d".
e”. He gropes with us for the names of things, remirnd:
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ing us of that phase in the learning pro

§ name bibliotheque for that which we call a b
' duce a similar feeling of security

¢ this slide (“ . . in the top left hand corner . .
their geographic history ("X

. at Center Island near
he refers to their chronology—2a photograph taken

" than in affirming it. For instance,

have often gone for co

% view of events throug

cess when children make
their first associations between people, things, and their names.
* he repeats it three

' When Snow “recalls” a name like :
| times in a self-congratulatory ton€;
© ing mastere

like a child he is proud of hav-
d the object by knowing the name. But. by mi i

all attention to the arbitrariness of
ting function. (Especially if we
ch child to find the:
ookcase would pro-

ity and satisfaction.)

A second procedure Snow uses to define objects is o locate
ogical terms.

them. He does this in both geographic and chronol
He discusses most of the objects according to their arrangement in
”). Often he gives us
.a photograph . . . which T took . .«
Toronto, Lake Ontario.”). In the same way,
in 1966, wine
what is left (now) of
f a determin-

this process Snow seems to ¢
naming rather than its delinea
should realize, for instance, that for the Fren

from a party after the “Jast” Poindexter show,
a jar of acrylic. We are given some of the trappings O
ist explanation of existence, where past leads to present, cause to
. effect. But Snow succeeds in short circuiting this connection rather

when he says that a coffee con-
came from Dave’s Corner House, where “I
ffee”, he emphasizes the gap between the

givens of the container in the picture and of his past excursions to
Dave’s Corner House, a gap which is filled by assumptions made

during the process of deduction. A determinist or causal argument
t events; it depends on the

depends on 2 reconstruction of pas

capacity to remember. Snow realizes this but he shows that if we
are capable of remembering, we are also likely to forget. Thus, he
amends dates (“No, it wasn't 67, it was '66”), he forgets names

. (“What do you call that?”), he loses the threads of his own des-
cription.
I believe that Snow also undermines a determinist or causal
h the vehicle of autobiography. More pre-
cisely, he lays bare as illusory the notion that access to an artist’s
life history need necessarily aid in understanding the works by
that artist. In this respect, A Casing Shelved may be compared to
Jean-Marie Straub’s Chronicle of Anna Magdalena Bach (1968),
a flm in which a narrator, Bach’s second wife, Anna Magdalena,
relates events from the composer’s life and career. Shots of period
costumes and sets are interspersed with documents in the form of
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scores, .music sheets, letters, and announcements, which
i;ntt:d 13 close-up, full screen view. But working at odccl:s \::31 It)}rlg
As:s u:;’ oguglentary approach is Bach’s music on the soundtrack
o mmg independent life because of the effect of its buovancy.
= esus'llgh seems to transcend the calculatedly spare and static
o gb.tw e viewer is left struggling to find some organic connec-
n between the biographical evidence that is scrupulously con
vei';:dA agd the experience of the music itself. i
W sk a.még Sheltfed this discrepancy occurs due to the kind of
o t()ln. now gives us. Since nearly all the objects assembled
ﬁlmc <one in Snow’s previous works (ie., the green ball in the
P f? [Bac;k and P:orth]), or served him in his studio
jooe psf om a ta!<e-out place), their description yields the
as% ws;o]?s of an autobiographical account. Yet, his references to
g st v 1r a}r:d. the events surrounding them are exclusively of a
e :h . t::,cp ;u:?l,c;; mciienta)l xlxahtx;le (the kind of glue used
1 \ ) era there). In the end, we co
;gge:tx;e unacquainted with Snow’s career can marslll)l:ll atsllfish(i):-’
A Ca“on tso’\:vz;rd‘si a better understanding of the representation in
e amnﬁx - e ":}ex ; Or,. how does this “autobiography” enlighten
fundamentall;ncongsotv:; :l c;th;;-r works? Can we really reconcile the
tra‘c;;l secrets deliverfd up hzre?e i Lol e
revelaz'l:nwiz IAa\g assumed that the past is a treasured reservoir for
o eaed Tk asing .Shelved Snow seems to be saying that what
R rusn e tli little 1.1ght on the present and that things in the
Prosent | li’ tta ct<1)1nt1.nual risk of becoming obsolete. This, of
s sggh )es i;)d e image as a whole—a book shelf (but never
e P ; with thxqgs—objects which have been “shelved”
bt ght,lf tsxt out of immediate use. In describing the con-
by f)rger- :o.vzo ;igza;eci'l’y rsfers 51?1 c:ibjects that are used
s : ut” radio, “dried up” L
;x}:lilfpl::tograph, a faulty screwdriver. Almost egerl;’rtﬁgges,oz f:l?e
Shied faﬁ l?nce a marketable product. Snow underscores this im-
gt ymad h}; pomtxrllig fe'lcetiously to one or two “found” objects. He
i i Hw quality ]udgmgnts may be made according to mone-
. s e mentions having bought a polaroid camera which
o tEe trut}ix 1sh superior to the one he previously owned. Uncertain
gt edadds, as if to reassure himself, “It was more expen-
sy at;%nct:e' by our orientation as consumers, here, it is clear
il 3 is a consumer. Snow, in turn, makes us aware of how
ry modes of description and characterization make demands
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insures our comprehe

. An important twentieth century w
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the objects of their concern; by including categories of function

‘or expectation they are bound to render those objects maladaptive
ore to deny them their fullest being.

. Not only our modes of identifying and defining things. but also

this effect. The image itself emr

* ' our modes of organizing them have
bookease with its division

* ploys the obvious ordering device of the
. and subdivision of disarray. Whether using these compartments
% nsion of the essence of things is doubtful
~ however. So Snow indicates when describing the shovel in terms
= of the structure of the bookcase. The handle, for instance, is des-
& cribed in connection with things on the third shelf, the horizontal
* zone to which it adheres. Omitting subsequent description of the
~ shaft, he proceeds directly to the “shovel part of the shovel”. Frag-
. ments of a whole are thus evoked.

The fragmenting of entities is one danger of conceptual con-
S structs. Another is the neutralizing effect of classification. Our

* ability to see relationships, to perceive likenesses and dissimilarities
£ in random samples, has been a foundation for discovery in all fields
© of knowledge. Snow lapses into this classifying phase of investiga-

' tion at several points in his description, surveying things of one

. type, shape, material, or color. But in doing so he would have us
® question what is, in fact, elucidated about a paint can and a wine
. bottle by calling attention to the cylindrical shape they have in
common. Or again, does the red of the shovel’s handle and the red

" of a can of Noxon really reveal any inherent community between

~ these two objects?

Snow’s description determines the duration of A Casing Shelved.

ork which similarly turns the
narrator’s description of a pictorial representation into the narra-
tive scaffold of the work achieved is Alain Robbe-Grillet's novel
In the Labyrinth.* Robbe-GCrillet’s narrator describes a nineteenth

century etching.® He begins,

The picture, in its varnished wood-frame, represents a tavern
scene. It is a nineteenth century etching, or a good reproduc-
tion of one. A large number of people il the room, a crowd of
drinkers sitting or standing, and on the far left, the bartender
standing on a slightly raised platform behind his bar.

The bartender is a fat, bald man wearing an apron. He leans
forward, both hands resting on the edge of the bar, over several
half-full glasses that have been set there . . .°
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Although the contours of Robbe-Grillet's novel are taut and pre-
cise, his narrator seems uncontrolling and unknowing as we watch
him describe his explorations of the narrative map that is the etch-
ing. The neutralizing or distancing of events that ensues from this
narrative “once removed” brilliantly puts into question traditional
narrative structure. Furthermore, while past narrative representa-
tions prided themselves on the illusion of reality they projected,
Robbe-Grillet succeeds in obscuring the boundaries between real-
ity and illusion. Because of the meticulousness and neutrality of
his language, it is nearly impossible in places to decipher whether
the narrator is accounting for viewed reality or viewed representa-
tion. Especially since, at the beginning, the narrator describes a
view outside the window of his room which includes a soldier lean-
ing against a lamp post, and in the tavern scene of the etching,
some figures are also to be identified as soldiers.

For his part, Snow reveals a distance from traditional narrative

‘format by suggesting its structure while obliterating its contents.
Indeed, he punctuates the limits of his description with a start
(“Well, let’s see . . .”) and a finish (“March 30, 1970”). During the
description we begin to ask: “What will be next?”, “Where will it
be?”, “When will he stop?” Such questions suggest a parallel to
the unsolved plot elements of a suspense story. Though different in
manner from Robbe-Grillet's narrator, there are nonetheless basic
affinities between the two. Where Robbe-Grillet allows for the
shadow or reflection of a story, Snow substitutes objects and things
for people and events. Where Robbe-Grillet’s narrator depends on
a story line that he unravels from an already existing representa-
tion, Snow, like a contemporary anti-hero, is an anti-narrator. At
times he is casual, at times fumbling and absent minded. He even
elicits our help (“What do you call that?”) to make his way through
the labyrinth of his representation. He shifts gear as he proceeds:
from a linear direction (moving from left to right, from item to
item); to a more conceptual organization (covering objects of the
same gender); to a privately associational mode (“For some reason
I am drawn to . . .”)—a combined procedure more like the excur-
sions of the analysand’s monologue, searching for a story, than the
traditional narrator’s program.’

Finally, Snow too hints at his commitment to the arresting pres-
ence of illusion. He does so by calling attention to commonly held
assumptions concerning the hotographic image. Throughout most
of his description, Snow takes for granted our shared ability to
decipher what is “really” depicted in the slide. He refers to a
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: ine bottle, a coat hanger, a can of paint, a coffee cup. Indeed,
§ ‘tvhle extent to which all fields of knowledge in the twentieth century

have been advanced by the illustrative aid of photographs would
seem to be adequate testimony to the realism of their representa-
tions. But there are several instances where Snow reveals another
kind of awareness. The “black line” he tries to describe turns out to
be an electric cord. What he calls a “brown rectangle he then
jdentiftes as a brown cardboard box. This modulation into 2 formal
key (with other moments of recognition, such as when he says,
“they are roses”, or rather, “they represent roses. ) reveals. a keen
appreciation for that fragile zone separating the symbols of mfo;ma-
tion we accept to be real from the lines, shapes, or colors that form

¥ the concrete reality of the photographic image.
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In her article, “Toward Snow”, Annette Michelson writes about
One Second in Montreal (1969), a series of photographs pregeqted
at varying durations on 2 film strip. She posits a perceptual dl;s'tmc-
tion between a film made up of still photographs and a series of
slide projections.® With A Casing Shelved, the difference in effect of
the slide as against other choices Snow might have made is also
worth consideration. Michelson emphasizes the temporal factor
inherent in the filmic image and the viewer’s necessary, even 1
unconscious, awareness of time, an awareness excluded fr_om one’s
experience of a slide. While, the slide is “up there”, taking time,
and where, in this work, the soundtrack imparts a temporal struc
ture to the image, there is a distinction to be made between both
these modes of time and one in which duration and development
are experienced as outgrowths of the image itself, as in film. Nor
does xtge fact that Snow creates movement by directing our eyes
from one place to another in itself yield a temporal continuity. For
the snail's pace of his description at times causes Our glance to
wander or to shift into a stare, rather than sticking to the ostensibly
prescribed reading. Thus, by eliminating the potential of the repre-
sented objects to reveal themselves during and through_the passage
of time (as would result from an extended take with a movie
camera), and, by setting up 2 series of experiential tensions tha_t
militate against continual intake, Snow provides a perceptual equi-
valent for his treatise on the difficulties of knowing.

The effect of space in the slide is a perceptual correlate of its
temporal character. In part because of the frontality of the repre-
sentation in A Casing Shelved, as well as because of the incalculable
measure of forms due to the light, color, and surface of the slide
medium itself, a space results that evades our grasp, both on a
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sensuous level and within the context of narrative.® For, to full
itilri,c(ls:;stax;d a given object that appears within our field 'oz' visioz
e es c?caél;lg it in space. Concomitantly, our understanding of
] vent is -und up with the sense of how it came about and
Weesre ﬂt:vlvs gé)mg. For example, in Snow’s film, Wavelength (1967)
i ﬁze bo(::h gur}:ais cart an empty bookease into a loft, thereby sug:
beforegus ) AaC story and a purpose to the same shelves we see
g colxi : asing S.heloed. But }'1ere, try as Snow may to expli-
il remt;nk ; ta)s an image A Casing Shelved is nearer to Robbe-
Loy Hrtha out t{le chzz’racters in Waiting for Godot, namely,
it all they are fhf:re 19 And, as in Godot, the very “there-
e a:dsegms,\’ to I.)’I'O!llblt. convenient explanation of its existence.
g 0 : a Vinci’s inquiries into the nature of the universe de-
o orce from their integration of speculation and experience.
— m}:a:;‘]’tmgs, which also se'rved him as tools for investigation, are
& tui; e;:xtrglzxéybzfin t_;us t;ppro:ugh.l;rro pl('iesent a synthesis of
‘and space, movement and stasi:—gzd tct;l conjg t;xhe P
spact 'men e process of per-
‘zggzgt ltiz!f:’hhl; pictures eg:plored a uniqueymodep of vision.Plc;y
yoa in’rxag ; Baet }?inow projects a mechanical reproduction of a
il hul s goals, in this and other works, include a re-
o, Shelond o oo oo o that e, 1t qoposr huckf with
e et e at direction. It concerns itself with
ter;, passumo.st-relx;ais.;ance egist :nx:z)rl);lg;s that are a by-product of wes-
now’s natural suspicion and gentle warnings relate him to th
go;srteangi t:s;ent{ethl century Rhilosophical congem where, from :
e 3 (ia;lm&ge yt hixl\;irsof; :gesvlo.gical approaches and methods
g . v eir inquiry and the exi ies that
motivate their enterprise. Turning to Existentialism  Phanmss
ology, Structuralism or Semiolo gw fi dst(le'xmfw1 peliinespa
with modes of perception, on gtgze ot:) 1;1 delr iy L
) , and patterns of lan-

guage, on the other. And we see theeir sy L o b6
cleansing and resensitizing of our tool fcommon_ sl
cation. The nature of Snow’s presentzsat?o percieitxon s e
osopher or the social scientist, heighte il mes g e
e by sking s enped » heightens our awareness of these
ence to resonategin omx}::on:gi%ist::s?’ gk caugmg that experi-

1. My thanks to Klaus Kex'tessl:I grglse Bykert Gall
i yvkert Gallery for ki -
ing the photograph and tape of this work available t{) xz: iy i
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i Reproduction,” Tluminations,

* of ekphrasis, or verbal evocation
. Homer’s passage on the shield of Ac
"~ dividual pictures in
# tion. See Svetlana
& in Vasari’s Lives,’
-8 XXIII, nos. 8-4, 1960, pp. 190-215.
T If the goal of the ancient ek
~ volvement in the deser

" Robbe-Grillet’s examples serve to keep th
i secure for the artist a ro

= ‘medium. I believe that

© of the work may be neu
to a particular artist’s oeuvre undercut.

‘-.,,' Richard Howard, New York,

= pin

p 7Y KT

2. The development of art history as an academic discipline is coinci-
'dental with a2nd depende i £ the reproductive media.
3. See Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical
New York, 1968, p. 223, for related discus-

sion.
4. Actually, both thes
traditional mode of verbalizing abou

e works represent fascinating extremes of a
t works of art: the rhetorical figure
through description of narrative.
hilles and Vasari’s treatment of in-
his Lives of the Artists are examples of this conven-
Leontief Alpers, “Ekphrasis and aesthetic attitudes
» Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes,

phrasis was to heighten the gpectator’s in-
ibed work and if the “Jescriber” came close to the
t the motivation of events depicted, Snow’s and
e viewer at a distance and to
le as ultimate viewer.
the work described is, like Snow’s, in a reproductive
Snow and Robbe-Grillet are similarly motivated
t. With a mechanical reproduction the content
tralized and its inherent quality of “belonging”

£ . . .
~ artist in searching ou

5. Interestingly,

" in their choice of objec

Grillet (Jealousy & In The Labyrinth), trans.
Grove Press, 1965, p. 160.

7. Only when Snow tells us, a few times, what is inside a box or wrap-
does he remind us of the omni-

6. Two Novels by Robbe-

g, something we cannot know or see,

scient marrator.

8. Annette Michelg.on, «Toward Snow,” Artforum, June, 1971, pp. 30-

37
ded movement saw an implied bound-

9. The beginning of film or recor
and the filmed world. This boundary

was interrupted only rarely,
the camera. Maintaining the separation insured the projected illusion of

ts believable causality and coherence.

lity of A Casing' Shelved, Snow goes back to
orientation of early photographs.

A New Novel, Richard Howard trans.,

_ ~ ary occurring between the viewer
as when a character peered directly into

reality and gave its conten
With the rigorous fronta
the prevailing, “pre-narrative”
10. Alain Robbe-Grillet, For

New York, Grove Press, 1965, p. 115.
In employing this term Robbe-Grillet is actually quoting Heidegger’s

% comment on the human condition.
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