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Abstractt
In this essay, I propose a reflection on the shifts occurred in contemporary art production and theory that changed 

the focus from a homogenous flux of discourses, to an artistic production characterized by indetermination, fragmenta-
tion, heterogeneity, multiplicity and playfulness. Reclaiming the established artistic forms and models remains one the 
most typical manifestations of the contemporary artistic poetics, an aspect that reveals new angles for interpretation 
at the dusk of the postmodern age. I propose the term “nostalgic paradigm” to analyze this larger past-oriented artistic 
strategy, seeing it not as a romantic return to the past, nor as a postmodern appropriation of the present, but rather 
as a form of fulfillment, of revitalizing models in the form of post-production. This eventually creates a different form of 
originality, which denies equally the laws of modernism and the postmodern precepts. The landscape (painted or built) 
is at the center of this analysis, a choice guided by its importance as a provider of models, and the revival the genre is 
enjoying now. The conclusion of this essay is that the current approach to landscape art rejects the productive models 
that generated it in the first place (sublime, meditation, study), preferring instead forms of creation that can be identified 
with what Nicolas Bourriaud calls “post-production”. 

Keywords: Landscape, painting, (post)-postmodernism, re-production, post-production, nostalgia, cultural remake, 
memory.

The nostalgic paradigm
of (Post)Postmodernism

What has been called postmodern art 
– namely, the changes in art production 
taking place between the sixties and the 
late nineties – is neither conservative nor 
avant-garde; while rejecting any form of 
conservatism, postmodernism also denies 
avant-garde’s seemingly emancipatory 
role. For postmodernists, avant-garde is 
over and originality is nothing but a myth 
(Rosalind Krauss). Postmodern imaginary 
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relies on a network of multiple stylistic conditionings that att empts a reconciliation 
with the modernist and pre-modern “isms”, suggesting in a way that it is trying equal-
ly to continue and to “put an end” to the forms of a certain type of historically estab-
lished sensibility. Thus, it is quite oft en that referencing to the forms of the past be-
comes a true rewriting of the artistic models. One example in which revisiting the pre-
vious models means an act of rewriting them – this time in the fi eld of painting – is the 
work of Anselm Kiefer. His large-scale works unveil his propensity towards the land-
scape painting tradition, resumed both in its modernist dimension and in its postmod-
ernist interpretation. The resurrection of the great pictorial genre of landscape painting 
is admitt edly surprising and spectacular, and this is true not only in Kiefer’s case. His 
works propose a spread of material magma on large pictorial surfaces – a clear legacy 
of the modernist tradition. However, his paintings are also a form of adequacy to the 
real, to the immediate material reality, and, at the same time, a revisiting of the Dutch 
landscape painting of the 17th century. Thus, Kiefer proposes an excellent illustration 
of the way in which landscape painting might be reinvented today while conjugating 
both the materialist experience of the late Modernism and the creative mechanisms of 
Postmodernism (through quotation and insertion of real objects on the canvas). Indeed, 
in Kiefer’s case, by affi  rming the productive dimension of the imagination, we are dealing 
with an actualized form of landscape painting which rewrites and revitalizes natural 
forms or cultural items of old cultures. In short, it is a refreshing and convincing affi  r-
mation of the grand landscape painting, beyond any modernist or postmodernist argu-
mentations. His work represents the meeting place between an “unfi nished” pictorial 
modernism and the nostalgia for forms that are already established in cultural history. 

 

Fig. 1. Anselm Kiefer, Lilith, 1997. Emulsion, shellac, acrylic, lead, hair and ashes on canvas, two parts, 
330 x 560 cm. Fondation Beyeler. Photo: Robert Bayer, Basel.
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This act of revisiting the great artistic models, forms, att itudes and established po-
etics stemming from the complex repository of past “isms” is what I call the nostalgic 
paradigm of contemporary art. It presupposes the need for reconciliation with the forms 
of the more or less distant past; it is an att itude which both embraces and rejects the 
“tabula rasa”-type modernist att itude – i.e. the typical historical avant-garde strategy 
of rejecting the predecessors – along with the postmodern solutions that opt for a rela-
tivization of values and which impose a historical amnesia summed up as fragile “liv-
ing in the past” (Eagleton, 17). In this way, we can speak of the nostalgic paradigm of 
contemporary art as of a delicate but noticeable mutation in the artistic production and 
reception, towards an area which can be defi ned as post-postmodern. 

However, it is important to highlight that the post-postmodern nostalgic paradigm 
does not equate with the “existential swoon” of the romantic self-abandonment in front 
of the past (values). Nor does it equate quotation with a simple exercise of reference, 
of ironic recourse to the already made. The nostalgia of post-postmodern painting is 
doubled, paradoxically or not, by an evident vitality and orientation towards the fu-
ture. One sometimes gets the sensation that the painting wishes to restore and/or com-
plete an apparently exhausted formula. It is true that, throughout the history of cul-
ture, forms that appear to be at their twilight can produce true masterpieces of poetic 
expressiveness. Yet, beyond the malaise of the fi n de siècle characterized by the loss of 
unity and spontaneity, we can glimpse the signs of a new beginning. As Baudrillard 
has writt en, “there is, however, an aft er-ending”. He notes that all that has existed 
starting with the second decade of the 20th Century is reborn under the postmodernist 
banner, “based on a defi nitive fulfi llment…” Reconversion, return, deglutition, reha-
bilitation, repentance, recurrence and recycling… “All that once vanished now reap-
pears” (Baudrillard, 87). And, we might add, reappears again…

Is this reappearance of forms a sort of realization and a justifi cation of a teleolog-
ical destiny of art? Evidently not, from a Baudrillardian perspective. This recurrence 
occurs in the “absence of a programmatic availability of progress, but also of an ab-
sence of aesthetic ‘necessity’”, writes the philosopher. Yet, while we are not dealing 
with an “aesthetic necessity” in a Kantian sense, we are faced with a certain “endless 
fetishism” (Baudrillard, 87). What had been conceived by modernism as a progressive 
movement is now reshaped into a recessive maneuver. In a Hegelian dialectic trans-
mutation, the life of the artistic object is prolonged into its death, writes Baudrillard, 
by placing the artistic object in museums, institutions that he names, ironically and 
ruthlessly, “funeral homes” (Ibid.). Of course, Baudrillard’s discourse is a pessimis-
tic one, but it must not always be taken in its literal sense. Within the postmodern dis-
pute, i.e. within its confl icting matrix, there is a more optimistic att itude, motivated by 
the Hegelian dialectical logic concerning ideas, life and history. An “end of history”, 
an “end of art” are already contradicted by reality. What remains aft er all these “end-
ings”, aft er all these “posts”, is the artistic practice of “recycling”, namely that which 
is tailored to the Post-Postmodern nostalgic paradigm. 
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It is true that contemporary painting no longer forms a coherent, united fl ux, but 
it is rather part of a phenomenon dominated by indetermination, fragmentation, het-
erogeneity, multiplicity and irony, and where recycling and quotation occupy a cen-
tral role. Contemporary painting is part of what Michael Woods hall called the “plural-
ity and diversity” paradigm (323). Contemporary painting deconstructs and parasites 
old forms, while simultaneously possessing the ability to provide new recipes and for-
mulas, surprising ingredients worthy of a „nouvelle cuisine”, as per Ihab Hassan (508). 
Indeed, contemporary painting has the technical means and conceptual dimensions to 
propose new strategies of visuality that transform the artistic object into a sophisticated 
product. A diff erent syntax, novel and exploratory, a formidable capacity for “manip-
ulation” of forms and meanings: all of these confi rm the legitimacy of a post-postmod-
ern art and refute, at the same time, the postmodern model of mass culture, of the phi-
losophy of “anything goes”, the cultural kitsch, the artistic surrogate. This is the type 
of painting which – while complex and diffi  cult to defi ne – refutes and rejects both the 
modern prejudices and the postmodern relativism. The discourse proposed by the post-
postmodern landscape painting is multifaceted and eclectic, heterogeneous and ecstatic. 
When it’s not set on imitating, on making pastiches, the contemporary landscape paint-
ing overturns the (modernist) formal order, disarticulates the (postmodern) forms and 
clichés, fragmenting and disseminating them. Following but also transcending the post-
modern poetics, the current praxis of landscape art utilizes already established forms 
and formulas, while trying to reconfi gure them into a new visual paradigm.

The landscape and “postproduction”

Despite Baudrillard’s dark conclusions that condemned art to disappearance, art 
continues quietly its path, even if it becomes more and more commercial. If the ex-
istence of a “life of forms” (Focillon) is almost a truism, we must recognize the fact 
that if anything died in art it was the pure, self-suffi  cient forms, devoid of content. 
Contemporary art is no longer a cluster of forms that refl ect a theme, but rather a di-
verse, generative compost. In order to decipher the meaning and the path of contem-
porary artistic production, we must be aware of its procedural and pragmatic aspect. A 
decoding of the new relations between art and society is necessary, namely of the way 
in which art’s forms and functions evolve in an increasingly complex social context. 
If the ideas of originality, newness and authenticity were rejected by postmodernism, 
they return today in the form of social connectivity, in the form of the realization of a 
unique moment of interaction between individual, collective, art object and the pre-
vious forms of art. Indeed, this type of “new” is no longer the modernist “new at any 
cost”. It no longer constitutes the sole criterion for artistic valuation, as theorized by 
Clement Greenberg. For him, art had to be perfectly autonomous and self-suffi  cient in 
order to show its true measure: 

[T]he unique and proper idea of competence of each art coincided with all that 
was unique in the nature of its medium. The task of self-criticism became to elim-
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inate from the specifi c eff ects of each art any and every eff ect that might conceiv-
ably be borrowed from or by the medium of any other art. Thus would each art 
be rendered “pure,” and in its “purity” fi nd the guarantee of its standard of qual-
ity as well as of its independence. “Purity” meant self-defi nition, and the enter-
prise of self-criticism in the arts became one of self-defi nition with a vengeance. (5)

If for Greenberg the criteria to evaluate the artistic object was its aesthetic auton-
omy, postmodernism and what was called altermodernism (Nicolas Bourriaud 2009), 
have proposed more efficient, more pragmatic analytic-conceptual instruments. To this 
end, Bourriaud transfers the term “postproduction” into the artistic sphere, borrowing 
it from the cinematic and television industry. 

Postproduction, writes Bourriaud, is the working strategy for „an ever increasing 
number of artworks [which] have been created on the basis of preexisting works; more 
and more artists interpret, reproduce, re-exhibit, or use works made by others or avail-
able cultural products” (2002, 13). Whether the work of these artists is the sign of the 
proliferation of a global chaos or not is something yet to be determined. What is sure, 
however, is that what these artists do and make cannot be described with the tradi-
tional term „creation” (in the sense Greenberg via Kant have proposed), but it is rath-
er built on a strategy that is programmatically diff erent: 

These artists who insert their own work into that of others contribute to the 
eradication of the traditional distinction between production and consumption, 
creation and copy, readymade and original work. The material they manipulate is 
no longer primary. It is no longer a matt er of elaborating a form on the basis of a 
raw material but working with objects that are already in circulation on the cultur-
al market, which is to say, objects already informed by other objects. (Bourriaud, 
2002, 13).

Painting itself cannot escape this tendency: the signal had been given by Andy 
Warhol. His Campbell’s Soup Cans and the Brillo Boxes link the works back to the orig-
inal product, blurring the line between original and reproduction, between the ordi-
nary object and the art object. Moreover, his portrait series of Marylin Monroe, Elvis 
Presley and other celebrities are manipulations of images already in circulation. They 
are „mass produced” much like their „original” models in the entertainment market. 
Other painters – most of them having a Pop Art background – appealed as well to this 
kind of methods. Frequently relying on already produced forms, David Hockney’s 
landscapes, for example, overtake or “parasite” the landscape vision of the “meta-
physical painting” of the Italian interwar era. An excellent example in this sense is Le 
Parc des Sources, Vichy, 1970, a park view whose odd and eerie atmosphere brings to 
mind the almost haunted urban landscapes of Giorgio de Chirico. In his other famous 
work, Hockney turns to direct quotation via photographic collage, all the while admit-
ting to being an adept of „handmade pictures” (see his Pearblossom Highway, 1986). 
What should be emphasized here in relationship with the idea of postproduction is 
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that Hockney gives in this work also a pragmatic sense to the term: he calls his photo 
collages, “drawing with a camera”, a description that points precisely to the aspects 
discussed by Bourriaud about contemporary art’s capacity to blur the limits between 
creation and copy, readymade and original work. 

As Bourriaud has pointed out, „All these artistic practices, although formally het-
erogeneous, have in common the recourse to already produced forms. They testify to 
a willingness to inscribe the work of art within a network of signs and signifi cations, 
instead of considering it an autonomous or original form” (2002, 16). What makes 
them unique (or perhaps original, if one would insist to employ the term), is their pro-
pensity to remix, to make use of existing data. Take as another example the works of 
Neo Rauch. The playful association between diff erent cultural reference points makes 
room for a narrative strategy which dexterously manipulates various painting conven-
tions. Thus, we fi nd traces of contemporary neo-realism, in which we can detect as-
pirations or nostalgic moments stemming from romanticism, metaphysical painting 
or Magritt e-type onirism. The staged pictorial space, a fi ctional and narrative projec-
tion with multiple openings towards visual and psycho-aff ective perception, induce 
the idea – reserved only for connoisseurs – of something known, but leaving space for 
the unpredictable. In the same spirit, the fi gurative works of Daniel Richter stage his 
landscapes, his narrative scenes in a mysterious, dusky vision, or charged with theat-
ricality and vespertine violence. One can recognize scenarios from the classical imag-
ery, from pictorial romanticism, along with allusions to Goya. Interesting is the associ-
ation, in an exhibition from 2002-2003, between the pictorial works and an installation 
that refers to oriental models and that includes stylistically diverse items of furniture. 

Fig. 2. David Hockney. Pearblossom Highway, 1986. Photographic collage, 198 x 282 cm. 
Collection of the artist. 
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The association is apparently random, as the eclecticism of the pictorial images, subtly 
elaborated, corresponds with the installation’s concoction. However, the associations 
are full of signifi cance, as they empower each other on the principle of favoring ten-
sions between objects and forms from diff erent registers. This association unveils the 
exhibition space as the integrating and anti-entropic locus for the classic elitist system 
(painting), as well as for the subculture of utilitarian artifacts. This space can become 
not only a presentation area, but also a post-production place where to elaborate play-
ful associations, in the spirit of a collective sensibility that favors “the recourse to al-
ready produced forms” (Bourriaud, 2002, 16). 

Landscape (re)visited

The elaboration of the landscape in terms of post-production is an eff ort reduced 
not only to the exhibition and to spectatorship within the gallery space. The public 
space, expanded to its physical, cultural and social dimensions, represents – for nu-
merous artists – the ideal matrix in which the landscape is reinvented. The landscape 
as post-production means “producing” it within the landscape. It is a sort of landscap-
ing intervention within the landscape itself, a way to render in a tautological manner 
the very defi nition of the landscape; landscape as a matrix, landscape as a discourse, 
as a process. 

In this sense, one of the most signifi cant – and one of the most famous, nevertheless 
– examples are Christo’s landscape interventions. Working together with his partner, 
Jeanne-Claude, their work consists in mainly large-scale outdoor interventions that 
are visually impressive and oft en controversial as a result of their scale. Their works 

 

Fig. 3. Christo and Jeanne-Claude, Wrapped Reichstag, Berlin, 1971-95. Photo: 
Wolfgang Volz. © 1995 Christo.
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include the wrapping of the Reichstag in Berlin and the Pont-Neuf Bridge in Paris, 
the 39 km-long Running Fence in California, and The Gates in New York City’s Central 
Park. As they oft en affi  rmed, the purpose of their art is simply to create joy and beau-
ty and to create new ways of seeing familiar landscapes. Nonetheless, their interven-
tions are more than that... 

In Christo’s installations, forms are revealed through concealment (Bourdon). 
Forms and objects upon which they intervene are equally constructed and decon-
structed, equally affi  rmed and negated. In the examples of painting given above we 
are dealing with the direct quote, with the re-contextualization of the model or of the 
object within the actual matrix of the work; in this way, a sort of glide from one point 
of reference to another is realized, in a permanent dynamic process of mutual-refer-
ence. However, in the case of Christo, the recourse to established points of reference is 
concretely realized, in situ. In his case, the objects, buildings, fragments of landscape 
which he parasites become objects of the „drift ” or the „détournement”. In this con-
text, the derived forms are diversely justifi ed – from situationism to devaluation or 
“post-productive” pragmatism. As Guy Debord, the inventor of the notion of détour-
nement, has suggested, 

„Any elements, no matt er where they are taken from, can serve in making new 
combinations. Anything can be used. It goes without saying that one is not limited 
to correcting a work or to integrating diverse fragments of out-of-date works into 
a new one; one can also alter the meaning of these fragments in any appropriate 
way, leaving the imbeciles to their slavish preservation of ‚citations’” (Debord, 9). 

This is exactly what Christo is doing: he alters the meaning of the fragments of re-
ality he wraps, quoting them and detouring them from their initial (normal) meaning. 
The site, the altered site, becomes a medium in and of itself; a place of production like 
any other (Bourriaud, 2002, 71).

The end of (post)modernism and the current reevaluation of forms as post-produc-
tion opens a novel space for refl ection: the stakes are now revolving around the posi-
tive value of the remake, the articulation of utilization, the establishing of relationships 
between forms and modes of production rather than the heroic search for the never-
before-seen and for the sublime, both characteristic of modernism, or the appropria-
tion of models as the ultimate gesture of simulation, so typical for postmodernism. 

The place of the post-postmodern poetics is, indeed, within the framework of the 
nostalgic paradigm, but this works as a form of knowledge confi guration, a form of 
seizing the codes of culture, not only of their surface forms. The landscape art of the 
postproduction makes the artwork not an end in itself, but a „temporary terminal of 
a network of interconnected elements, like a narrative that extends and reinterprets 
preceding narratives (Bourriaud, 2002, 19). In fact, in this type of intervention, we are 
very close to what Rosalind Krauss named „sculpture in the expanded fi eld” (1985). 
In this context, the concept of sculpture was stretched to defi ne extremely heteroge-
neous manifestations, up to the point where the term itself begun to be somehow ob-
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scured. The expanded fi eld would include categories such as sculpture, site-construc-
tion, axiomatic structures and marked sites, all of them refl ected in the artistic prac-
tice of a number of artists beginning with the end of 1960s. A work in the expanded 
fi eld – like Christo’s landscape interventions are – is aft er all a work of art that “does 
not position itself as the termination point of the ‘creative process’ (a ‘fi nished prod-
uct’ to be contemplated) but as a site of navigation, a portal, a generator of activities.” 
(Bourriaud, 2002, 19). Expanding the fi eld of art production means aft er all working 
under the auspices of postproduction...

Conclusion
Contemporary artists are more programmers of forms than creators; rather than 

transfi guring a raw material, they use that which is already given. In a universe of con-
sumer goods, pre-existing forms, already emitt ed signals, already constructed build-
ings, paths already traveled by predecessors, artists no longer consider the artistic fi eld 
as a museum fi lled with works which must be cited or “surpassed” – as the modernist 
ideology of the new would dictate – but rather as a multitude of storage rooms fi lled 
with tools that must be used, piles of data ready to be manipulated, directed and re-
exposed. Moreover, to recourse to pre-existing materials, to reclaim reference points 
does not equate with their relativization or the neutralization of the resulting byprod-
ucts, as postmodernist theorists maintained. The multiplication of access to the pro-
duction and the consumption of the artistic object, as well as the multiplication of the 
modes of referencing reality (be it landscape or otherwise) are the premises of fades the 
distinction between production and consumption, between creation and perception, 
between conception and „spectacle”. Not only art in itself becomes a raw material for 
the new cultural productions, but also reality itself, with all of those who inhabit it.

Works Cited
1. BAUDRILLARD, Jean. Paroxistul indiferent. Cluj-Napoca: Idea, 2001.
2. BOURDON, David: Christo. New York: Harry N. Abrams Publishers, Inc., 1970.
3. BOURRIAUD, Nicolas. Postproduction. New York: Lukas & Sternberg, 2002.
4. BOURRIAUD, Nicolas.The Radicant. New York: Lukas & Sternberg, 2009.
5. DEBORD, Guy. „Methods of detorunement” in Situationist International Anthology. Ed. And 

trans. Ken Knabb. Berkley: Bureau of Public secrets, 1981.
6. EAGLETON, Terry. Aft er Theory. London: Penguin Books, 2003. 
7. FOCILLON, Henri. Vie des formes, Paris: PUF, 1993.
8. GREENBERG, Clement. “Modernist Painting”, in Francis Frascina and Charles Harrison 

(eds.). Modern Art and Modernism: A Critical Anthology. London: SAGE Publications, 1982.
9. HASSAN, Ihab. “Pluralism in Postmodern Perspective”. Critical Inquiry, Vol. 12, No. 3 (Spring, 

1986), pp. 503-520.
10. KRAUSS, Rosalind. “Sculpture in the Expanded Field”, in The Originality of the Avant-Garde 

and Other modernist Myths, Cambridge, Massachusett s, London, England: The MIT Press, 1985.
11. WOODS, Michael. Art of the Western World, New York: Summit Books, 1989.


