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CHAPTER ONE

THE EYES OF THE VULGAR

WHILE THE DIALOGICAL PROJECTS that I described in the introduction are
located far afield from the gallery and museum spaces that we typically
associate with works of art, they still address the belief systems that op-
erate in these spaces. It is necessary, then, to establish more clearly what
these belief systems are and how historical and institutional forces
unique to the modern period have shaped them. In this chapter I describe
the emergence and consolidation of a general discourse of avant-garde
art during the twentieth century. This discourse links otherwise disparate
artists and movements through a common set of ideas about the rela-
tionship between the viewer and the work of art. Specifically, it is based
on the assumption that the work of art should challenge or disrupt the
viewer’s expectations about a given image, object, or system of meaning
and that the viewer, in turn, requires this disruption to overcome his or
her reliance on habitual forms of perception. I trace the gradual evolu-
tion of this view from the early-twentieth-century criticism of Clive Bell
and Roger Fry through the formalist approach of Clement Greenberg,
up to the writings of Michael Fried in the 1960s and 1970s.

This chapter provides a historical context for issues that will emerge
in the rest of the book. It is intended, not as a comprehensive survey of
avant-garde art theory, but as a (necessarily selective) reading of the way
in which value has been assigned to the intelligibility of the work of art
in this tradition. I will not be outlining a detailed theoretical model of
dialogical art practice until Chapter 3, but I do want to clarify the rele-
vance of this material by comparing two works that elucidate the dif-
ferences between a dialogical approach and the avant-garde discourse
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outlined above. The two projects, produced in London’s East End dur-
ing the early 1990s, offer a striking contrast. One was written about
widely in the art press and mainstream media and was praised by the In-
dependent as “one of the most extraordinary and imaginative sculptures
created by an English artist this century.”! The other received little fan-
fare or critical recognition. What makes a comparison instructive is that
they were produced in close proximity to each other, in a working-class
district in the Docklands of East London. Thus they reveal the differing
approaches of artists working in an avant-garde and a dialogical mode
when they interact with a similar site and community.

The first project is Rachel Whiteread’s House from 1993 (fig. 7).
Whiteread. who won the Turner Prize that year, has established herself
as one of England’s best-known younger artists. House is a poured con-
crete cast of the interior space of an Edwardian terrace house in the Bow
neighborhood of Tower Hamlets, one of London’s poorest boroughs. Lo-
cal councils there provide nearly 60 percent of the housing, and unem-
ployment levels are consistently high.? The house had been scheduled for
demolition as part of an effort to gentrify the Bow neighborhood with
ornamental park gates and “Bow Heritage Trail” plaques. The pouring
technique was taken from Whiteread’s earlier (gallery-based) sculptural
works in which she explored the significance of negative, and domestic,
space by casting mattresses, the interiors of rooms, and so on. The cast-
ing process registers the surfaces and volumes of a given object in ex-
acting detail. Whiteread’s House, like a photograph, is linked to an ab-
sent original—in this case the actual house whose destruction brought it
into existence.

House was based on the classic avant-garde recipe of shock, disrup-
tion, and ambiguity. A full-scale succes de scandale, it produced suitably
outraged reactions from conservatives and “disaffiliated class warriors”
alike.? Some dismissed it as a boondoggle, others resented its mausoleum
associations, and still others embraced it, either for the attention it
brought to the Bow neighborhood or as a great work of art in its own
right. In 1995 Phaidon published a catalog dedicated to the project that
situates House art historically, politically, and culturally in the ensuing
media cacophony. Critics and historians, including Jon Bird, Doreen
Massey, Anthony Vidler, and Simon Watney, frame their accounts of the
work with familiar tropes drawn from the traditions of avant-garde art.
The theme of disruption is reiterated throughout the catalog, with
Massey praising House for its “disruption of . . . social time-spaces™ and
‘its capacity to throw awry “the ‘normal’ time-spaces, and the ideas of
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FIGURE 7. Rachel Whiteread, House (October 1993-]January 1994), commis-
sioned by Artangel. Photograph by Sue Ormerod, courtesy of Artangel.

time-spaces, which we construct in order to live our lives.”™ “House did
not seek to manufacture some confectionary consensus, as many public
works of art are compelled to do,” according to James Lingwood of the
commissioning organization Artangel Trust. “Indeed it laid bare the lim-
its of language and expectation which afflict the contentious arena of
public art.™*

The avant-garde work of art in this scenario serves to reveal the in-
ability of conventional language to grasp the infinite complexity of the
world and the naive, and possibly reactionary, constraints of a “confec-
tionary” consensus about that world. Here, consensus, or shared under-
standing, is associated with something inviting but insubstantial, or even
unhealthy, while the rupturing of consensus takes on an explicitly ther-
apeutic value. Lingwood describes a widening circle of dissensi(;n cat-
alyzed by House: “There was no consensus amongst the inhabitants of
the block of houses opposite, on the street or in the neighborhood, nor
in the letter pages of local and national newspapers. There was no con-
sensus amongst the local councilors. . . . There was no consensus even
within the Gale family whom the council had moved out of the home
which eventually became House.”® At the same time that Lingwood
grants House this disruptive epistemological power, he is insistent that
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it not be seen as didactic. “It was by no means clear what values it sought
to promote,” he continues. “It did not seek to predetermine the ways
in which people could respond to it.”” Hovering somewhere berween
Adorno’s inscrutable black painting and a Rorschach test, House was
both semantically resistant and open and accommodating, “at one and
the same time hermetic and implacable, but also able to absorb into its
body all those individual thoughts, feelings and memories projected
onto it.™®

One might question the apparent disjunction here between House as

the bold subverter of norms and consensus and House as the random
or intentionless tabula rasa. The act of “laying bare the limits of lan-
guage™ implies a very particular, and directed, response. And this re-
sponse is based on the value-laden assumption that recognizing those
limits is in some way useful. Lingwood’s comments reflect a core belief
of avant-garde discourse. We are constantly framing our experience of
the world through representational systems. To interact with others we
require a shared language, and even our visual experience involves a kind
of literacy as we learn to interpret the conventions associated with pho-
tographs, cinema, paintings, street signs, and so on. These systems are
necessary but also dangerous. They lead us to believe that the world is
a fixed and orderly place and that we occupy a privileged position of
stability and coherence within it. The role of art is to remind us of the
illusory nature of that coherence—to show us that our perceptions, and
our very identities, are shifting, unstable, and contingent. The key gesture
of avant-garde art from this perspective is to oppose forms of thought
that are abstract and reductive with experiences that are open-ended and
complex. Thus avant-garde art, while not didactic in the conventional
sense, clearly seeks to educate and sensitize the viewer in a very specific
way.

House did precisely what a good avant-garde work of art is supposed
to do; it was provocative yet indeterminate, opaque yet open to differ-
ing responses. At the same time, | want to propose an alternate inter-
pretation of Whiteread’s work to identify some underlying contradictions
in the discourse of avant-garde art. What is particularly striking about
the view of House conveyed by the catalog is how few members of the
nonart public seemed to “get it.” The catalog essays give little or no va-
lidity to the hostile reactions the work provoked among the nonart pub-
lic. These are interpreted as a philistine reaction, typical of those whose
“social time-space™ has been rudely disrupted. Essay after essay assails

" us with the lunacy, small-mindedness, and opportunism of councilors,
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bureaucrats, journalists, anarchists, road protesters, local residents, and
other benighted lookers-on when confronted with a challenging work
of art.

The only viewers who really seemed capable of grasping the work in
its full complexity, of braving the abyss that House opened in conven-
tional expectations, were the writers themselves. Whiteread’s work so-
licits the privileged gaze of the critic eager to combine the frisson of an
initial semantic resistance with the deferred but all the more rewarding
pleasure of eventual hermeneutic mastery. From another perspective, the
success of House can be gauged precisely by the failure of its audience
(or part of it) to comprehend it; shock, outrage, and hostility are pre-
sumably therapeutic precedents to some deeper grasp of the contingency
of meaning House sought to catalyze. But the contributors provide lit-
tle evidence that this was, indeed, the case. In fact, a number of the es-
says convey a subtle but palpable self-satisfaction, as House effectively
established the critic’s acuity relative to the philistine masses. Failing to
graduate from hostility to insight, these viewers are abandoned as lost
causes by most of the essayists.

House provoked a heated dialogue in the British press, but most of
the attention focused on the artwork itself (Is it “art”?> How much did
it cost?) and on Whiteread, as an audacious young artist; the conditions
of housing and community life in the Bow neighborhood served mainly
as a political backdrop against which to measure the work’s symbolic
relevance. It was variously described as “a stark comment on s;}ciai re-
alities™ and as “commemorating a century of domestic life even as it in-
sists on the impossibility of recovering the lost lives spent within.”* While
the essayists celebrate the lack of consensus in responses to the piece by
the public at large, their own interpretations display a striking unifor-
mity. House functions as a reminder (either poignant or ironic) of the
community once defined in Bow by the physical and symbolic space of
th.e home but now fragmented by unemployment, poverty, and gen-
trification. This rhetoric of loss and absence complements Whiteread’s
working method, in which House was conceptualized without any di-
rect interaction with the neighborhood’s residents. If community in Bow
is lost, or simply a nostalgic fantasy, then any attempr at consultation
would be misguided.

I am not suggesting that House would have been a better work if
Whiteread had conferred with the Bow community beforehand. This is

clearly not part of her artistic methodology. But is it possible to imagine
another way of working?!” Is it possible to imagine an artwork that would
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East (1992), textile/
l,1zx16 ft. Courtesy

£1GURE 8. Loraine Leeson, The Art of Change, West Meets
photographic montage displayed as a billboard photomura

of Loraine Leeson.

retain the power to challenge fixed or conventional meanings without
dividing its audience into philistines and cognoscenti? The second work
I’d like to discuss, titled West Meets East (1992), was produced not far
from the location of House in London’s Docklands (fig. 8). Although it
enjoyed none of the publicity of Whiteread’s work, it still provides an
instructive comparison. The piece is a textile and photomontage con-
struction that was displayed as a twelve-by-sixteen-foot billboard on the
Isle of Dogs. It was produced by Loraine Leeson, of The Art of Change,
n with a class of Bengali girls and their teachers
School for Girls in Bow. The West Meets East
ayed

working in collaboratio
at the Central Foundation
image and several others created as part of related projects were displ
on billboards throughout the Docklands.

Leeson worked with Peter Dunn for nearly twenty years as The Art
of Change, developing collaborative projects with community groups,
women’s organizations, and other constituencies in the Dock-
I Their projects emerged out of extended dia-
ion with the groups and individuals involved.

schools,
lands and East London.
logue and personal interact
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In the case of the West Meets East project, these dialogues led the y
women at the Bow School to concentrate on their common ex ner!f ““f‘g
in living between two cultures. The image they developed to sp' ;fnl‘res
this concern features a Bengali girl joining a d::nim jacket to a i::. (\)'L[:;
an industrial sewing machine. The students focused on textile rc:dl c
tion because of its connection with Bengali cultural traditions an :i:
lnc;_ll economy, which relies on small garment factories where many o’;
their family members work. The experience of living between two cul-
tures suggested by the juxtaposition of the jean jacket and the sari is
iterated throughout the image. The hands of the young woma‘n in- tl:r;
i[lmgc are painted with traditional Bengali panems'assm:iated with mar-
riage c.cn‘:munies. but they have been applied with nail polish. A series
of iconic images fill a decorative border around the image: a MacDonald’s
logo and a soccer player sharing space with scenes from village life in B
gladesh drawn from the students’ memories. The young woman’s id:‘“—
tity is poised between the influences of Western and Bengali cu‘lrurc B:;
r.:th.cr than posit a simplistic opposition between these‘ wo influe;lces
the images suggest a complex process of negotiation: a struggle to fom;
a new n_ienmy at their intersection. The joining of the iackct-a.nd the sari
symlu.,llzes a process in which identity is defined, or performed, through
past rituals and traditions, the experience of daily work, and the i:’lﬂllt‘l‘lL:LCS
of contemporary consumer culture, The young women hoped to challenge
recent efforts to encourage cultural tourism in the area (based un‘its iri-
age as an exotic “Banglatown”) by foregrounding their own hybrid En-
ghshn.cw. The questions of cultural identity raised by West Meets East, of
whtit it means to be “foreign,” were also importanr‘ because of incrca;cd
rac:;l.l tension at the time between white Docklands residents .;md Ben : ali
immigrants. There had been numerous cases of anti-immigrant vi()lei"
encouraged by the National Front, and the West Meets East billbo: i'clle
was vandalized twice. v
P ;:l :1[)5 i:; Lh: ;:E:itl::tt ;: ’II{]::;:;: t(:: 11 nn::;’:’icr Meets lfasr.werr: recent im-
igrants : e li alish. As a result, Leeson relied on a process
of visual communication to develop the project. The young women were
as_kcd to explore their ideas about cultural difference through the cre-
;tm? unq illxtaplt'rsiriun of images, objects, and words (in Bengali and
srr:.i::jh..l:':ha. sulels of .cxe‘rcu'fes. Tht. pntuducriqu uf‘ the final montage
o e catalyst tor collaborative interactions involving aesthetic
:111 mmp_ns;rmpal questions, cultural politics, and so on. The young
\'\t):lk"n of the Central Foundation School certainly didn’t need Leeson
to “lay bare the limits™ of abstract systems of mear;ing. They werc‘ quite
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familiar with the contingent and shifting nature of identity through their
experience as immigrants. Nor does the project function through the cul-
tivation of dissension; rather, the students were able to establish a col-
lective identity through the shared experience of producing the montage.
Leeson defines herself less as an object maker than as an artist who fa-
cilitates shared visions. In this case she was able to organize a process
that gave form, complexity, and some measure of clarity to the cultural
ruptures and differences that her collaborators were dealing with in their
daily lives.

House and West Meets East represent two approaches to creating art.
For Whiteread the object came first—the idea of physically enlarging one
of her gallery-specific sculptures and locating it in public space. The ex-
act location was secondary; Whiteread had considered terrace houses in
North and East London and Islington before the Bow site became avail-
2ble.12 Thus her choice had relatively little to do with the specific condi-
tions of Bow or the concerns of its residents; it was simply a site where
she could deploy her a priori idea (hatched “in the quiet of [her] studio,”
as James Lingwood writes). For The Art of Change, and for most of the
artists 1 discuss in this book, this approach is exactly the wrong way
around. The starting point for their work is a dialogue with the com-
munity within which the work will be produced. The particular idea, ob-
ject, image, or experience then emerges from this situated dialogue. Lee-
son and Dunn attempt to learn as much as possible about the cultural
and political histories of the people with whom they work, as well as
their particular needs and skills. Their artistic identity is based in part
on their capacity to listen, openly and actively, and to organize scenar-
i0s that maximize the collective creative potential of a given constituency
or site.!

Although 1 have expressed skepticism about Whiteread’s work, my
intention is to claim, not that West Meets East is a better work of art
than House, but that it makes a different set of demands on its audience
and on the critic or historian. My goal in this comparison is less judg-
mental than heuristic. What can we learn by comparing conventional
avant-garde and dialogical approaches to a similar site? There are clearly
areas of overlap. House provoked a vigorous discussion in the British
press, one that tended toward polarization and dissension. (For James
Lingwood this dissension was central to the work’s value.) In contrast,
the exchanges that took place in West Meets East allowed the young
women to explore their shared experience as immigrants. At the same
time, West Meets East, while less visually compelling than Whiteread’s
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enigmatic work, was not without aesthetic appeal. The meaning of this
image, however, especially for the young women and the Bengali com-
munity, was explicit rather than ambiguous. While the theoretical frame-
work necessary to analyze House as a work of art is well established

this is not the case for West Meets Fast. How do we understand the aes:
thetic significance of the collaborative process itself? And how can we
grasp as a work of art a project that changes the perceptions of its par-
ticipants through conversation and collaborative production, whether in
an East London classroom or in an Oakland parking garage or on a
Zurich pleasure boat? As I will suggest, modern art theory can provide
valuable resources in developing a collaborative and diaioéical model of
aesthetic experience, even as it retains a fundamental bias against art prac-
tices that operate outside the avant-garde framework of disruption and
ambiguity.

AESTHETICS AND COMMON SENSE

The valorization of ambiguity evident in critical discussions of House is
founded on a long-standing avant-garde tradition. The belief that art must
resist comprehension or interpretation can be traced in part to the insu-
lar “art for art’s sake™ aestheticism that exerted such a powerful influence
during the late nineteenth century. As Oscar Wilde famously wrote, “The
moment that an artist takes notice of what other people want, and tries
to supply the demand, he ceases to be an artist.” ' Working across a range
of avant-garde movements, figures as diverse as Gauguin, Matisse, Paula
Modersohn-Becker, Gustave Moreau, and Dante Gabriel Rossetti would
insist that art could remain pure only through poetic isolation and with-
drawal (into an idyllic past, some exotic or Edenic other culture, or the
sybterranean reaches of the psyche itself). Only from a position of spa-
tlfal or psychological distance from the experience of European moder-
nity can artists, and by extension the viewers who participate in their vi-
sion, grasp its full, and terrifying, contours. An untrammeled imagination
and‘ a fiercely defended sense of individual vision are the last redoubts
against a conformist and utilitarian bourgeois culture. And the products
of this resistant subjectivity, far from being accessible to the average
viewer, will inevitably appear perplexing, difficult, and strange.
: Th:l;:. vizj.-w :}: by now so well established as to constitute received wis-
om, but in the nineteenth century i
of a broader assault on academi?a;tt l::;:ﬁ':;;:‘::’:ﬁ;:i‘;:f:; —
: 0ac pt veri-
ties of Enlightenment reason. The tendency of early modern philosophers
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such as Kant, Christian Wolff, and David Hume to describe aesthetic ex-
perience as a form of communication was consistent with the role played
by artin eighteenth-century culture. Rococo paintings served as the dec-
orative backdrop for the social life of the drawing room or salon. Ina
similar manner, fetes and perambulations in Georgian-era landscape gar-
dens were intended to initiate shared reflection: to teach visitors about
the harmonious relationship between the social and the natural worlds. 15
painters and landscape architects shared a symbolic vocabulary with their
patrons. The objects and environments they created facilitated exchanges
that were central to the life of an (admittedly elitist) community of view-
ers. While preserving the ceremonial and performative dimension of ear-
lier art practices designed to encourage veneration and obeisance (e.g.,
courtly or liturgical art), these works patterned that performance on a
more open-ended pedagogical interaction.

In her innovative study Watteau's Painted Conversations, Mary Vidal
challenges the belief that Watteau’s canvases lacked seriousness, that they
were little more than the frivolous products of a decadent aristocracy.
His paintings of parties and other gatherings in fact expressed a highly
developed culture of dialogue and conversation in which women often
played a key role. They describe an unusually egalitarian space—an an-
ticipation of the bourgeois public sphere—where the civilizing and har-
monizing powers of free conversational exchange, and an informal, im-
provisational mode of learning, were valued over the brute expression
of wealth and power. These exchanges were governed by discursive ethics.
“There must be no tyranny in conversation,” as Madeleine de Scudéry
writes in Conversations sur divers sujets (1680). “Let everyone have their
share and have the right turn to speak.”'® The paintings themselves were
intended to both catalyze and reflect this egalitarian dialogue. As Vidal
writes, Watteau “designed his paintings to elicit both visual and verbal
responses from the beholder in ways that are analogous to the polite ex-
changes of the conversing aristocrats he represents. . . . There is an ob-
vious and frequent acknowledgement of the viewer’s presence before the

painting, for example.”"”

With the emergence of an artistic avant-garde in the mid-nineteenth
century, the survival of authentic art seemed to require that this poten-
tially stultifying interdependence of artist and viewer be severed through
shock, attack, and dislocation. The symbiosis of aristocratic patronage
was replaced by a critical, adjudicatory relationship, informed by artists’
identification with the revolutionary rhetoric of the nascent working class.

* As a result, avant-garde art sought to challenge, rather than corrobo-
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rate, conventional systems of meaning, whether through realism’s i
troducrior: of taboo subjects such as poverty and prostitution ims -
sionism’s rejection of the norms of academic realism, cubism’s, anPTCS‘
to rr:ndt?r multiple perspectives in a single composition, or d.sld:lism’cmpr
brace of the absurd. The motive behind the avant-garde rhetoric of s;emk-
and disruptiun is complex (and even paradoxical): to make the vie:rc
more sensitive ;.md receptive to the natural world, other beings, and oth::
forms of experience. Avant-garde artists of various stripes beiic\'ed that
W’esrer‘n society (especially its urban middle class) had come to view the
world in a violently objectifying manner associated with the growing a
thority of positivistic science and the profit-driven logic of the mafk .
place. Under the influence of this perspective, people and things are ‘T
ued, not for Fheir intrinsic worth, burt for their potential to crefrc we:;l;
or promote industrial expansion. For many artists this instrumentaliz-
ing wa_v_ut seeing the world as a resource had become a habitual. even
con\‘er}t:pnal, part of modern life, as evident in the commodiﬁcatilm of
art as it is in the dehumanizing regime of the assembly line.

The rupture provoked by the avant-garde work of art is necessary to
shock viewers out of this perspective and prepare them for the l;uar;ced
and sensitive perceptions of the artist uniquely open to the natural worlds
We must “stop and listen for a response [to the world] in ourselves.” as
Paul Klee writes. “This means becoming intimate with objects reacilin
astage. ... where we can wait attentively and silently until r};e esse .
of their being is revealed.”'® The tension between the openness senc'e
tivir): to difference, and vulnerability that characterize the artist,'s 0"“:1‘
relal_mnship to the world and the paradoxical drive to “master” view .
by violently artacking the semantic systems through which they unders
sta.nd and situate themselves in that same world remains unresolved T’:'
artists | discuss in this book ask if it is possible to reclaim a less vi(.)lcnt:
fmd more convivial relationship with the viewer while preserving the crit-
;:::l ‘l‘nlmghts that aesthetic experience can offer to objectif\'inggfurms of
closeg\.et lf:.e :;(I:-i:rnz\:;r n:::icjric?tmn g Is necessary to examine more
wondy A ve, model of the aesthetic that I alluded

During Fhe seventeenth and eighteenth centuries long-established
f(flrms.of spiritual and political authority, founded on the principle of di-
vme‘rl.ght, were challenged by the rise of secularism and an incfeasin I
::::}I;U:l: mercantile ;‘la;s. During this transitional moment in I-Zurcupcrgan";r

v the concept of t ic ini
“machine” of aesl:hetic pzrz:::i‘z:L :)mues::*g;-‘l:l '“ I'ts s W
, ume’s apt phrase, offered a
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new principle of social cohesion based, not on the coercive force of God
or king, but on the mental processes through which we experience the
world. Kant would insist that these processes represent the fundamental
precondition for all human knowledge.?” They achieve their purest ex-
pression in aesthetic experience in particular because such experience
distances us from the calculating, self-interested perspective that char-
acterizes our normal daily interactions. Through the discipline of an aes-
thetic “dissociation,” as David Wellbery writes, the individual viewer can
“slough off the prejudices of his age and background” and transcend his
own banal subjectivity to become one with the “universal voice™ of hu-
manity.?! The nascent middle class, for its part, embraced the concept of
a cognitive “state of nature” as the locus of political authority in order
to counter the aristocracy’s claim that its own right to rule had been
passed down from time immemorial.

For Kant the feeling of pleasure that is produced by an aesthetic en-
counter (whether with an old master canvas or a brilliant sunset) is a vis-
ceral sign of the underlying harmony between the individual subject and
the “universal voice” of humanity.”* It reassures us that we are all, es-
sentially, rational individuals, capable of reaching political agreement by
virtue of our common cognitive experience of the world. Aesthetic reflec-
tion evokes a utopian future community in which collective experience
validates our most personal and intuitive responses to the world around
us. Further, it presupposes that a public sphere, based on the free and open
exchange of ideas, will produce an eventual consensus because individu-
als are able to overcome self-interest and judge from the vantage point of
a greater good.”> The common sense or public spirit (Gemeinsinn) under-
lying aesthetic judgment is a postulate or an ideal in Kant’s philosophy
rather than a description of current human interactions. Thus, while Kant
stated that individual judgments of beauty have a “universal validity”—
“[the viewer] judges not just for himself but for everyone™**—he was care-
ful to point out that he was not arguing that everyone has to agree with
our individual judgments, only that everyone should (assuming that these
judgments were based on a properly “disinterested™ artitude).”*

Although the social equality necessary to achieve a “common sense”
may not currently exist, the universality of cognition itself guarantees
that it could exist. Our perception of works of art here and now allows
us to glimpse the possibility of an ideal future in which we will be open
to radical otherness, rather than view it as a threat to our subjective au-
tonomy. The work of artis a token to be redeemed at a later date, when
the entire social order will enjoy the “non-hierarchical, non-exploitative
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relationship between subject and object™ that we can only glimpse in aes

thetic con.templation.l“ Aesthetic experience prepares us: so to speak fu;
entry into an idealized community of speakers. This experience is ci‘nar-
acterized by both negative and positive moments. On the one hand, it
requires a willful amnesia; we must expunge whatever is specific and 'in»
dividual about ourselves (our “interests”). There is a tendency here to
cunﬂattt “self-interest™ (with its associations of greed and heedless dis-
regard for others) with subjectivity per se, effectively naturalizing a pos-
sessive, market-based model of the subject defined solely by the desire
for personal gain. At the same time, there is an enabling motment in the
aesthetic. Rather than view others as a means to our own a priori ends.

we are encouraged to rise above defensive self-interest and open oursel\r'es:
to the transforming effect of social interaction.?”

Enlightenment thinkers understood that only a handful of “men of
delicate taste™ were, as yet, sensitive enough to achieve the disinterest
necessary for true aesthetic contemplation. But Kant, at least, assumed
that this capacity would gradually encompass a larger population until
the aesthetic telos of an ideal discursive community had been realized.®
The capacity for aesthetic disinterest would not remain the sole province
of a social or economic elite. Rather, the work of art and the highly at-
tuned man of taste were merely placeholders for this more egalitz;rian
society. The echoes of this egalitarianism resonate throughout twentieth-
century art. “[Art] is no escapism, no ivory tower,” as the British sculp-
tor Barbara Hepworth wrote in 1937 “It is an unconscious manner of
expressing our belief in a possible life. The language of color and form
is universal and not for a special class. . . . Itis a thought which gives the
same life, the same expansion, the same universal freedom to everyone.”*’

But a specter haunts this utopian vision. An increasingly dominant
market system, fueled by the irrepressible fecundity of mass i:!roduction,
generates its own characteristic cultural forms (advertising, mass media)
which threaten to usurp art’s role entirely, even as they erode the pub:
lic’s albilit_\' to distinguish a Rembrandt from the cover of the Saturday
Evening Post. Far from overcoming our narcissistic isolation, consumer
culture feeds on it, transforming the redemptive power of an aesthetic
communion into the banal transactions of the shopping mall and the
eBay auction. We are reduced to an atomized pseudocommunity of con-
sumers, our sensibilities dulled by spectacle and repetition. The rela-
tlo.nship between art, advertising, and propaganda constitutes a central
point of tension in modern art theory. Art’s function as a form of eman-
cipatory communication is almost always presented in opposition to a
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malevolent other (kitsch, mass culture, etc.) that threatens to destroy or
compromise it in some way. As a result, the “universal freedom” that art
promises “to everyone™ must be deferred as art struggles simply to sur-
vive against the encroaching flood of billboards, glossy magazines, and
Hollywood movies. By the mid- to late nineteenth century, techniques
of mass production and the consolidation of advertising as a cultural form
designed to both incite and regularize consumer demand were making it
increasingly difficult to establish a firm ontological boundary between
the “work of art” and the commodity.

This slippage is exemplified in the controversy surrounding the paint-
ing Bubbles (1886), by the Pre-Raphaelite John Everett Millais. Millais
and the other Pre-Raphaelites abhorred the tawdry world of Victorian
consumer culture, withdrawing into a fantasyland of chivalrous knights
and chaste brides, insulated from the morally compromised blandish-
ments of mass production by an impenetrable forest of rich tapestries
and hand-painted wardrobes. In fact, as Kathy Alex Psomiades has con-
vincingly argued in her study of British Aestheticism, the fascination of
the Pre-Raphaelite painters with feminine virtue and the vicissitudes of
the “fallen woman” reflected their fear that they occupied an analogous
position, constantly in danger of finding their spiritually elevating art-
works “prostituted” to the market system.* The resulting art-for-art’s-
sake ethos promised a morally pure, noninstrumentalized form of culture
that would refuse the means-end rationality of economic exchange. It
was thus particularly distressing for Millais to find that a painting of his
beloved grandson blowing soap bubbles in his nursery had been sold to
the proprietor of the Pears Soap Company, who planned to use it as part
of an advertising campaign. This unseemly and lascivious circulation of
his image in public venues horrified Millais. His “fallen painting” was

now condemned to wander disconsolately through neglected advertising
hoardings and the fluttering pages of discarded newspapers.”'

The relationship between the commercial image and the work of “au-
thentic” art mirrors that of the prostitute to the sanctity of bourgeois
marriage—it threatens to expose the economic transaction at the root of
an ostensibly spiritual experience.’ This sexualized association between
the work of art and the commodity was reiterated by the English critic
Roger Fry in his essay “Art and Socialism™ (1912), in which he decries
the emergence of a “race of pseudo-artists” in mid-nineteenth-century
academic painting. “As the prostitute professes to sell love, so these gen-
tlemen professed to sell beauty, and they and their patrons rollicked good-
humoredly through the Victorian era.”3* The growing ubiquity of the
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commodity form raises the disturbing possibility that the meani
work of art, far from being centered in an impenetrably clt:\nmg -
sive nexus, can be reduced to a set of easily replicated su rfa:.:c:s:fwl"3 B
physical characteristics. Further, the grow;ing sophistication of el::ts e
markc:t during the early twentieth century and the v:-mergf:n::na'ﬂoft s
tem (_’t inte.rnationnlly linked auction houses and dealers tzlssociau::da 5)";
the rise of impressionist painting) suggest that works of art are urchw“d
not simply for their spiritual power or beauty but as invesrmcnI:s rha?sc
expected to appreciate in value. As a result, the attempt to different'are
the work o.f art from the commodity in the twentieth century will e.-nlta t";
an e_mlphasm on its radical difference from other cultural forms (e 3:;
vertising, popular entertainment, and mass media). In this pmc-i-s- :h-
status of com.munication in aesthetic experience will also be ;ransformede
The percelved failure of aesthetic knowledge in the modern period tc;
realize its u.tupian promise, and artists’ varying responses to this failure
became an important point of reference for twentieth-century art and ar;
rh:?ory. In fac:, a significant feature of the modernist tradition is an on
going njedltatiﬂn on the ruins of discourse—artworks that are about th ;
artist’s inability to achieve the emancipatory communion that is anti "e
pated by the aesthetic. For many modern artists the viewer and work“:;
artare never existentially co-present in the act of communication, and th
work ofart simultaneously speaks to, and “through,” the actu::l view .
toan ideal viewer yet to be. It becomes, in the paintc; Barnett Ncwmem‘3r
poignant words, “an address to the unknowable.”** The remainder of this
chapter explores the rhetoric of failure in modern art theory, as criti .
f’"d theorists attempt to reconcile the Enlightenment legacy o‘f an id “is
ized aesthetic communication with a modern society in wl)lich eveni?u;

n‘n'blest human gesture is susceptible to the corrupting powers of adver-
tising and propaganda.

THE COLD WHITE PEAKS OF ART

All artists are aristocrats in a sense, since no artist
believes honestly in human equality. . . . To take art
slr:rinusl_v is to be unable to take seriously the conven-
tions and principles by which societies exist.

Clive Bell, “The Pathetic Fallacy™

As | hav ’
= have alltead.) noted, the emergence of mass culture introduces a sig-
cant tension into the discourse of modern aesthetics. The work of art
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seeks to evoke an alternative universe of utopian possibility: a world of
color and sensuality, perceptual complexity and nuance. But at the same
time, the borders of this cognitive Garden of Eden must be defended from
the assaults of advertising and mass culture. Protecting the purified body
of the aesthetic from co-opration requires the creation of increasingly for-
midable barriers. Thus we encounter in the modern avant-garde a series
of strategies designed to anchor the meaning of the work of art so thor-
oughly in the recalcitrant individuality of the artist, and to frustrate ex-
isting norms and expectations so completely, as to render it utterly un-
palatable to the appropriative powers of consumer culture. The act of
semantic resistance gradually becomes an end in itself and one of the
defining characteristics of avant-garde art. This counterhermeneutic par-
adigm, reiterated at several key points in the development of twentieth-
century art theory, first appears in the critical debate around postimpres-
sionism and cubism led by the English critics Roger Fry and Clive Bell.
Bell argued that the defining characteristic of great art was “significant
form” (“lines and colors combined in a particular way, certain forms and
relations of forms™),* which produces a highly individualized sense of
“esthetic exaltation” or “ecstasy” in the viewer. In the presence of such
forms the viewer’s experience approximates that of the mathematician

.. [who] feels an emotion for his speculations which

“raptin his studies .
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arises from no perceived relation between them and the lives of men.”
This deliberate distance from “the lives of men” is reiterated in Bell’s

analysis of the role of representation in art. In an often-cited passage he

d bring with us nothing but

states: “To appreciate a work of art we nee
37

a sense of form and colorand a knowledge of three-dimensional space.”
Only visual forms that suppress any reference to recognizable objects (the
figure of a man or woman, for example, or the outline of a building or
tree) are capable of eliciting aesthetic exaltation in the viewer. Significant
form does “communicate” with the viewer, after a fashion, but only in
a stringently self-referential formal language. The moment it acknowl-
edges the specific cultural or historical context in which the viewer ex-
ists, the world of everyday language and experience, it ceases to be art.
Bell is thus critical of artists whose work relies on a shared symbolic
or representational vocabulary: “The represcntational element in a work
of art may or may not be harmful; always itis irrelevant” and, as he later
contends, “a sign of weakness in an artist.”?® His proximate target here
is the highly popular realist genre painting of the day (works by William
Powell Frith, George Hicks, Harriet Martineau, and Lawrence Alma-
Tadema) as well as newspaper phomioumalism."’ The only way to en-
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;urc the sur‘\'l\'al (and implicitly the cultural and moral superiority)
- M 1 9 l
d!w artdagé:mst the proliferation of bad descriptive painting mas? s
= . . - - . m ¥
B:;i Zn a vertising 1s to erect around it an antirealist CDI’dO:‘l sanitai a
n - _ ire.
_ 1srrl:|s:l¢?s dals feeble™ those viewers who rely on visual represente
& $ 2 o s ol
t:) (em (; ied in the popu_ianr)' of Frith's Paddington Station).*® Rather
than Fre.ui ormasan end in itself,” they look “through™ form to achieve
emotlluna satisfaction from events in the world that the work of
describes. L
| ‘R( glz:r Fry, for'has part, writes with withering contempt of a “popu-
aue(\; ose f:l;l;)(lﬁnal life has been drugged by the sugared poison of
pseudo-art. n his essay “Art and Socialism™ Fry di
) ocialism™ Fry dispara ili
. ‘ ‘ \r ) ges the philis-
tine dnct(;: wht: fills his waiting room “with bad photo-gravunz. and
worse etchings.” The “truly creati ist”™ 1
ative artist” is “noxious imi
¢ etching: ) s : and unassimi-
Iafble :) ‘St)f:(ljai man.” As a result, “great art™ must undergo a process
of aesthetic “disinfection™
an;dc;r:;; hlsmfeufion to be made palatable to the general public
3 -ribes how an innovative artist ( : -
' perhaps Cézanne) achiev
ative breakthrough to a * ision,” whi iewers.
new vision,” which only a handf i
. ; andful of viewers
_brllfssed W |;h Itlhnr faculty of aesthetic perception,” can properly perccive’
e rest of the public violently rej i isi ‘ .
y rejects this new vision bec i
to ause it threat-
ens their i i
 thei :InmforFablc perception of reality. Another artist, “clever” but
unmsPlrcb , modifies that bold new vision, making an “ingenious com
romis yeen i -
Er o :: n;;:(“;}:en it an: the old, generally accepred notions of art.” His
v atters the general publi i :
‘ ic, who grasp it easily whi
| ral ile con-
gra;ul.ltlng th;wselves on their liberal openness to new ideas.**
rv & i ;
p s;ages is a:.;:()unr of the function of art through an organic, one
ight almost say digestive, rhetoric, i ; ;
_ 3 , thetoric, in which the difficult b
tic work of art resists easy assimilati el
asy assimilation or con i i
_ FOsiS sumption, evok
reflex in the uninirtia it i 1 ducts of
ted (it is hard to sw i
allow), while the prod
mass culture allow for a faci ili ; st
acile readability. (One migh
n——— y. (One might recall here James
i curious use of the term '
confectionary to describe th
sensus that ostensibly i ‘ e i
y surrounds conventional publi
ten ublic art.) Fry leaves i
to a future soc ic“G 4 : ey
et :Smljllstit (:‘reat State™ to remedy the gastric distress of mod-
= stamt{l t'h:_mh to Ipunf}' art of its present unreality.” Under a social
which would, nonetheless : :
; , manage to preserve “al
of purely private buyi i ve will “boldly
3 uying and selling,” especially i
face our i » pecially of art), we will “boldl
responsibility” and decl i .
0 3 are artists to be © ki ings.”
e ‘ a new kind of kings
ng Clement Greenberg’ i i
‘ erg’s analysis two decad
P Goesnb analy ecades hence, Fry
P S\ ll_nll<§ the extra “leisure time” that will be widely ava;lable
oc / i
sl Gre:taslst system to the expansion of aesthetic cultivation.
tate . . . is an organization for leisure—out of which art
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grows.”)** In the meantime, we must simply accept that only a small
coterie—comparable to the eighteenth-century men of delicate taste—
will fully appreciate true art.
Despite Fry’s halfhearted nod to socialism, his writing, like Bells,
tends to naturalize the elitism of art as a historically inevitable condi-
tion. Thus we have Bell’s rather remarkable statement in “Society and
Art”: “In saying that the mass of mankind will never be capable of mak-
ing delicate aesthetic judgments, I have said no more than the obvious
truth. . . . Only fools imagine that the power of nice discrimination . . .
is not a peculiar gift.”* This is not to say that Bell and Fry leave no room
for the cultural aspirations of the working class. “So let the people try
to create art for themselves,” Bell generously offers. “Probably they will
make a mess of it; that will not matter. . . . [T]he copious production of
bad art is a waste of time, but, so long as it isn’t encouraged to the detri-
ment of good, nothing worse.”** The masses are to be allowed art, after
a fashion, but not the intellectually demanding art of Bell’s (implicitly
bourgeois) “universal” viewer. “After all,” as Bell notes, “useful work
must remain, for the most part, mechanical.” Thus, if “useful workers”
wish to “express themselves,” Bell recommends the less cerebral and el-
evated pursuits of “dancing and singing,” since it is “in dance and song
that ordinary people come nearest to the joy of creation.”*®
If the pleasures of the working class evince a joyful collectivity, the re-
wards of an authentic aesthetic experience are considerably more aus-
tere and private. The quasi-spiritual “rapture” and “ecstasy” evoked by
significant form are entirely individual and beyond communication. Bell
contrasts the “snug foothills of warm humanity” (the domain of com-
forting realist painting) with the “superb peaks of aesthetic exaltation”
in which the lone aesthetic mountaineer strips away all consciousness of
other human beings and basks in the transcendent light cast by the work
of art. For Bell, the less we know about the social or cultural context of
a given work of art, the greater our ability to draw from it an authentic
aesthetic emotion. Art cannot be expected to communicate anything aes-
thetically meaningful about the time and place in which it was created
because the thing that makes it art in the first place is beyond history. In
the presence of art our experience is akin to that of “the perfect lover,”
for whom “the profound significance of form is raised above the acci-
dents of time and place. To him the problems of archaeology, history,
and hagiography are impertinent. If the forms of a work are significant
its provenance is insignificant.”™’
Historian Jan Heinemann describes Bell’s rejection of symbolic lan-
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guage as a fc:rm of “linguistic pessimism” symptomatic of a broad
“qeo-romantlc" reaction against the soulless rationalism of chsir'm'z .
science afound the turn of the century. For Bell and other rr:)e bLVISth
the Eltltimsbul‘}' Group, language, or at least nonpoetic lan u': i
implicated in a larger critique of reason provoked by the n:gle f‘" e
butchery of World War I. Heinemann thus relates Viréinia Wo:):lf‘fmzed
sistlcm. aversion to language (“I have done with phrases. How muclsm ll:‘:b
ter is sllencfa. - .. Speech s false™)* to Bell’s own “semantic anemia™ ::l
h‘is.dccpl}' felt suspicion of representation in painting.*” Despite this ::s-
picion, Bill nonerhe!ess ass.igns to the work of art the function of “rep-
resenting” an essential reality that only the artist him- or herself is abl
to dll’t‘Ct!)’ Perceive. “What is left when we have stripped a thing of alt;
its associations?” Bell asks. “What but that which philoso hefs d
to call ‘the thing in itself* and now call ‘ultimate reality’? ’ [S]i “5_;
cant form [is] form behind which we catch a sense of ultim.a.té 'realiltg'n'l' ";
If the work of art does not represent some discrete object in the “ . ]*
world, it is still given the task of evoking or embodying a metaph rc'a I
presence (“ultimate reality™). The work of art is pr:?sentcd as apk') scicaf
prosthetic device that makes available to the viewer a perceptual e;n i
ence _ti}at approximates, but can never equal, the artist’s own enefen‘
ing vision. Bell is insistent that the work of art is a good in and (?f itselrfit
that it can be compelled to perform no ulterior function (even the
functmn of representing the world). At the same time, however, he mak
it l?le']\'eh;cle for the expression of the most profm;nd epistc‘mologic:i
insi 2 i i i
appia:;;;.umveymg of an essential reality that lies behind everyday
F\?’c encounter a series of antinomic relationships in Bell's and Fry’s
writings. On one hand we find the assumption that the capacity to u dy
stand aluthentic art is universal and on the other the asseniori thatn“t;r-
mass of m:'mkind" will never be able to enjoy a true aesthetic experienc .
B'ellva:nd Fry are willing to acknowledge that the ability to expe ricr::'
s:gmhlcant form depends on having the (class-specific) leisure tipn:e m:af
:35;;;:]0 lr)r:::s;i-rt}:he comp!ex codes of innovati‘ve new movements (e.g.,
o b; . € same tlme‘they deny that difficult art is discursively
o réaa.l'a\l’g:r;gn::jh:r}:t :Jfl}'lo\'ldts a presymbolic an.d unmediated access
B unive,sai' eahr‘ted 8]3])85?[ to a socialist revolution that
B e K i ize this aestheric CI‘.l]-Ightenment, but it all too
e e (;'F-s.ig.nanon that the elfnsm of high art is inevitable
e qut‘."r:: ivision (.)f the world into a high-art elite and the
gtfted majority.” ! On one side stands popular “pseudo-art,” rooted
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e familiar but banal associations of everyday life and language. And

in th
ality con-

on the other stand the imposing alpine heights of ultimarte re
veyed by significant form through emotions that we typically associate
with divine visitations. (We will encounter a similar secular spirituality
in the writings of Michael Fried and, in a different form, in Lyotard’s
writing on the sublime.)
Despite their advocacy of postimpres
and Fry fail to provide a theory of avant-garde art per se (a tendency
that is very much dependent on historical context and on the viewer’s
knowledge of earlier movements). As Bell describes it, significant form
is as likely to be found in a Persian bowl or the windows at Chartres as
in a canvas by Cézanne.’? Bell’s and Fry’s works, however, contain many
of the key elements (and biases) of an avant-garde discourse that will
take on more coherent form later in the twentieth century. These include
a concern with policing the boundaries between true art and kitsch (e.g.,
Frith’s painting or the photographs in the Daily Mirror), which is seen
as presenting the world in a facile and uncomplicated way, along with a
related emphasis on purity and impurity in visual experience based on
the perceived ease with which a given work can be understood.’* Within
this purview, collective, accessible cultural modes (working-class song and
dance, for example) are condemned to mediocrity. Here, too, is the char-
acteristic opposition between conventional forms of language, hopelessly
compromised by the clinging tendrils of history and tradition, and the
which eludes the constraints of symbolic discourse
th an immediate and overwhelming aesthetic

sionism and, later, cubism, Bell

metalanguage of art,
to confront the viewer wi

force.

REPIN'S PEASANT

“Liberation™ has become a much-abused word in
connection with avant-garde and Modernist art.
Clement Greenberg, “Modernist Painting”

If Bell and Fry are identified with postimpressionism, Clement Green-
berg’s criticism is chiefly associated with the abstract painting and sculp-
ture of the 1940s and 'sos, especially the work of New York School artists
such as Jackson Pollock, Mark Rothko, David Smith, and Morris Louis.
Greenberg’s ideas have remained remarkably durable in art and in studio
education. In fact, the past decade has witnessed something of a Green-
berg renaissance. The University of Chicago Press published his collected
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writings i ] i
vrit fgs in 1995, and a major biography appeared in 1998.%% At th
m:t' ormer ideological foes such as T.]. Clark and Charles H il
who onc /1 is insi el
:)h . r.; reviled Greenberg for his insistence on the autonomy of tl:l'
>stheti ci iti
ac ci_c rom social or political values, have publicly reconsid 5
i 3 sidered their
Ine of G g i i
( f (:jree; berg’s most influential arguments concerned the mov
ent tow ion i i .
:: nt tszfzr ah straction in modernist art. According to Greenberg it i
‘ i in is
: tasl E each art medium in the modern period to gradually refine th
n by - - o . - e
rmal ¢ alr{actensnc that clearly differentiates it from other media Fo
]:»;nmnlzlgCi this characteristic is the reliance on a flat support, ty " ""
stretc : nly to
dt- C C‘ ca‘lmas. As a result, flatness, along with an increasinglf rwoy
u;'wnswna .and nonrepresentational pictorial language becon;es the
v i inti ’
::18_ a:?proprlat‘e destiny for advanced painting. This is not a destiny that
artist consc 7 C
e f:st-L;)ns..uousl} chooses to pursue; rather, Greenberg attributes a
. m"(:b;\;) uilonari' agency to “painting,” “art,” and even “modernism™
itself.”® Thus “art™ has the abili o
ility to “demonstrate i
: ) eits powers” and *
ture . . . effects.” “Picru e 4
; res and statues exhaust”
ect themselves; “the pic
ture plane,” like some organic li eyt
y rganic life-form, “grows shal
el s Mg . » “grows shallower and shal-
. eroic combat with its ow iti
A wn conditions of exi
0 of existence
the “pristine flatness of the stretched canvas . . . strugeles ;
every other element.”5” =
Green / i indi
Wi berg \:Ias n;:tonously indifferent to the professed intentions of
ainters and sculptors about wh
whom he wrote bec he h
i : | ause he had a story
fass t was much larger than the actions of any single artist, no mat,
Ow protean or creative. It " -
. It was the story of modernism’
slowly revealing itself ov: | e Vil
3 over the course of the i ‘
. twentieth century.’® Th
15 a cong ication i . e
s ;:pt cf:f::lesthem communication in Greenberg’s theory, in the lin
a of “flatness” and “form.” Burt it i ; -
gua f -7 But it is not the artist wh
g iy ist who engages
e inq of s]:lomr.nu:n;(,atmn so much as the autonomous work of agrt
its collective development. Painti ;
| - Painting becomes the interl i
T evel : interlocutor in
- fpegﬁ clblalohgue \\Tlthdns own past, a dialogue that is “overheard.”
, by the trained historian iti ’
: ) or 1
i critic, who emerges as the ideal
The none /l
: xpert viewer has a somewhat less straightforward experi
according to Greenberg, who f i e has
oo > Gi g who fears that kitsch or popular culture h
ulled the discriminatory powers of ) abiis
S ry powers of the urban masses.’* For Greenberg
- g s
e m kitsch in its ability to frustrate simplistic translation or
o h.Laflun. The artists of the New York School themselves partly
ISV i i
“reinind iew, fea ring that their work would lose its aesthetic power if
00 accessible to viewers. “The earliest written history of hu-
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man desires,” according to Barnett Newman in 1947 “proves that the
meaning of the world cannot be found in the social act.”®” And “nobody
understands art but the artist” is sculptor David Smith’s defiant claim,
about five years later.®! For painters such as Rothko, Reinhardt, and New-
man, any attempt to produce easily intelligible work represented an un-
forgivable surrender of artistic integrity to the forces of cultural and po-
litical conformity. In his well-known essay “Art as Art” (1962), Ad
Reinhardr usefully illustrates the tendency to collapse an artwork’s se-
mantic availability into its capacity for commercial exploitation: “Every-
thing into irreducibility, unreproducibility, imperceptibility. Nothing
‘usable,” ‘manipulable,’ “salable;’ ‘dealable,’ “collectable,’ ‘graspable.” "
Reinhardr reiterates the “linguistic pessimism” that Heinemann de-
tected earlier in Bell and makes the same connection between semantic
availability and commodity status. (What is “graspable”™ by the viewer
is also “salable.”) The work of art constitutes an act of resistance to so-
cially shared meaning or communicability. By refusing to communicate
with the viewer (or at least with the kitsch-sodden viewer), the artwork
asserts its difference from, and resistance to, banal mass culture.®® As a
result it becomes a litmus test, revealing the viewer’s acuity and sophis-
tication. In an article published in 1948, Life magazine convened a panel
of “art experts” to comment on the emergence of abstract painting in
the United States in the postwar period. One of them suggested that the
viewer wishing to engage with modern, abstract painting “should look
devotedly at the picture. . . . If it conveys nothing to him, then he should
remember that the fault may be in him, not in the artist.”®* Barnett New-
man expresses a similar sentiment in an interview with Dorothy Sackler
in 1962: “Harold Rosenberg challenged me to explain what one of my
paintings could possibly mean to the world. My answer was that if he
and others could read it properly, it would mean the end of all state cap-
italism and totalitarianism.”*5 Newman's statement is striking for its stag-
gering ambition, combined with an equally staggering economy in its
means of achievement. Here, indeed, is the anticipatory power of Kant’s
aesthetic writ large. The bathos of Newman’s statement lies in the dis-
junction between the physical artifact (patterns of pigment on stretched
canvas) and the profound consequences that it purports to catalyze. If
only we could read Newman’s paintings “properly,” all the evil in the
world would drain away. Or is it that a world populated by people who
know how to read Newman’s canvases properly would never generate
totalitarian or capitalist societies in the first place? Is the canvas an an-
ticipation, a quixotic gesture, Or an agent of political change? Newman,
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as a visual artist, has done all he can. He has produced
licits, even demands, a sublimely enlightened viewer Th: “'O.l'k ‘that .
no obligation to those existing viewers who cannot r;zad hf“““ s
p_ruperly. Rather, aesthetic communication is defined in ter::-xor If"ﬂ' \'_"Ol‘k
\‘lc\\'c.t'—}:et-to~l'{c, and the artist is accountable only to post 5_0 .
' Thrs: insularity and withdrawal, and the pronounceﬂ di:t:ty. f
limitations of the average viewer (recalling Bell’s “ungifted 5“? 0_‘" t’l’m
had ‘mucl? to do with the political context in which the absl:r:mlonry ;
sionist painters came of age. Many of them were supporters of I:ftt?x;l;res-
ular Front (')rgamzations during the 1930s, but the rise of Stali g
stroyed rhenr. youthful faith in political alternatives to capit I'lnlsm il
“l:w:-:-da:::: hqul@ critical }r:f the populist American Scene mz\':n:ser:; :s:f)y
cis ith painters such as Thomas Hart Benton and Grant Wood. fe i
::)i;}:::al:if;omulgated CIICht?dI |mag§s of :.\merican life in a stylisr;carlly
; manner. The political resignation experienced by artists lik
{’nll(x?l\, Roth!co.and Robert Motherwell isolated them from mai iteam
An_leru:an society in the post-World War II period. The ”;“3'“5"9?‘“
a;m:le captures some of this anomie. “Civilization ha;; ;:)::Zg::;“e
‘ . = P S
:)an::::::;?i v?lu;sl : ad.vemm_ng and political double-talk have cor:
o amunds:];n ols artists might have used to communicate with the
iosimes it tpaboleand e ot AL 890
e ) : e majority of men,” The artist
s des r::;;;;z:i an(:if }?;?::d::}tri:;;asiiul standards that sustained the
beliefs, moral codes, esthetic dogma:—t!i:‘acl?mprehens'b]e—mligious
A M B! -the ‘solutcs of other ages. He
e i;ﬂgllrlii}?giremalnlng criterion is a kind of personal hon-
gus'::; ::E;;?:':Igi:“:or the artist disenghantcd with socialism and dis-
il ;compwhen \\;:1;5 ttf:”WItl?draw Into a resistant subjectivity and
il s; |h1t_\ entirely. The artist’s individuality becomes
| > Relneny o to (;‘e vt'ork—both the artwork and the artist must
A—— qShc;)an. miurutahlc. In facf, the artist emerges as an ex-
oo rh‘eir im:li\r;dlml\'v‘lng \'lewers h(.)w r.o live an authentic life, in touch
i v crea_tltvl\;e energies, in the midst of the gray-flannel
digcumve'form 2 ?n 5:;(5_. e very fdfa of translating their work into a
e Df, = Nm:rnf’ xtkmtelhglble ?hrongh criticism, was anath-
b Newm.an ork School artists. In 1943 Rothko, Adolph
New York Times art critil:jli(:;.llctlii;i(: - de'_pmfesse‘j g
aging critical exegesis as “program nore:'?;or‘:;lteh“zinls;?: erzil:i:;id’:s‘?:lr-
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n explain our paintings,” they contended, because
their images contained an “intrinsic” meaning that resisted translation.
They went on to juxtapose their paintings, which derived from the
«world of the imagination, fancy-free and violently opposed to com-
mon sense,” with the “trite tripe” represented by “interior decoration;
pictures for over the mantel; social pictures . . . the American scene; the
National Academy, the Corn Belt Academy, etc.”®” The authentic artist
must “abandon his plastic bank-book,” Rothko wrote elsewhere, “Just
as he has abandoned other forms of security. Both the sense of com-
munity and of security depend on the familiar. Free of them, transcen-
dental experiences become possible.”®® The work of art that ventured
outside the gallery or studio took a great risk. To send a picture out into
the world is “an unfeeling act,” according to Rothko. “How often it

must be permanently impaired by the eyes of the vulgar and the cruelty
el

simple set of notes ca

of the impotent.

THE ELEGIAC IMAGE

A curious formal manifestation of the withdrawal into individualism took
place in Pollock’s paintings during the 1940s. Pollock’s use of larger can-
vases during this period was influenced by the Mexican mural movement.
(He worked in David Alfaro Siqueiros’s Experimental Workshop in New
York City during the 1930s.) For Siqueiros, along with Diego Rivera and
José Clemente Orozco, the mural’s location in public buildings and plazas
necessitated a large scale. Murals imply viewers in open public spaces
for whom the image must be intelligible and formally engaging from a
considerable distance. Further, they provide a visual framework for col-
lective activities in these spaces, such as rallies, demonstrations, festivals,
and so on. In Pollock’s canvases, however, viewers are no longer implicitly
located in a public or collective space, seeing the image from a distance.
Rather, they are inside a gallery, or later a museum, which, while arguably
public, is certainly not collective in the same sense as a square or plaza.
Pollock’s large canvases recode the public gesture of scale in terms of an
individual viewer who is meant to be physically close enough to the can-
vas to be swallowed up and overwhelmed: to perceptually inhabit the
privatized space of the painting. The individual body becomes a surro-
gate for a social body: a fragmentary expression or reminder of the pre-
vious commitment to a public scale. Similarly, Rothko worked on a large
scale out of a desire to create images that were “intimate and human.”™
For Pollock and Rothko the painted image became an elegy for the
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ity. The very condition of speaking—speaking o the viewer—for them
depends on a subjectivity that seeks only to master and negate the other.
Thus discursive experience is always/already compromised by its associ-
ation with an “appropriative consciousness.” It is inconceivable for
Bersani and Dutoit that one could ever speak with viewers, only at or
against them. Rothko, Samuel Beckert, and the filmmaker Alain Resnais
are said to represent the possibility of an “anti-authoritarian” or “non-
sadistic” stance. They are artists who, heroically, refuse to speak to the
viewer and remain instead sealed inside the “narcissistic” universe of their
own creations. As Bersani and Dutoit write: “Rothko gives us a percep-
tual lesson in the constitution of the real rather than an epistemologi-
cally or morally superior (and intensely ‘expressive’) version of an already
constituted real.””” Here, as I noted above, Bersani and Dutoit can con-
ceive of a relation to discourse or representation (“a version of the real”)
only as something that requires one of the interlocutors to take up a po-
sition of “superiority” and negation relative to the other. Yet Rothko
clearly does take up a position of superiority over the viewer. His work,
according to Bersani and Dutoit, will “train us in new modes of mobil-
ity (or modes to which we may have become blind).””™® The concept of
“training” here echoes Greenberg’s description of the preparation that
viewers must undergo to appreciate a challenging work of art. It evokes
the image of the artist as an epistemologically (and, 1 would suggest,
morally) privileged subject who will teach the “ungifted majority” how
to grasp the illusory nature of the real.”™

THE POLITICS OF SEMANTIC LABOR

According to Greenberg the work of art must resist the accessible mean-
ings associated with kitsch and emphasize instead the “opacity of its
medium.”®" In the case of painting, the viewer’s attention should be fo-
cused on the physicality of canvas and pigment (“the ineluctable flatness
of the support™).%! Greenberg’s “opacity” operates in two registers. First,
it suggests that one cannot look “through” the medium of the painting
to something in the world that it represents. It is not that the medium
has no significance per se but that it arrests the chain of signification at
the level of its own materiality (instead of extending it into a symbolic,
and hence discursive, form). The meaning of the work resides in its sur-
face materiality (the layers of color in a Rothko painting, the impasto of
a de Kooning). However, this “opacity™ also functions relative to Green-
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ined experience of deferral and resistance that forces the viewer

a susta
d of categorical mastery—a formalist Puritan

to struggle for the rewar

work ethic.*®
It is notable that Greenberg associated the capacity for this semantic

labor with the viewer’s class position. The “elite,” the “ruling class,” and
«the rich” are the natural audience for avant-garde art. They are the ones
who “command the leisure and comfort that always goes hand in hand
with cultivation.” This leisure time is necessary for “initiation into [the]
craft secrets” of advanced art and for refining one’s receptivity to the nu-
ances and challenges that such art poses.® Only those who are intimately
familiar with the art of the past can fully appreciate a new, innovative
work that challenges normative standards, and only those who are lib-
eral and open-minded can accept this new work as a contribution to,
rather than an undermining of, those standards. Greenberg compares this
“ruling class™ art viewer to a hypothetical Russian peasant who must
«work hard all day for his living,” whose “rude, uncomfortable circum-
stances” give him insufficient “leisure, energy and comfort to train for the
berg’s choice of terms here is striking. The
appreciation of advanced art does not come naturally but requires an ex-
tensive and specialized education: it must be “trained™ for like a sport-
ing event. As a result, the peasant prefers the facsimile of authentic art
provided by an academic painter like Ilya Repin. Greenberg links the se-
mantic labor required by difficult art to the physical labor of the work-
ing class, which makes possible the leisure of the “ruling class™ while
also ensuring that the worker never has enough spare time to master au-
thentic culture.

Although this summation makes Greenberg sound like an apologist
for upper-class privilege, he was not. In fact, when he wrote the “Avant-
Garde and Kitsch™ essay he described himself as a Marxist. But rather
than simply dismiss the culture of the elite (specifically avant-garde art)
as decadent, he recognized its positive value. For Greenberg, avant-garde
art represented the highest expression of human creativity and imagina-
tion—the culture that is possible when the problems of material scarcity
and economic production have been solved and we can devore all of our
energies to self-cultivation. It marks the promise of a postrevolutionary
future in which everyone will have the leisure time to master difficultart
and in which kitsch itself, no longer able to feed off the depleted and
alienated desires of the oppressed, will wither and die. Avant-garde art
is important because it holds out the promise that in an ideal future the

leisure time required to appreciate it may be available to everyone. Green=

enjoyment of Picasso.”” Green
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plistic mass culture was also difficult to sustain in a world in which in-
novative advertising agencies began to employ the same strategies of
shock, dislocation, irony, and self-reflexivity that had been mainstays of
twentieth-century avant-garde art practice.” The privileging of the expert
viewer, the implicit superiority of complex or opaque art, and the insu-
larity that are central features of Greenberg’s aesthetic were severely tested
by changes in both the art world and consumer culture during the 1960s.
At the same time, the core avant-garde principles of complexity and inac-
cessibility were freed from their roots in quasi-revolutionary art theory
and made available to other uses and other justifications.

THE PROSTITUTE AND THE PALACE GUARD

Could it be there is a double Michael Fried—the
atemporal Fried and the temporal Fried? Consider
a subdivided progression of “Frieds™ on millions
of stages.

Robert Smithson, Letter to the Editor,
Artforum, October 1967

Michael Fried is perhaps the best-known contemporary critic to elabo-
rate on (and modify) the formalist paradigm associated with Greenberg.
For Fried, writing in the midst of the rapidly expanding art market of the
late 1960s and early 1970s, the danger that high art would be carried away
in a flood of mass culture was considerably less immediate than it was for
Greenberg in 1939. Art has less to fear from mass culture than it does
from the collapse of its own qualitative distinctions and hierarchies. Thus
in Fried’s writings, especially his influentia! essays “Three American
Painters” (1965) and “Art and Objecthood™ (1967), the depredations of
kitsch are replaced by the threat posed to a discriminatory aestheric sen-
sibility by the dizzying profusion of new art movements in the 1960s (pop
art, arte povera, conceptual art, and especially minimalism).

Fried responds to this interdisciplinary excess by reasserting the
critic’s traditional prerogative to differentiate authentic from inauthen-
tic art, applying such conventional (albeit subjective) categories of judg-
ment as “quality,” “value,” and “sheer rightness.” Following Greenberg,
these conditions are most discernible in works that refine and purify the
perceived essence of a given medium (what clearly differentiates the ex-
perience of one art form from that of any other).”® As he writes, “The
concepts of quality and value . . . are meaningful . . . only within the in-
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are blissfully indifferent to the viewer’s physi-
conceptions. The authentic modernist
dens or restricts the

sculptor Anthony Caro,
cal presence or normative pre
work surrounds itself with a hermetic field that dea
ntextual conditions or determinants. “In the grip
he object and only the object,
f focused consciousness that
»102 One is no longer
n the work’s

viewer’s awareness of co
of” such a work one is able to attend to t
achieving an almost metaphysical form o
Fried describes, fittingly enough, as a “state of grace.
aware of the impact that one’s own position in space has o
nor is one’s perception of the work built up through a sequence
of reflexive observations about the mediating effects of the gallery space,
light, scale, or physical proximity.'"* Rather, the work presents itself im-
mediately and all at once (“At every moment the work is wholly mani-
fest.” as Fried writes), evoking a phenomenon that he describes as “pres-

. «I¢ is this continuous and entire presentress, amounting, as it

entness”:
were, to the perpetual creation of itself, that one experiences as a kind

of instantaneousness, as though if only one were infinitely more acute,
a single infinitely brief instant would be long enough to see everything,
n all its depth and fullness, to be forever con-

meaning,

to experience the work i
vinced by it.”'™
Thus the authentic work of art does not engage in a dialogue with
other art forms or even with the viewer—it simply and irresistibly com-
pels “conviction.™ Its meaning is given over to the viewer pure and fully
formed through an immaculate perception, rather than constructed in
the messy space between the viewer and the work of art. Fried’s authentic
art is stoically self-sufficient and independent of the viewer, like a Buck-
ingham Palace guard who refuses to interact with curious onlookers. The
insolently theatrical work, on the other hand, depends “on the staging,
the conspicuous manipulation, of its relationship to an audience.”'" The
theatrical work, like the kitsch object, appeals to and openly “solicits”

the viewer’s attention, encouraging the “appropriative consciousness”™

feared by Bersani and Dutoit. The authentic work has the opposite ef-
fect: it helps us lose our sense of self through an unselfconscious “ab-
sorption” in the work as an immediately apprehended totality.'® Only
by studiously ignoring the viewer’s presence can the authentic work avoid
the indignity of selling itself to the viewer like a cheap commodity.
Fried is troubled by the prospect of an aesthetic perception that un-
folds diachronically through a series of exchanges between the work and
the viewer, in which the work of art deploys certain codes that the viewer
is able to recognize, interpret, and assemble into a larger meaning. Fried’s
theoretical framework, however, still relies on a concept of duration. The
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:::;S?:Z:g?n?ss to thf& world runs throughout avant-garde di;a;ursés
. . .r,\' s rejection of normalizing representational conventi '
in Greenberg’s assault on the clichés of kitsch. and i e |“‘°f“_“?“5-
of theatrical art that shamelessly importun -h““ i P Ly
however, it is assumed that this openness c;: L ) ‘.Iﬂ;ﬂ. e
expense of an indifference to (or assault on) th: ?:::r as"-'dd""_l-" mimd
a'ssocmtions and prior experiences. Once the work in 3“. I'"S_O" o
viewer through a shared language, familiar visual ¢ ‘“"'f‘f‘-‘s i e
e ! ; onventions, or even
spac:: ::L;:: : t?fo:;)lifingxcmlf)t the viewer’s Physical presence in the same
artists I discuss here ask ifstfeirirﬂor:f\m i i
, ask if other ways to actualize the com-
;'::.nlin:;: :pem:;;ss. outside th_e glacial isolation of the recalcitr:n‘::;
ext chapter I examine attempts to reframe this ethical and

Coglll‘l‘llc |dea| aro v v 1ca I’plo S that I ||ed dlS'
: 3 l a a‘..he i
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Changing Audiences and Contemporary Art, ed. Mary Jane gac_:oh l(_Zambndgc,
Mass.: MIT Press, 1998), pp. 38-47; and Tom kae‘lpearl, .Fwe D:alogut:s on
Dialogue-Based Public Art Projects,” in Dialogues in Public Art (Cambridge,
.: MIT Press, 2000), pp. 270-75.

Ma(s)sther key works in rhisparea include Lucy Lippard, Lure of the Local: Senses
of Place in a Multi-Centered Society (New York: New Press, 1998); Douglas Kahn
and Diane Neumaier, eds., Cultures in Contention (Seattle: Real _Comet Press,
1985); Arlene Raven, ed., Art in the Public In:ere_sr (Ann Arbon;, Mu_:h.: UMI Bc-
search Press, 1989); Mark O’Brien and Craig Lm!c. eds., l_%e:magmg America:
The Arts of Social Change (Philadelphia: New Socmt,v_ Publ:;hcrs, 1990); Carol
Becker, Social Responsibility: The Place of the Artist in St::aery (Chicago: L:?ke
View Press, 1990); Carol Becker, Zones of Contention: hs.says on 4rr. Institu-
tions, Gender and Anxiety (Albany: SUNY Press, 1996); Nina Felshin, ed., But
Is It Art? The Spirit of Art as Activism (Seattle: Bay Press,' 1995); Mary Jane Ja-
cob, Michael Brenson, and Eva M. Olson, Culture in f.lcuon (Seattle: Bay Press,
1995 ); Malcolm Miles, Art, Space and the City: Public Art and Urban Futures
(New York: Routledge, 1997); Linda Frye Burnham and Steven Durland, eds.,
The Citizen Artist: Twenty Years of Art in the Public Arena. An Anfl?tffogy from
High Performance Magazine 1978-1998, vol. 1 [Ne“f )’orkf Critical Press,
1998); and Grant Kester, ed., Art, Acli:rifm and Oppos:r:onahr?r:‘ Essays frlc::s
Afterimage (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press', 1 298}. In addition, th;u s
been ongoing coverage in alternative arts publications suf:h as Af:e_ﬂmage,
Drama Review, Fuse, High Performance (before it ceased publication), Mix, New
Art Examiner, and Public Art Review in North America 'and AN, Control (pub-
lished by Stephen Willats), Circa, and Variant in the Um_tcd K:mgfom.

7. Critic Suzi Gablik introduces the concept of a “dialogical™ approach to
art making in her book The Reenchantment of Art (New ?ork: Th_amfs and Hud-
son, 1991). On Bakhtin's concepr of dialogics, see M|I<_h@| nghnn, ‘Author and
Hero in Aesthetic Activity” and “Art and Answerability™ in Art and Answer-
ability: Early Philosophical Essays by M. M. Bakhtin, ed. }{lcha_el Hf)lqmst and
Vadim Liapunov, trans. and annot. Vadim Liapunov {:e\usn'n: University of Teafas
Press, 1990). | have titled this book Conversation Pieces in reference to tl?c in-
teractive character of the projects that I am discussing, but t}_Ie term grxglmﬂy
referred to a portrait genre popular in European painting c_iurmg the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries. See Mario Praz, Conversarfon I_’seces: A Survey of t!fe
Informal Group Portrait in Europe and America (University Park: Pennsylvania
State University Press, 1971).

8. Paulo F:cyire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, trans. Myra Berman Rames (New
York: Continuum, 1982), p. 57. ) _ h

9. There are exceptions here: kinetic sculpture, certain forms of installation
art, more recent developments in “interactive” digital or computcr—basgd art,and
so on. My point is directed toward the more general orientation of object-based

iticism.
" f;. Wendy Steiner, The Scandal of Pleasure: Art in an Age of Fundamental-
ism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995), p. 7.

11. This was the reaction of a number of U.S. critics to the 1997 D‘ocumen.n

exhibition (Documenta X), organized by the French curator Catherine David,
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which established a continuity between conceprually oriented projects from the
1970s (¢.g., works by Hans Haacke, Dan Graham, and Marcel Broodthaers) and
more recent “public” works by artists such as Christine and Irene Hohenbucher,
Lois Weinberger, and Christine Hill. Ken Johnson, writing in Art in America,
coined the term post-retinal to describe much of the work in the show. Although
Johnson intended this term as a pejorative (he complained that the exhibition
“offered little in the way of traditional visual pleasure™), I feel it is quite useful
in capturing the ways in which dialogical projects resist the tendency to collapse
the aesthetic into visual sensation. The reliance of contemporary criticism on the
writer's “personal™ response also has the effect of treating subjectivity (Steiner’s
“Ilike™) as an unquestioned, a priori principle instead of recognizing the extent
to which the critic’s individual taste is at least partially conditioned by forms of
identification based on class, race, gender, and so on. See Ken Johnson, “A Post-
Retinal Documenta,” Art in America 85 (October 1997): 80-88.

12. Critic Parricia C. Phillips writes of the danger posed by the attribution of
“good intentions” in community art practice. “Should we bring different critical
expectations to this work? Does community-based work fail because of unreason-
able critical positions? Or does it succeed because good intentions are irre-
proachable? Clearly, critics must guard against cynicism or seduction.” Patricia C.
Phillips, “Public Art's Intentions, Indignities, and Interventions,” Sculpture Mag-
azine 17 (March 1998): 18-25.

13. This attitude is not confined to writing on more conventional media. Here
is critic Gene Youngblood discussing the aesthetics of digital video: “[W]e need
only remember that art and communication are fundamentally ar cross-
purposes. . . . [A]rt is always non-communicative: it is about personal vision and
autonomy; its aim is to produce non-standard observers.” Gene Youngblood,
“Video and the Cinematic Enterprise™ (1984), in Ars Electronica: Facing the Fu-
ture, a Survey of Two Decades, ed. Timothy Druckrey (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT
Press, 1999), p. 43.

CHAPTER 1. THE EYES OF THE VULGAR

1. Andrew Graham-Dixon, “This Is the House That Rachel Built,” Indepen-
dent, November 2, 1993, p. 25.

2. See Nick Couldry in “Speaking Up in a Public Space: The Strange Case of
Rachel Whiteread’s House,” New Formations 25 (Summer 1995): 98.

3. lain Sinclair, “The House in the Park: A Psychogeographical Response,”
in Rachel Whiteread House, ed. James Lingwood (London: Phaidon Press,
1995), p. 21.

4. Doreen Massey, “Space-Time and the Politics of Location,” in Lingwood,
Rachel Whiteread House, p. 36. The language of contemporary art criticism is
rife with similar examples. A 2002 promotional flyer for Artangel Trust describes
a project by Francis Alys (City Scenarios) as an effort “to invert and confound
our everyday experiences of the metropolis.”

5. James Lingwood, “Introduction,” in Lingwood, Rachel Whiteread House,
p. 8.

6. Ibid.




196 NOTES TO PAGES 20-27

= Ibid.

8. Ibid.

9. Time Out, October 27-November 3, 1993, and the Times, November 5,
1993, quoted in Couldry, “Speaking Up,” p. 100.

ro. As Massey writes, “What House did not do” was “problematize, at the
level of locality, the memory of what that past was. Although its location was
important, House did not say much about the East End as a wider area or about
Bow within it: as a place of cohabitation of radicalism and racism.”™ Massey,
“Space-Time,” p. 49.

i1. See Peter Dunn and Loraine Leeson, “The Aesthetics of Collaborarion,”
Art Journal 56 (Spring 1997): 26-37. Dunn and Leeson have recently divided up
their artistic practice, forming two new “legacy” organizations. Leeson’s cSPACE
(centered at the University of East London) is concentrating on social art prac-
tice on the Internet and the development of virtual learning environments. Dunn’s
ART.e builds on work that he has developed over the past several years in con-
nection with the Agenda 21 sustainable development initiatives that came out of
the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro.

12. Lingwood, “Introduction,” p. 7.

13. Entering Buttermilk Bottom (1995), a project by the U.S.-based collab-
orative group REPOhistory, provides a comparable example. REPOhistory met
with the former residents of an African American community in Atlanta that was
displaced by urban renewal. Through a series of meetings and dialogues they were
able to reconstruct a history of the neighborhood (using stories, photographs,
and family memorabilia) that was then communicated and preserved through
signs, street markings, an installation, and a (now annual) reunion among the
residents. For more information see the REPOhistory Web site: www.repohistory
.org/. As their name suggests, REPOhistory seeks to “repossess”™ forgotten his-
tories and lives associated with specific sites.

14. Oscar Wilde, “The Soul of Man under Socialism,” in The First Collected
Edition of the Works of Oscar Wilde, 1908-1922, ed. Robert Ross, vol. 8 (Lon-
don: Dawsons of Pall Mall, 1969), p. 300.

15. See, for example, Tom Williamson, Polite Landscapes: Gardens and So-
ciety in Eighteenth-Century England (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press,
1995).

16. Quoted in Mary Vidal, Watteau’s Painted Conversations: Art, Literature,
and Talk in Seventeenth- and Eighteenth-Century France (New Haven, Conn.:
Yale University Press, 1992), p. 132.

17 Ibid., p. 130.

18. Paul Klee, Pedagogical Sketchbooks (1953), quoted in Werner Haftmann,
The Mind and Work of Paul Klee (New York: Praeger, 1967), p. 89.

19. Some of the material in this section has been expanded from Grant Kester,
“Learning from Aesthetics: Old Masters and New Lessons,” Art Journal (Spring

1997): 20-25. My somewhat unorthodox interpretation of aesthetic philosophy
has been influenced by new work in this area over the past several vears by schol-
ars such as Christine Battersby, David Beech, Susan Buck-Morss, Howard Cay-
gill, Terry Eagleton, and John Roberts.
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20. As Kant notes in the Critique of Judgment (1792), “ iti
ers h_rought into play by [aesthetic] prcscntifion a(rc;'i?! f];eelglla};e f)(;cg::::if}o(;::
terminant concept restricts them to a particular rule of cognitin;s. . .. This state
of frr.Te_ play of the cognitive powers . . . must be universally commur‘ticablc- for
cognition, tI.Ie determination of the object with which given presentations al:e to
harmonize (in any subject whatever) is the only way of presenting that holds for
e\‘fcryone:" Immanuel Kant, Critique of Judgment, trans. Werner S. Pluhar (In-
dianapolis: Hackert Publishing, 1987), p. 62/Ak218. )

- 21, *[TThe aesthetic affords access to the universal ground of all representa-
tions. . . . [W]e act as particular individuals here and now, burt at the same time
5i|su?over a transpersonal, universal dimension that we can otherwise know only
u:c_hrect:;' in theorjctitl:al speculation.” David E. Wellbery, Lessing’s Laocodn: Semi-
r: 9:;.: .:’np.:zess-rheﬂcs in the Age of Reason (New York: Cambridge University Press,

22. Kant, Critique of Judgment, p. 60/Akz216.

23. Kant describes judgments of beauty as being “public.” Ibid., p. s7/Akz21
Da\"ld W"ellbery links this “public” status to the concept of an “id,e-a.] speech s;:-
uation™ in the work of Habermas and others: “The ideal of transparency, which
in the Enlightenment was conceived in semantic terms, reappears in the trork ((:)f
Ha l-)crmas and Apel as a pragmatic ideal: a communicational exchange in which
s‘ublccts are transparent to themselves and others. . .. As was the case in En-
::lgl;:p:l:er: theory, z;esrheric representations point forward to a state of freedom

ich the compulsions an, it y "
ek u]:’ s :: :pacmes of speech are finally overcome.” Well-

24. K;_mr, Critique of Judgment, pp. 58/Akz212, 55/Ak215s,

2 Ibu_:l.. p. 86/Ak237. As Kant notes, *[A]ll that is postulated is the possi-
bility of a judgment that is aesthetic and vet can be considered valid for every-
one. ... Hence the universal voice is only an idea.” Ibid., p. 60/Ak216 K

1?. Martin Jay, Marxism and Totality: The Adventures of a Concc:pt from
Lukdes ;:c };qb}:’m;a; *LBerkeley: University of California Press, 1984), p. 48

27 ichar sterman, P 1 jes: Live : Rethi
wt |0hxfo,-d, sk Blackw:;f’;l;:f] :aiesrbe::cs. Living Beauty, Rethink-

. "8" This transformation would be accelerated by the diffusi i
thmkujlg made possible by the unfettered circulation i)f ideas arnscllocr:)zfr:;]rlcgeh{i:;j:
E:::, !;;:hi{ Metaphysics of Morals, describes as “Biich und Geld™). Immanuel

, The Metaphbysi 1
e prcssf’f;jﬁ_ of Morals, trans. Mary Gregor (New York: Cambridge

29. Barbara Hepworth, “Sculpture,” in Art in Theory: -

Charles Harrison and Paul Wood (Oxford, England: Black?vellmf 9091‘ 19?‘ :d'
30 Kathy Alexis Psomiades, Beauty’s Body: Femininity and'Repres;m:an?t;:
int British Aestheticism (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford Univers;ry Press, 1 ). On
of the best examinations of this dynamic is Andreas Huyssen, “Ma;s ?I?JTture a:
Woman: Modernism’s Other,” in After the Great Divide: Modernisnt, Mass Cul-
nm;, Po;mo@emisrfr [Bloo;ni:gmn: Indiana University Press, :986),,]:p. 47-62

1. Inaninterview with the art histori y illais” -

Sir William James, describes tl'fc i:c’ilcllscrnor?m i
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ive of - Palace Gate (Millais’s studio)
... a representative of Pears Soap came to . e

g'::ic(‘::;g my graniilfathcr that Pears Soap, the company, ha.d l:ougj;t\:l::eplo;g "
Bubbles| from the proprietor of the Hiustrated London News an drz:df‘ul e
[Bub < an advertisement. Well he was furious. He thought it a mo;‘l‘ e
:I:C dg :\'ith one of his pictures. But he took I_[c%al advn:_;;::gaﬁzi : ;l:d“m a0 0P

i i couldn’t stop it. The copyri . _

:rlf:( s‘::mrhcl ch::u:n:c’:::bh; i:)c\'cn now. the whole country was flooded with these

Pcm;slSan:;it:lr:lsgfn::rm it must have lowered, and it did | think, his prcstigeoﬂ
\c;' t:?cau'nm' when Bubbles became an advertisement which I suppose was
oV -

of the reasons he was so absolutely furious about it.

llais (London: Academy Edirions, 1 979), pp- 20~

s Millais, John Everett Mii . 79h P! 3
Sfogor?ah::ore dimiled account, see G. H. Fleming, Jobn Everett Millais: A Bi

n: Constable, 1998). _ '
08':2”)’5&*;::; Watson’s From Manet to Manhattan: The Rise of the Modern

Art Market (London: Vintage, 1992) for an account of the inFrcasingly fncr;alr;
tile nature of the art world in the nineteenth and early twer)tleth cenma;c;-. -
Gene H. Bell-Vilada, Art for Art’s Sake and Literary L:fe:'h'mv Politics
s)\;fzrkets Helped Shape the Ideology and Culture of Aestheticism, 1790-1990
i . University of Nebraska Press, 1998). .
(Llﬂmlf;-l(l)-]g’::‘;?:f};zn and Socialism,” in Vision and Design, cd‘_lm? limlle.n
[NES‘i'York: Oxford University Press, 1981{2 p.ui 25 j‘arﬂ;sD :h:}lieilrlom ll._s: :;, bu;
f his “Ten O’Clock™ lectures, remarks, “Art 1s u o Town!
glr::czed ::ndcr the chin, by the passing gallant!—to be enticed within tge gates
of the householder—to be coaxed into company, as proof of culn;;e ;rw},rcﬁ. ne-
ment!” Whistler on Art: Selected Letters and Writings f’f J:_:mes Mc¢Nei : :s:lerao,.
d N.i ¢l Thorp (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Prcr'.s, 1994), ‘;q
“ IE"E!»:lmc-:'( Newman, “The First Man Was an Arrist:‘ ( 194:7}, in Bam::rfmdw&
m:?:ieiecred Writings and Interviews, ed. John P. O°'Neill (New York:
Knopf, 1990), p. 159. _ .
3l;. Clive Bell, “The Aesthetic Hypothesis,
Books, 1958), p. 17.
36. Ibid., p. 27.
37. Ibid., p. 28.

. Ibid., pp. 28-29. ' ' '
;2 !‘\lehopgoubts that one of those Daily Mirror photographers in collabo-

] 7 bout ‘London by day’
ion with a Daily Mail reporter can tell us far more a _ day
:;::t;ny Roval Academician?” Ibid., p. 23. Bell would have included Millais
imself in this category. ‘ R
hlm‘i;‘ 'Il?hose who lack the power of expression are God s fallu(;'f.r:il g hThey
shotl;l be kindly treated along with the hopf:l;s;ly_ :}10;1:2 ;;zr; ] w; ydmr_ Xy
" Ibi . Bell probably had in mind Frith’s : sm_
cephalous.” Ibid., p. 23. Be  find e Raie
i that featured crowds at :
(1862), one of a series of scenes he painu s o o s
: therings. Others included Derby Day {1. 5 d Ra s
11: Bs:,:;:.e;:: )g\:::brey Noakes, William Frith, E:_ctmord:mr)- Victorian Painter: A
Biographical and Critical Essay (London: Jupiter, 1978).

. Fry, “Art and Socialism,” p. 46. ‘ o
::. ::l;yd In his influential essay “Some Intentions of Cubism (1919),

in Art (New York: Capricorn
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critic Maurice Raynal reiterates the classic opposition between the easy seduc-
tions of kitsch and the austere demands of great art: “But if you are not
moved . . . if you cannor vibrate to the relationships of a representation never
before seen, if you prefer to let yourself be taken in by over ingratiating
arabesques . . . by the seduction of easy arrangements, if in a word you wish to
take the bait offered by the cleverest anglers too readily, it is because the factor
of self-control in your sensibility remains anaesthetized and because you are pow-
erless to contain, as you should from time to time, the flux of your narcissistic
instincts.” Christopher Green, Cubism and Its Enemies: Modern Movements and
Reaction in French Art, 1916-1928 (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press,
1987), p. 157.

43. Fry, “Art and Socialism,” p. 54.

44. Clive Bell, “Society and Art,” in Bell, Art, p. 172. As Dave Beech and
John Roberts write in their essay on the figure of the “philistine,” “Without any
diminution of the class conflicts within industrial capitalism, Fry and Bell for-
sake the interpretation of class positions in cultural attitudes so prominent in the
nineteenth century, speaking instead of a single division between those who are
inside the experience of modern art and those who are not.” Dave Beech and
John Roberts, “Tolerating Impurities: An Ontology, Genealogy and Defense of
Philistinism,” New Left Review 227 (January—February 1998): 56.

45. Clive Bell, “Art and Society,” in Bell, Art, p. 189.

46. Ibid., p. 185.

47. Ibid., p. 33.

48. Virginia Woolf, The Waves (London: Hogarth Press, 1931).

49. Jan Heinemann, “The Revolt against Language: A Critical Note on
Twentieth-Century Irrationalism with Special Reference to the Aesthetic-Philo-
sophical Views of Virginia Woolf and Clive Bell,” Orbis Litterarum 32 (1977):
212-28.

50. Clive Bell, “The Metaphysical Hypothesis,” in Bell, Art, p. 46.

s1. Heinemann, “The Revolt against Language,” p. 227.

s2. Bell writes: “What quality is shared by all objects that provoke our aes-
thetic emotions? What quality is common to Sta. Sophia, and the windows at
Chartres, Mexican sculpture, a Persian bowl, Chinese carpets, Giotto’s frescoes
at Padua, and the masterpieces of Poussin, Piero della Francesca, and Cézanne?
Only one answer seems possible—significant form.” Bell, “The Aesthetic Hy-
pothesis,” p. 17. Paul Crowther has pointed our that the concept of significant
form offers no way to confidently differentiate the “work of art™ from any other
visual event or experience in the world: “Bell cannort . . . provide us with ade-
quate criteria for distinguishing significant artistic form from insignificant non-
artistic form.” Paul Crowther, Critical Aesthetics and Postmodernism (Oxford,
England: Clarendon Press, 1993), p. 57 Bell openly attacks what he terms “his-
torical criticism™: “To praise or abuse or be interested in a work of art because
it leads or does not lead to another work of art is to treat it as though it were

not a work of art. The connection of one work of art with another may have
everything to do with history: it has nothing to do with appreciation. . . . Though
the development of painting from Giotto to Titian may be interesting histori-
cally, it cannor affect the value of any particular picture: aesthetically, it is of no



NOTES TO PAGES 36-38
200

consequence whatever. Every work must be judged on its own merits.” Clive Bell,
. istory.” in Bell, Art, p. 75. ‘ ‘ _
i aﬂﬂ [?I];: :ﬁaioriw of the charming and intelligent people with wh_mtl_l lna:,nf
acqf::.:imed appreciate visual art impurely; and, by_:il;“:y, :::r:ptirzs; ;ufrac.
1 1 . Burt provided that :
1l grear writers has been impure i lere i
:-l(:?,o:: :urir :esthetic emotion, even a mixed and minor appricmm: of }:::1 :;SH :
t;nc of the most valuable things in the world.” Clive Bell, The Aest y
is,” p. 32. o .
pmhesmélefném Greenberg, The Collected Essays and Criticism, 4 \0';, eti;{f::]z
o I;;;n (Chicago: University of Chicago Pl:li-ass. 1986—; ‘;;]; Florence Ru
; : A Life (New York: Scribners, 1998). ‘ .
C"’”“'"B&::";:’;’f and _I!c-:hn Roberts provide a useful overview of '.'i'IIS ;ransn-
1'ionS |sa their essay “Spectres of the Aesthetic,” New Left Review 218 (July-August
]9966}: l(?ri;izerg follows Wolfflin in endowing the wqu of art'_\\frzlt‘h a capacity
foriu-tonomous action. “The history of l'orm_s.“ according .t? Wolr m.ﬂp:ssessef
an irrepressible fecundity. It “never stands stxl!. Swe |}E}\'?r_\ orm I;res f{;ﬂbegums-
ting, and every style calls to a new one.” Heinnch_Wolfﬂm, Principles {; g
for?‘ The Problem of the Development of Style in Later Art, trans. M. D.
i k: Dover, 1950), p. 230. oy
ﬂﬂgst;l‘ {2;::1::: Greenberg, “Towards a Newer Laocoon,™ in Poﬂgcfiz and;;g;;:
Sriti i cina (New York: Harper and Row, 5
The Critical Debate, ed. Francis Frasum_l (2 T
. As Charles Harrison notes, in Greenberg s prose, !
gp- ;Z%?ﬁld ;iven human agency—does this or that; it appears to thllr:’ and
'updege to cor;rain its own ‘alertness,’ to make its own“dec!aranons: Ptau.;:) ,‘ ood,
lFranc‘is Frascina, Jonathan Harris, and Char{:slH;n*ibson.goli:?;m:; :;3} spu:e-P 60.
1 1 'en, Conn.: Yale Umvers: , P. 60.
Art since the Forties (New Haven, _ e Univers 993 By
insists in * Painting,” “No one artist was,

8. As Greenberg insists in “Modernist e
\-etscons:iously aware of this tendency, not could any artist I:\f)rl_: sugc:‘sshf;lolg
in c,onscious awareness of it.” Clement Greenberg, ]\‘dodfrmst an;mnag.nd -
ern Art and Modernism: A Critical Anthology, ed. Francis Fr}z:scma. " t}:”hst e
Harrison (New York: Harper and Row, 198_:.], p. 9. This is the ve;su:;arliﬂ -
published in Art and Literature, no. 4 (Spring 1965): :93t-zot;50 nsee = ..
sion was published by the Voice of America asa pamphletin 1 :; .6 d!emjm
Greenberg: The Collected Essays and Criticism, vol. 4, r;;‘_s -—1969, ed. ¥

g i : University of Chicago Press, 1993), pp- 5-94- -
? an’lil'?(::f:sg ((,Zrow's essay “Modernism and Mass Culture remains on::j
thcsl'?e.st studies of Greenberg’s relationship to mass cqltur_e. Scehﬂldc;ders:rgu;umlz
Modernity: The Vancouver Conference Papers_. ed. Benjamin Buc do[;csi .
baut. and David Solkin (Halifax: Nova Scotia College of Art an gn Press,
1983), pp. 215-64. _ ) |

. Newman, “The First Man,” p. 170. _ ; .

2? D:vid Smith, “Aesthetics, the Artist and the Audience” (1952), rcpmlwi

i ison and Wood, Art in Theory, p. 578. . :
" }613;[1::1 Reinhardr, “Art as Art,” reprinted in Harrison and Wood, Aﬂm'ﬁ_ﬁ}

y 3 80 : - - - - - -
09.62 W‘z can discover a more sophisticated expression of this view in
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Robert Jauss’s “reception theory.” For Jauss the quality or authenticity of an aes-
thetic experience, and its capacity to avoid the condition of “entertainment,” is
measured by its deviation from the viewer's existing

“horizon of expectations.”
As he wrires:

The way in which a literary work, at the historical moment of its appearance,
satisfies, surpasses, disappoints, or refutes the expectations of its first audience
obviously provides a criterion for the determination of its aesthetic value. The
distance between the horizon of expectations and the work, between the familiar-
ity of previous aesthetic experience and the “horizontal change” demanded by the
reception of the new work, determines the aesthetic character of the literary work
according to the aesthetics of reception; to the degree thar this distance decreases,
and no turn toward the horizon of the yet-unknown experience is demanded of the

receiving consciousness, the closer the work comes to the sphere of “culinary™ or
entertainment art.

Hans Robert Jauss, Toward an Aesthetic of Reception, trans. Timothy Bahti, in-
trod. Paul de Man (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1982), p- 204.
64. “A Life Roundtable on Modern Art,” Life, October 11, 1948, p. 68,
quoted in Bradford R. Collins, “Life Magazine and the Abstract Expressionists,
1948-1951: A Historiographic Study of a Late Bohemian Enterprise,” Art Bul-
letin 73 (June 1991): 286.
65. Barnett Newman, “‘Frontiers of Space’: Interview with Dorothy Gees
Sackler” (1962), in O'Neill, Barnett Newman, p. 251,
66. Collins, “Life Magazine,” pp. 286-8~.
67. Adolph Gottlieb, Mark Rothko, and Barnett Newman, “Statement”
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versity of California Press, 1993).
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