Jody AzzouniMy point of entry for some stories is a charactea character’s voice. That's
rarely a point of entry for my poems. tlmeir cases, it's usually an image or a series of caedec
images. Sometimes it's a series of sounds, a patfesounds, actually. This story—Ilike some of
my poems—had an image as its point of entry foraneelbow crashing through a stained-glass
sky. That came to me first, and | gradually bunk test of the story around it. Like a
commentary.

But to write this story, | borrowed tools I'd aleiadeployed in another story I'd written years
earlier, and had also played around with in natesfnovel | never wrote. | liked the idea of
making up art; even more fun was making up nonerisartftorms something I'd been doing in
high school (and after). Conceptual art (but disgdias fiction). And in this story | blended the
description of such imaginary art and art formsdhwatparticular tool from science fiction: trying
to predict the future. (Call it “Art Fiction.”)

The last element | built into the story was alsmething I'd borrowed from an earlier story and
from notes for other stories and novels: the scho&ssay. Made-up commentary on imaginary
art products. It's just sheer fun to make up airericademic industry: books, articles,
intellectual dialogue, and debate.

| wrote this story in the fall of 1986. Most of mrsjories are born among four or five siblings—
they belong to small groups of stories that | wintéhe same season (usually one right after the
other). This story is different. The image occurt@dne while watching a slide show on
September 17, and the story developed in my head sporadicaiy the rest of the month, and
then again in December when | finally had a chaot down and write it.

Why the title? It refers to the monitor that | wesng at the time | wrote the story. It's a
straightforward title, really. Totally literal. Nioing tricky. Entirely innocent. Everything on the
surface. Really. The title is hard to understanchbiee people have trouble staying on the
surface of things. Surprising, right?
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I* am grateful on this day, the first anniversarfdfilie Wylie’s death, for the
opportunity to say a few words about her work aadignificance. | hope you have already seen
Deus Ex Machina fland | hope you'll see it again after reading thiicture is worth a
thousand words normally, but no one has deterntime@xchange rate when words are being
used to describe the picture.

No one could have predicted that Emilie Wylie wbhbeé artistically significant. After all,
she was nearly fifty when her first “painting” waisplayed. And it is important to stress that she
expressed no early interest nor talent in Art, baddater by the pursuit of marriage and
children.

Whyis it important to stress this? Well, the aficidoas aware of Susan H. Ronstadt’s
thesis [Ronstadt 2020] put forth in her unauthatibegraphyThe two faces of Emili&Vhat
thesis? Well, simplifying slightly, she argued ttta trauma of growing up under Patriarchy at a

time when social forces were beginning to overthitomas so great that Wylie (and many

! This is a transcript of an informal talk | gavetts Metropolitan in 2024. | have, with some refuncte, allowed it
to be anthologized. In the interest of keepinglifeezy style of the original, I've made only a felanges; so let
the reader be aware when s/he encounters prejunfictsppiness, that | used no notes at the time veas unaware
of the Museum’s (new!) policy of videotaping alttares given on its premises. Two caveats: firstaitb of
whatever pangs of conscience | experienced comaggmy prejudices and sloppiness may be found in the
footnotes; second, | used slides during the tatk@viously referred to them. The text has beeniten so that all
such references have been replaced by descriptions.

% Hereafter “DEM I1.”
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women of her generation) developed multiple perkties In Wylie’s case, Ronstadt argues,
there were two personalities. One, the “yuppie baufe,” was a woman with no real interests
and no real personality of her own. The other {teal” one) was a driven, extremely creative
artist with deep hostilities towards men and thaetg she lived in; the latter persona never
expressed herself directly other than when the r@mpanotivations of the surface personality
gave her an outlet. Ronstadt uses this to exph@rstipposed gap between Wylie’s talents and
her goals. For example, on the “pretext’ of appiysomputers and robotics to housework, she
mastered both the hardware and the programminig shét would “have enabled anyone else to
undertake prestigious research.” It is hard tolsge what irritates Ronstadt so much. Surely she
is as aware as | am that Dupont marketed many diet¥ynventions, swelling the Wylie

income greatly. This is not typical housewifelyiaity (although | must point out that it was
amazing what that woman didn’t have to do to eatersuccessfully.

Admittedly, there is a problem here that Ronshed tried to solve. Wylie showed genius
in the research and marketing of certain kindsoaids. But such personalities rarely are
artistically creative. You might think it would help to notatlboth she and her husband were
frequent purchasers of the then contemporary atthBr understanding of it lay under

something of a cloud since it was common knowlatgé she always took threads from

% Perhaps Ronstadt’s irritation is due to her awessrihat the marketing strategy for the Wylie hbakkproducts
were directed primarily at women. Well, that’s tré&me thing®iave notchanged as quickly as we would have
liked, but businesspersons are acutely aware ther@ profit in being a prophet. | suspect it isgisely this that
troubles Ronstadt: Wylie's frank capacity to makeney with such an individual’s typical lack of cenn for the
“larger” social issues.

Anyway, | can't resist a last polemical point: tthize literature of multiple personality disordeggests
that the trauma necessary to cause a child to gigeesplit personality is far beyond anything tatlie could have
experienced. | resist the impulse to cite sources.
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curtains, rugs, or other items in her home to ngke that the candidate for purchase would fit
snugly with her décot.

Well, let’s leave the “problem” aside for the tilbeing. Since Wylie’s husband played a
role in DEM lI, I won’t put off any longer the ols&tion that he was a canny inventor (too)
who (also) had made sure he controlled a largeesbfahe profits his work yielded. Dupont
apparently got enough out of the both of them aatmplain. The point is that they were rich,
and at that time rich people who were interestefirirhad clout theré.In this case the clout was
strong enough that when Emilie Wylie completed sting, not only was it displayed in a
prominent gallery, but everyone knew about it aratlensure to see it (onc®eus Ex Machina
was a grossly amateurish (and incomplete) selfr@ddone in oil with an axe (from Sears)
embedded in its center. It looked as if someone kvieav how to handle axes had, perhaps in
rage, thrown the axe at the portrait. In fact,i’teemember any contemporary remarks on the
paintingexcepffor jokes to the effect that her husband probablydate the most creative work
on it.

Wylie’s art careereally began (and ended too!) when her representation DEMSs
introduced in the same gallery in the summer of2L2@t me try to give you a sense of what
those significant few who saw DEM Il “saw.” The Wwawas about eight feet high and seven feet
wide, and curved enough towards its top that teever had to most uncomfortably crane his/her
neck if s/he wanted to be close enough to seedtealsitowards the top. To the side (as was

customary) was a short description of the piece:

* Eli Hauseman was quite piqued when he learnedatparticular thread she was laying against higengigce for
color comparison came from a toilet seat cover.tBeitpurchase offer was so generous that he didniplain
further (at least in front of them).

® That changed after it became common practiceltsisaresin a work. In my day, museunasvnedthe works they
exhibited.
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The surface oDeus Ex Machina lis made from a newly developed light sensitive
plastic that takes on permanently the complemethefight spectrum it is initially
exposed to. The images, etched by laser technalogiar to that currently being used in

brain surgery, were computer assisted.

That was it. The sensitive viewer was forced tozpeithe rest out for him/herself. Not at all easy
since this was the first of what subsequently ctortee calledPerspective Sensitive Art

It is best if | now indulge temporarily in a bit autobiography and describe whataw.
As | approached the representation, a cellopha@ensbn the surface presented itself to my eye.
This forced me to shift my position until somethicagme into focus. No big thrill. What | saw
was a photorealist (I barely suppressed a yawngtep of the NY skyline. The need to crane
my neck to see the skyscrapers reaching up intekhh@bove caused a kinesthetic touch of
reality that | regarded as cute, but superficigdaa from that, the photorealism was computer
assisted, and altogether | was prepared to giva ketl sort of credit for her honesty and
nothing more. In addition, | was irritated, foiké to shift position when viewing a
representation, stepping backwards or to the sideder to take in a detail. But this work would
go alarmingly out of focus whenever | did%o.

The breakthrough was fast: | was puzzled by acbbh—that really is the word—a
collection of clouds in the middle of the sky. Thegre fuzzy, but not in the way clouds usually
are, for they were out of focus. Starting at the bl instinctively moved in such a way as to

bring them into focus.

® And in a most strange way. It would start to Idik a three dimensional product: two layers offitawith the
figures on the top one superimposed on the bottoer-dhe sort of novelty itemvrit large that one used to get in a
package of gum. You know the sort of thing: a baligidayer, perhaps, who would swing his bat arthis eyes if
you moved the card he lived on.
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What a shock! I now saw an entirely different pret The skyscrapers were still there
but they jutted up into a surreal sky that lookied btained glass§And instead of fuzzy clouds, |
was looking up at something crashing through tlasgbkky over me: a somewhat deformed and
hairy elbow. Surrounding it was the spray of stdigkass it had shattered and a jagged hole
revealing—

Nothing actually. The spray of broken glass, dmdlbow itself, were in the way.

As you might expect, this work was not slow tongaikind of short-lived attention, and
naturally, the attention was of the ideologicaltsbirst, there were the usual atavistic claims tha
this was computer-generated and therefore nétSirnilar to this was the claim that if anyone
deserved credit, it was her husband, who, it toutshad developed the particular plastic so
crucial to the worK. The initial responses to these complaints werentelligent. Instead of
pointing out, as | did later, that it was a deepmoimer to call the work computer-generated, that
in fact, the work exploited the techniques at hispdsal in the same rich way as painters and
sculptors had exploited the development of new c¢ba&isnand materials throughout the

nineteenth and twentieth centuries, some opporeoksthe line that the attack was a

" Many critics have commented on the change in lifihe photorealist perspective is bright and sutimy source
of light obviously coming from behind the out-ofefes clouds. However, the surreal perspective hadight
lighting, the source of which is the stained glsisgitself! | should add that it is quite commortlie literature to
describe the phenomenon here as a “Gestalt shhts'is a mistakeas Gestalt shifts arot dependent on the
viewer moving his/her position.

8 [Regan 1992], [Putnam 1992], [Sonnenburg 1998kteta. In all fairness, everyone knew what shecapable
of with brush and paint. She confessed to me yatgsthat she was never able to do much artisyitiaé
traditional way. “But,” she said, using one of tageeculiar analogies to mathematics that she lcaedi that |
rarely understood, “I can’'t add on my fingers eiithe

° [Meese 1992], [Cuttenlemmen 1992], [Dicklestei®2p etcetera. No response is necessary. Let maerd
instead that she once claimed that the sole purpictbe work was to convince Dupont that the ptagtas
marketable. If that is true then she failed. The\WWorld was so uniformly hostile to her work thatias nearly
twenty years before another artist took her apgr@acparadigmatic.
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chauvinistic one motivated by the contéhtWhenever asked about these matters, Wylie would
say coyly, “they haven’t even scratched the surface

There was yet another area of controvétsghe work was not sold. It couldn’t be. Wylie
insisted that she would onignt it. Everyone here can imagine the hostility that ggggn
aroused. Although more common now, the practisgiliscontroversial-?

Well, after the initial enthusiasm for polemic éat] the work receded into obscurity. It
remained on display, through sheer financial pmesqarobably, for years, but it is to the credit
of Sean Penn, whose name is known to everyone lharsure, that the second stage of Wylie
scholarship was launched. The arm in DEM Il is gasind bleeding slight. Looking at the
wound closely, Penn noticed peculiar deformitiegmexposed skin around it. Technically it is
difficult to magnify the area without losing focusyt Penn overcame that and recognized that
the deformities were symptoms of parasttélde published a small paper on the matter [Penn
1997] and then went to work magnifying the aredhier. He discovered that the work is visually
composed of tiny microdot paintings laid out likaraps. The principle is familiar enough to

anyone who has worn a sweater. Giving at a distdreanpression of brown, up close a

2 \What content, exactly? Well, the interpretation [IBdel, Stumpf 1993] for example) was that lurkimerneath
the bright sunlight was Patriarchysut a dying Patriarchy. To this (admittedly caricatreummary | can do no
better than respond as [Harris 2000] did: thatpestause an elbow is monstrous and haddagys not meathat it is a
male elbow. Admittedly, as [Edel 2003] points dbg representation does have theological overtandsurely
God is traditionally analefigure.

1 Two areas actually. I'll discuss the second orre:he debate broke out over what kind of Art thaswNot
painting, it was forcefully argued. Not sculptunet etcetera. Never completely resolved, | lik¢hiok of DEM II
assui generisAnd in more ways than one. As | mentioned, it waarly twenty years before Dupont could
successfully market the plastic. Although some m@sk now exists in this genre, lack of an oral itiad here has
retarded development. This is, in my opinion, tatfof the initial and insensitive response to DEMhich, no
doubt, killed Wylie's enthusiasm. (She never digthmg else artistically.)

12 At one time it was possible to sell oneself intdeéntured servitude, although now we find suctdea so
repugnant that it is illegal. We are aware thatgean severe enough straits, will do anything admust prevent
them from inflicting upon themselves such injusticea similar way, people are becoming aware ittettould be
illegal for an artist to be able to alienate his/txeative products. Renting the use of one’s oregtroducts (be it a
painting or a play) is one thing, selling them @ltt is another. Of course, there are deeply eohed interests
both in the art world and at large fighting the némking. But there were deeply entrenched intsrespporting
indentured servitude too.

13 |n particular Dracunculus medinensisconfess | don’t know what to make of this theicglly. But no one else
does either.
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sweater may turn out to be a multicolored prodwdtich paintings were laid out like stamps?
Well, all of them™*

As can be imagined, this gave rise to more csitigiin particular, the accusation that
DEM Il is not Art. It is surprising, form this vaage point, that such a claim could have been
taken seriously, but let me quote from an artié¢léhe time [Harris 2000] just to give the flavor

of the polemical atmosphere.

... [O]ne cannot help but consider the possibilitgtttine desire to exclud@eus Ex
Machina Il from the company of thiglona Lisais due entirely to the fact that the kind of
work involved in making its too hard There have been many sneers about Wylie’'s
“artistic” abilities, but in fact, the techniquesesutilized are not easy to masaall. She
is using new materials, and surely it is traditidioa great art to expropriate new
materials and make them articulate; she doesn’bussh or pen, rather a computer—but
that too is merely #ool waiting for the right mind to make it creative. Allwe are
witnessing here ifear, fear on the part of the critics used to techihydakignificant

work, that evaluation will be hard, fear on thetprthe artists that the work Ieyond
them. Well, so it will be, and so it is, and thatll to the good. I, at least, am tired of
artists who think that a dead dog rotting in afatasag should be taken seriously, who

line up a row of bricks and marvel at their own cgptual breakthroughs, or who do

4 The matter is actually a little more complicateden apart from later discovered work of artist #Vylie had no
access to, as well as work subsequent to DEM krdlare apparent Picassos, the originals of wioobne seems
to be able to locate. Wylie and her husband, @ mentioned, were very well connected in theWorld, and
they may have been privy to work that is not gelheevailable. But a consensus is beginning to famound the
idea that she just designed some of them herdai. réises an interesting issue. In the last t@msyeounterfeits
and forgeries have come into their own as commeslitalthough their market value still lags behindinal work
by famous artists, they have an edge in that thegtl within the financial reach of individuaJgnd there is some
desire to keep the classifications clear. DEM lingotowards a time when this may not be so easy.

There are also two dimensional reproductions ofpgare and some ornamental art among the microdots
as well as a number of posters. One of Jimi Henflsixexample. Notably, nothing of Judy Chicag@dhere.
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obscene things with sweet potatoes and expectaeE®l An artist’'s work, at least when
looked at over time, should bard to do. It should take talent and not merely aetést

tack.

Harris certainly sounds angry, doesn’t he? Butdwddn’t handle the hard cases, the
careful critics who pointed out that surely it ecpliar to call a work of art something the
majority of which is invisible to the naked eye.

In response, Harris invoked the notiortrainscendenceHarris argued that there was
built into the work a kind of Borgesian infinitegiess. Of course, a copy of DEM Il was among
the reproductions (the last microdot in the extréomeer right hand corner) and he argued on
thematic grounds that it too would be composedhefdanon. But this turned out not to'Be.

Rather, further enlargement revealed tiny solig ot

15 As | predicted. | have dealt with this matter elkere so let me just summarize my results hereraiitre is the
most unrepentantly theological art form and thisesause it is the least anchored in technologieatlopment.
Consequently, the notion pbssibilityexpressed by literature is wider than that of atfner art form. In this sense it
is theleast real By way of example, | note that there is one amig one technological change of note for literature
and that was the shift from the oral to the writtixdlition. Literature was, as it were, reborn axdtad. But Art,
Music, and all the other forms find theibstanceransmuted regularly by technology. So althoughgBsian
possibility belongs naturally where it originallyoae, it just couldn’t happen in an art form whéreshness
depends so crucially on the exploitation of newssaihces for art products to be made out of andetiir@ing of new
tools to be used on these substances. Harris’ téaitvespecially surprising in light of the facatine is sensitive to
this aspect of Art, as what | quoted of him durihg lecture shows.

16 Of course, even this led to an argument. Why sidis? It was suggested [Ross 2002] that the detaciually
schematic eyes, and that a major thematic of thé i8cdhe dialectical transformation of objectivity subjectivity,
with Photorealism at one end and the entire artisirpus at the other. But others suggested threatetan
unavoidable side effect of the technique Wylie exgptl.
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Harris worked hard to press the claim that trandeace is the theme of DEM™1.
Perhaps he is right, but Wylie certainly never gamg signs of such concerns. Whenever | had
occasion to ask her about the reason for a paatiomage, she would explain its presence in
terms of the technical constraints of the plashie,programming, and the goal of having, as it
were, three representations in one. “Once the pateasare set,” she said, “you’re lucky if you
find even one solution.” This doesn’t sound plalesht it will be some years before we will be
in a position to evaluate her claim, simply becauseritic yet has the wherewithal to examine
the constraints she was working untfeif.she wasn’t lying, DEM lis possibly a dead end. But
more likely she did lie, and someday we will explthe lie autobiographically. It is too soon for
us to do so now, as the appropriate papers wilbeatleased for decades. So all that is left for
the time being is enjoyment of the work ... and @elibit of light speculation, with which | will
end the talk.

| suspect, sometimes, that sh@sconcerned with transcendence, thematically | mean.

Transcendence in what sense? Well, just as Gotliswaally is supposed to supply the meaning

of the universe, theaison d’étreof everything, so the artist is supposed to sugpymeaning of

¥ On his side, admittedly, is the title of the wof#so the stained glass sky in the second persgeatind he works
hard (although speculatively) for more. He suggéstswo works are closely connected; in fact thatviolence in
both of them is the same and is merely being seen different angles. The axereus Ex Machinas the elbow
of DEM II, and both are God (this thesis is knowrthe trade as “Harris’ trinity”). It is just that DEM II, we are
seeing the axe froinside the plane of the painting itséind presumably from inside the Artist’'s mind an®e
sense sincBeus Ex Machinas a self-portrait). But why should the axe loidelan elbow from inside the plane of
the painting? Harris makes a brave response: Injagéirtists is often obscure, and we often caregtlain why
two items are being identified or why one shoulthgtsymbolically for the other. Well, maybe. Butriais another
problem. In the microdot reproductions@us Ex Machinathe axe is missing. Harris explains this (lamély)
suggesting that since the elbowrighe plane of the work, it has lost its transcerdeBy way of contrast, when |
asked Wylie about this, she covered her mouth kéthhand in embarrassment, and said, “Oh my Gfmigbt to
put it in!” In my opinion this is a typical Wylieubterfuge. See the last paragraph of my talk.

So perhaps Harris’ attempt to justify the micrggcayualities of DEM Il on thematic grounds faiome
critics, absconding from thematics, justify theheiques here as a development of secondary imdgech as that
found in van Gogh). But this suggestion missettiat of the complaint entirely since secondarydery can be
seen by the naked eye. Do we have any other resp@iscourséWho saidthat a work of art must be (totally)
visible to the naked eye?
18| certainly don't. | rarely understood what shesvalking about.
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his/her work by virtue of the intentions s/he paeses. These intentions are ones traditionally
concerned with affecting the mind and emotionsheftiewer, either by broadening his/her
vision, or by delighting the emotions, horrifyirtgem, etceter®’ Since the comments of the
artist on his/her own work help focus the listeoeithese intentions, it was natural for one with
the kind of logical mind Wylie had to regard hengoents on the work as part of the work itself.
What is the nature of these comments? One antheyl,are a denial of any constraints—for
example of artistic intention or meaning—a denfahmy constraints on the work, except for
financial or technical ones. This is, of courseinaglausible as the reverse attitude, so common
historically, that disdains all such nonartistictimations. Her hatred went so far that it caused
her to refuse to grant her work any meaning (ammdde) or herself artistic autonomy (a new
move). Why do such a thing? Who knows? Her ‘se@rt@rdid violence imagistically to God as
it simultaneously did violence ideologically to kelf. But let me say this. Just as she failed in
the short term to market a plastic, so she faitetthe long term to deprive her work of meaning.
It is out of her hands now and as is usual witlagveork, we shall do with it what we please.

Thank you for your kind attention.

9 Now of course putting the matttris way makes it look old fashioned. Surely nobody imterested in this sort
of thing much after the 1960’s, many would protéstd they would be right! So to attribute to Wydiestudied
opposition to these goals is not to attribute sbimgtoriginal to her. And | don’t regard Wylie asbvative
thematically. She was innovative in her technigue the logical rigor with which she executed thelskideas. But
in doing so she helped us (collectively) see owy t@aa different (older perhaps) picture of what #tnould be. Her
own picture of Art seems little different from soome like Warhol's Artist as Advertiser, except shes as sincere
a businessperson as he was insincere, and conslggagite she had something to sell, was a ldebet making
the money.

For the sake of my conscience, let me add thatbubtful that | am using “transcendence” exaatly
Harris does.



