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Mondrian and the Dialectic 
of Essence 

Victor A. Grauer 

The current asce nda ncy of the postmoderni st viewpoin t has led to 
in terpre tations of moderni sm whi ch, to the present writer, are misguided 
and mi sleading. Nowhere has the critica l process been more unfortunately 
oversimplified than in the case of Piet Mo ndrian, one of the key figures of 
what ca n be called "class ic" moderni sm. The arti st/theore ti c ian who 
strove so inte nse ly to overco me th e l i mitati o ns of la te Ro ma nti c 
subj ectivism has been painted as himself a Romanti c idea list, a puri st 
seeke r afte r "essence" who turn ed hi s back on rea lity to purs ue an 
esthetic of "s ignifica nt form" as model for a super-Platonic, essent ia lly 
totalita ri an, Utopia. This assessment is of course full y in line with the 
currently fas hionable noti on of modernism as an eli tist fa ntasy of mastery 
and control. 

I will attempt, in these pages, to correc t the currently accepted view, 
not by confronting, as I have elsewhere, I what I regard as the bad faith of 
the postmoderni st critique of moderni sm, but , in a less argumentative , 
more me th odic al spirit , d ogge dly re trac in g a nd re-exa minin g th e 
development of thi s remarkably complex arti st and thinker. Central to my 
pos ition is the notion that Mondrian's work, all hi s work, is charac terized 
by a powerful commitment to the spirit of rea li sm (no t abstrac ti o n) 
coupled with a propheti c awareness of the problems posed by what today 
wo uld b e ca ll e d the " id eo l ogy" of the re prese nt at io na l p rocess. 
Ultimately, I hope to demonstrate, in the face of the accepted wisdom of 
the time, that Mondrian 's modernism is an achievement to this day still 
new and little understood. 

I should add that my approach is informed by a theoretical pos ition I 
have outlined in another publicati on,2 a positi on whi ch in turn owes a 
great dea l to the work and thought, as I have unders tood it, of the subj ect 
of thi s essay. No prior knowledge of my theory is expected of the reader in 
what follows. 

A. The Essence of Disruption 
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For me, a major problem with the postmoderni st view generally stems 
from a difficulty over the notion of "essence." Clearly Mondrian, 
throughout hi s mature existence and with every fibre of hi s being, as both 
artist and thinker, purs ued "essence ." What make s him so utterly 
remarkable, however, is the very special and totally original nature of the 
"essence" he di scovered during the course of thi s pursuit. To fully grasp 
the special nature of this extraordinary achievement and its meaning for 
our understanding and appreciation of modernism generally, we will need 
to loosen ourselves as mu ch as possible from both postmodernist and 
modernist dogma to re-examine certain crucial aspects of hi s artistic 
development and rethink the meanin g of some of his all too easily 
misconstrued theoretical writings. 

The Tree Series 
Mondrian 's earliest paintings , dating from the 1890 's, fuse a stark but 

conventional naturalism with the Dutch landscape tradition. From 1900 
through 1907, hi s work reveals various influences , ranging from Van Gogh 
and Gauguin to Edward Munch and the Fa uve s . 1908 is ge nerally 
regarded as a turning point in his career, the beginning of a systematic 
development that was to continue till his death in 1944. 

The crucial early stages of thi s development can be traced through a 
remarkable series of paintings involving an obsessive image: a solitary 
tree. This series has already, of course, gained attention for its apparently 
sys tematic , almost seamless progression from realism to abstraction. 
More to our point, in the present contex t, is the way Mondrian has here 
also left an extended meditation on the iconographic sign. 

The series begins in 1909 with two rather conventionally naturalistic 
studies of a particular, carefully observed, tree, its trunk leaning heavily 
to the right. 3 These lead to the highly expressionistic Red Tree; very 
much in the spirit of Van Gogh, but with even more intensified color. The 
tree is red striated with blue, on a blue background. Barren of leaves, the 
intricate network of branches stands out against the background as a 
dense interpl ay of expressively curving lines. Three more "portraits" of 
the same tree, dating from 1909-10, are progress ively more simplified and 
express ively symbolic.s 

The culminating work, called the Blue Tree, is a highly schematized 
dark silhouette with branches radiating out from the center. This design, 
combined with the intensity of the color, gives the tree a fl a melike 
aspect. The overall effect is highly symbolic, as though the tree were 
being fragmented and consumed by its own life force. In semiotic terms , 
thi s early sequence progressively fragments and schematizes the lower 
level articulations (signifying the highly individualized branches) in such 
a way that every element ultimately becomes totally subordinate, on the 
highest level, to a single, dominant, paradigm (the tree as a whole). 
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Exhibiting techniques already common in Symbolist pictorialism, a 
painting like the Blue Tre e thus disrupts iconographic realism only for the 
purpose of dramatizing and intensifying a "higher" meaning. 

If we define the icon as "the sign which resembles," we must note how 
this sequence moves progressively from a true iconism (embodied in the 
initial, " n at uralistic " attempts to render th e tree in its unique 
individuality) to a largely conventional sy mbolism in which the tree 
becomes a universali zed emblem , not many steps removed from the 
arbitrariness of the linguistic signifier. 

When Mondrian first saw Cubist paintings , probably in 1911," their 
reductivist, analytic fra gmentations undoubtedly reminded him of his own 
efforts in a simi lar direction. Unlike the Futurists , however, who also mu st 
have discovered Cubism in 1911 , the Dutch artist clearly sensed that the 
profoundly disruptive Cubist approach was as much a rejection of 
symbolis t rhetoric as photographic naturali sm . That thi s in sight was 
decisive is essential to an understanding of hi s mature work. It is not until 
the next sequence of trees, unmistakably reflecting Cubist influence, that 
Mondrian se ts out with real a uthority on th e path that will be hi s 
consistently from then on. 

For example the painting known as The Gray Tre e, 7 fi-om 1911, seems 
poised midway between the schematized sy mboli sm of the earlier 
expressioni stic works and the analytic disjunctions of Cubism. Unlike the 
Blue Tre e, which is systematically fragmented according to a controlling 
scheme, The Gray Tree is fragmented through a studied but decidedly 
uns ystematic process of give and take , based on idiosyncracies of the 
subject itself. While it might sound like Mondrian is returning to the 
naturalistic iconism of the earliest tree paintings , a single glance at The 
Gray Tree reveals a totally different approach on the syntagmatic leve l , 
i.e., tre atment of "space." The earlier works clearly set the tree off from 
its background in a striking figure-ground relation-The Gray Tree 
subjects both tree and background to a thorough fragmentation in which 
many figure-ground distinctions are lost in webs of Cubistic facetting and 
passage. 

The controlling forces of the earlier paintings are strongly centric, a 
property emphasized with each progress ive simplification to the point that 
the Blue Tree presents an unmistakably geometrical gestalt. The Gray 
Tree, with its strikingly arcing centra l trunk and umbrella of middle 
branches, seems torn between a similarly centric force field and the 
di sruptive effects of Cubist facetting and passage, fusing figure and 
ground, liberating most of the lines from their sign-function as branches 
and their consequent attachment to the trunk. While thi s work can still be 
"read" as a tree, no really coherent gestalt unambiguously presents itself. 

Thus from The Gray Tree onward Mondrian's methodical analysis of 
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the image reverses itself. He is no longer interested in the kind of quasi 
linguistic fragmentations that lead to hierarchies through synthesis toward 
ever higher levels of meaning. On the contrary, he now begins his years 
long search for the kind of structure that will exactly not sacrifice the 
idiosyncratic part to the meaningful whole. This is the only explanation 
for the enormously cluttered, even ungainly tree paintings of the final 
phase (1912-13),8 works whose agglomerations of untamed detail could 
only be derived from an effort to intenelate the multiple contingencies of 
raw observation in a manner free from any controlling scheme, 
iconographic language, even "es thetic " criterion. Th ese highly 
disjunctive paintings, in which the tree image is literally pulled to pieces, 
reach an extreme of close observation and visual analysis rivalling the 
most hermetic examples of late analytic Cubism. 

Reduction and Resolution 
From 1913 onward, followin g the example of sy nthetic Cubism, 

Mondrian begins to resolve his surfaces. Complex, tentative , linear 
interlockin gs , tentatively adju sted and linked by webs of passage, 
become relatively simple, precisely and forcefully defined relationships. 
Horizontal and vertical lines which remained light and open begin to 
thicken and link, trapping rectangular planes within . 

By 1918, with Composition With Gray and Light Brown,9 Mondrian has 
anived at the format which will pervade his work until the early Forties, 
an open, clearly articulated surface, giving the impression of order while, 
at the same time, lacki ng any sort of predictabl e or definable pattern , 
determined exclusively by intersecting thick horizontal and vertical lines 
and the rectangles enclosed by them. 

In thi s and subsequent works, Mondrian has most definitely not, as has 
been so readily assumed, abandoned a perceptual process in favor of a 
purely formal one, in the idealistic pursuit of "significant form," but has 
in fact only intensified his ongoing search for the universal princi pie 
behind the Cubist obsession with contingency. In his realization that such 
a principle, a universal basis for the disruption of the universal itself, 
mi ght exist, he goes beyond Cubism, beyond abstraction, beyond 
semiotics, into completely fresh territory. 1O 

According to Mondrian, "C ubi s m did not accept the logical 
consequences of its own discoveries; it was not developing abstraction 
toward its ul ti mate goal, the expression of pure reali ty." 11 Having 
thoroughly disassembled it, robbed it of its signifying power and turned it 
into a simple design element, the Cubists remained fascinated by the 
visual sign. Indeed, the witty interplay of abstraction and defused 
iconographic signification is an important aspec t of synthetic Cubism. 
Mondrian, on the other hand, clearly saw no point in continuing to dwell 
on the sign, a now superfluous remnant of a decoded, demy stified 
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natura li sm. It was the reality ve iled by both natura l appearances and 
semiotic codes, an ultimate truth released for the first time by the same 
forces that defeat signification, which he wanted to confront. 

Mondrian As Theoretician 
Mondrian's notion of an apparently transcendent "pure reality" is one 

of the truly elusive artifacts in the hi story of verbalization about art, 
seeming, as with so many fundamental concepts, to partake equally of 
the naive and profound. Whi le Mondrian was by no means as gifted a 
writer as he was a painter, he left an impress ive body of theoretic a l 
writings which are both meaningful and consistent, if not always totally 
coherent. It is to these writings that we must tum if we wish to understand 
what he regarded as the " logical consequences" of Cubism. 

Before we proceed, however, a word of exp lanation is necessary. 
Fortunately, Mondrian was a ge nuine thinker whose researches have 
produced theoretical works of enormous value. Unfortunate ly, Mondrian's 
ideas are new and complex and hi s dense , awkward literary style , 
sometimes verbose and repetitive, sometimes maddeningly laconic, can 
be extremely confusing. Moreover, there is apparently no one place where 
hi s overall position is presented as a continuous argument-vita l aspects 
of his theoretical framework are spread out in numerou s articles written 
over a period of more than forty years. Thus, while it would of course 
see m virtually impo ss ible to "s peak for" Mondrian with absolute 
authority, some sort of attempt to organize and clarify hi s thoughts is 
necessary if we are to come to grips with his radically new message. 

The strategy adopted here will be to carefully pick and choose among 
various key quotations which in my view contain the gist of Mondrian's 
theoretical viewpoint. These statements will be presented in the form of a 
cohere nt step by step argument, punctuated by a certain amount of 
paraphrase and explanation. ' 2 What fo llows, a dogged (and admittedly 
somewhat presumptuous) effort to construct a coherent theory out of 
fragments, is the sort of thing that must at least be attempted if our 
understanding of Mondrian (and modernism generally) is to be resc ued 
from decades of confusion and half truth. 

A Dialectic of Form and Space 

Nature reveals forms in spacell .. . [yet] forms are part of space 
and ... the space between them appears as form , a fact which 
evidences the unity of form and space ... 14 Actually a ll is 
space, form as well as what we see as empty space ... form is 
limited space concrete on ly through its determination. Art has 
to determine space as wel l as form and to create the 
equ ivalence of these two factors ... " 

Mondrian is speakin g ge nerally of the way objects differentiate 
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themselves fro m the space surro unding them. Objec ts are perceived as 
form s (figures or gestalts) in space (the ground). Under certain conditi ons 
the space between obj ec ts (nega tive space) ap pears as a for m a lso, 
indicating an underl ying unity which permits the statement "all is space." 
Ultimately form may be regarded as " limited space." 

W hil e th e limitati on of form s co uld be rega rd ed as a drawback 
(litera lly a "limi tation"), forms gain concreteness by being limited in a 
parti cular way (determined). Space is unlimited but also undetermined, 
thus insubstantial. The task of art must be to determine space and at the 
sa me tim e revea l (c reate) the equiva lence of space and form. Th e 
im pli ed go al is a s pace which is both de termin ed (c on cre te) and 
unlimited. 

T he m o re ne utra l th e p last ic m ea n s a re, th e m o re th e 
unchangeabl e expression of reality can be es tabli shed. We can 
co ns id er a ll for ms re lati ve ly ne utra l th at do not s how a ny 
re lati o ns hi p w ith the na tura l aspect of thin gs o r w ith a ny 
" id ea." A bstrac t form s o r di s located pa rts of form s ca n be 
re I ative I y neutral. 16 

The plasti c re lations which the arti st must use in determining forms or 
space are veiled in the attempt to render natural appeara nce. In order to 
bring sllch re lations forward, the " natural aspec t" must be neutrali zed. 
Thi s invo lves a process of simplifi cation, redu cti on a nd abstrac ti on 
leading to "fl at, rectilinear" forms free fro m ex ternal reference. Note that 
in definin g the "neutral ," Mondrian rej ects not onl y natural appearance 
but also "any ' idea.'" He has turned hi s back on both co nventi onal 
rea li sm and symbolism. " 

[I]t is a great mistake to be li eve th at o ne is prac ti cing no n
figura tive art by mere ly achieving neutral forms or free lin es 
and determin ate re lations. For in composing these forms one 
run s the risk of a figura tive creati o n, that is to say, one or more 
parti cul ar forms " . 17 [IJn re lati on to the e nviro nm ent, simple 
forms show a stati c bala nce. T hey ap pear as entiti es separa ted 
fro m th e who le . In o rd e r to es tab li sh unive rsa l unity, th e ir 
proper unity has to be destroyed: their parti cul ar express ion has 
to be a nnihil ated" ."'" 

After one has neutrali zed the natural aspect of obj ec ts and transformed 
them into abstract forms, one is still faced with the problem that even the 
mos t abstrac t forms are still perce ived statically as f orms (or ges talt s) 
within an enclos ing space. The equ ivale nce of form and space will 
remain unexpressed unless we go beyond neutra li zation to break up the 
form s them selves. Clearl y, for Mondria n , abstrac tion in itse lf is not 
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enough. Note also that he invokes two very different kinds of unity: the 
"proper unity" of the individual form (and, by extension, the usual type of 
"unifying" structure that promotes it) is opposed by a completely new 
kind of "universal" unity that requires the annihilation of the individual 
form. 

In plastic art, the stat ic balance has to be transform ed into the 
dyn amic equi li brium which th e universe revea ls. 19 Non
figurative art is created by es tabli sh ing a dynamic rhythm of 
determinate mutua l re lations which excludes the formation of 
any particular form ... 20 [St at ic balance] maintains the 
individual unity of particular forms, single or in pluralit y. 
[Dynamic equilibrium] is the unification of forms or elements 
of forms through continuous opposition. The first is limitation, 
the seco nd is extens ion . In ev itably dynamic equilibrium 
destroys static balance ... " 

The particular forms, static, limited, mu st be des troyed through a 
dynamic process of mutual opposition, which breaks them up and , in so 
doing, opens them to the enclosing space which is also es tabli shed in the 
same process . This process Mondrian calls "dynamic equilibrium." 

The equilibrium that neutrali zes and annihilates the plastic 
mean s is achieved through the proportions within which the 
plas tic mean s are pl aced and which create the living rhythm." 

Having neutrali ze d a nd opened form, reducin g a ll e lement s to a 
recti linear opposition of lines and planes, all creative act ivity centers on 
the one element as yet undetermined, the plastic re lation s themselves, 
which must be made concrete (determined) by specific proportions. For 
Mondrian, the proportions must create th at living rhythm which is the 
essence of dynamic equilibrium. 

It is only after a long culture that within the plastic expression 
of the limiting form, one perceives another plasti c express ion 
closely allied with it, but, at the same time, opposed to it. Art 
tod ay ... has succeeded in establishing thi s plastic express ion: 
it is the clear reali zation of liberated and unive rsal rhythm 
distorted and hidden in the indi vidual rhythm of the limiting 
form " 

The proportions (rhythms) which annihilate the plas tic means, open 
limited form and make space concrete by determining it precisely, have 
their ultimate source in the same contingencies ("individual rhythms") 
which give rise to the particular, limiting form in the first place. Thus 
dynamic equilibrium, while in one sense destroying the particular, In 
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another, far more significant , sense preserves it by liberating its vital 
principle, usually veiled by natural appearance and limited form. In a 
sense dynamic equilibrium is thi s principle, the equivalence of space and 
form, the universal which resides in the particular. 

Far from ignoring our individual nature , far from los ing " the 
hum an note" in the work of art, pure pl as tic art is the union of 
th e individual with the universal. For liberated rhythm is 
composed of these two aspects of life in equivalence." 

Two Spatial Realms 
I have deliberately arranged the above in such a way as to bring out as 

clearly as poss ible the process I find essential to the "formalistic" part of 
Mondrian's theory (his treatment of broader issues will be considered 
below) . It s crucial moment s can be summarized as follows: 1. 
neutralization of the image through abstraction ; 2. the opening out of 
(abstract) form; 3. proportional determination of the (opened) spatial 
field . While apparently a threefold structure, I would argue that it is 
actually twofold, the second term acting as a hinge between two 
diametrically opposed realms. 

Step one, while promoting abstraction, remains nevertheless within the 
realm of traditional perception, the classically gestalt structure of "figure
ground," where forms ("gestalts"), concrete or abstract, are presented 
against a more or less passive background space. As I have argued 
elsewhere, "space" in this sense is the equivalent of syntax, that structure 
("tax") which brings together ("syn")-the ultimate so urce of all 
"grammatical" rules.25 Forms (or figures) perceived in such a space are a 
necessary precondition for any sign function, since clearly a sign must 
exist in a gestalt (figure-ground) context in order to be meaningfully 
perceived at all. 

Step two , the "opening of form," is the breakup of this pictorial 
syntagma through the undermining of the gestalt which grounds it. In , for 
example, the most complex of the Mondrian tree paintings , the highly 
differentiated (facetted) canvas is not differentiated along lines that will 
produce the difference s (articulations) necessary for semiosis . On the 
contrary, as in analytic Cubism, any meaningful articulation that might 
be produced by such facetting is immediately cancelled by erasures 
(passages) which open normally forbidden channels between contiguous 
forms to obliterate difference. Thus any possible sign/gestalt is 
destructively opened to the overall space in a process of perpetual 
deferral of meaning (not unrelated, it would seem, to Jacques Derrida's 
"differance"26). 

Thanks, therefore , to the transformation effected in s tep two , the 
"spatial field" of step three is profoundly different from that of step one-
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we have progressed from the virtua l, sy ntactic space of traditional 
pictorial ism and conservative modernism to something radically new: 

A New Proportion 
Ultimately, for Mondrian, the "logical consequences" of Cubism, the 

"expres sion of pure reality ," are intimately connected with the 
"dynamic," " liberated," " universal," "rhythm of determinate mutual 
relations," that " living rhythm" "achieved through the proportions within 
which the plastic means are placed." One might go so far as to say that 
the thoroughgoing process of reduction and simplification, so evident in 
Mondrian's work from the second set of tree paintings to the rectilinear 
abstractions of the Twenties and beyond, is guided by an increasingly 
conscious need to clarify these proportions and bring them into the 
foreground of the viewer 's awareness. U ltimat e ly proportional 
determination becomes equivalent to the creative act itself. 

What, we must now ask, is the ba s i s for thi s proportional 
determination ? A great deal of confus ion has arisen from the common 
tendency to associate the recti linearity of Mondrian (and late Cubism) 
with geometry. In such a context, any reference to " proportions" implies 
some sort of systemat ic, eve n mechanical procedure. Thi s kind of 
thinking has led to completely misguided spec ul at ions regarding 
Mondrian's employment of geometrically derived proportions.27 

Such spec ulations are totally incompatible with the developmental 
process revealed in our ana lysis of the " tree" seri es. It is the perspective 
system, thoroughly undermined by the Cubists, which is dependent on 
geometry. Cubism begins as a reaction against any such systemizatio n, a 
return to direct observation of contingencies. Simi larly, Mondrian 's work , 
from the second set of tree pictures through the works of 19 14, derives its 
proportions from careful observation of "ind ividual rhythms " as 
manifested in a particular tree, building facade, etc. After 1914, having 
ceased to depend on an external model , he does not then suddenly take 
up geometry, but clearly proceeds on the basis of the same plinciple that 
he had sough t in the earlier work. The extreme reductionism of his later 
paintings, their avo idance of any form of symmetry or regularity, their 
dependence on the rectilinear opposition of vertical and hori zontal lines, 
can be regarded both as manifestations of this principle and, in a more 
subtle sense, clarifications of the sort that will permit the principle more 
readily to manifest itself. 

Mondrian had ex plained to a you ng co ll eag ue, Charm ion vo n 
Wiegand, "that he did not work with instruments nor through analysis , but 
by means of intuiti on and the eye. He tests each picture over a long 
period by eye: it is a physical adjustment of proportion through training, 
intuition and testing." 28 To this can be added the testimony of Harry 
Holtzman , an intimate friend: "Mondrian 's painting method, whi ch he 
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called ' pure intuition,' was the direct approach, by trial and error, to the 
given space of the canvas . There were no a priori measures of any kind, 
there was no 'golden section.' He also called it ' pure sensuality."'29 

In the ligh t of Mondrian's writings, which continually stress the 
importance of objectivity and precision , s uch statements can see m 
disappointing. The artist who works intuitively, making crucial decisions 
by eye, seems the very type of subjectivist whose outlook Mondrian 
rejected. The contradiction is resolved only when we grasp the full extent 
of the dialectic involved. Within the context of traditional pictorial 
syntax, the intuitive perception of the artist functions as a vaguely 
defined subjectivity operating in re lation to a highly defined and objective 
overall controlling system, that pictorial " language" which finds its 
culmination in scientific perspective. With Mondrian, not only is any such 
system opposed, but all the factors contributing to this opposition are 
ultimately reduced and clarified to the point that their guiding principle 
can be evaluated directly and completely by eye. In such a context, 
intuitive perc eption functions objectively and with precision. 

This totally new situation would seem to throw theory into a crisis. In 
the complete absence of sys tem (functioning either as a structural 
determinant or an object of resistance), in a context where the eye of the 
artist is the sole criterion of value, there is apparently nothing at all of a 
concrete nature to be said about that "dynamic rhythm of determinate 
mutual relations," that " dynamic equilibrium" which is the ultimate 
product of Mondrian 's search for the universal principle residing in the 
particular. 

Open Structure 
Given the finality of the above conclusion, respecting always the fact 

that the prec isions of any given Mondrian painting can ultimately be 
neither explained nor even stated (in words) , it is still possible , 
nevertheless , for theory to speculate regarding the conditions satisfied by 
such precisions. 

Basic to Mondrian's "classic" works (dating from the period 1925 
through, roughly, 1939) is the manner in which their rectilinear lines and 
planes "annihilate" (to use Mondrian's term) each other. In other words, 
the proportion al reI ations of both (we must remember that Mondrian 's 
lines are thick enough to carry planar weight and often vary in thickness) 
are such that no element is present as a figure against a ground, no 
gestalt emerges. While technically the lines contain rectangles, these do 
not come forward perceptually as isolated forms. Neither does any 
particular configuration of lines come fOlward. Most important, the total 
design , thoroughly non-centric, does not form a gestalt, but remains open 
to the space around it. 

The whole is therefore not greater than the sum of its parts . Each part, 
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cl ea rl y diffe renti ated (by shape, pos ItIOn and , more rare ly, co lor) from 
every other part , is nevertheless equi va lent to every other part and to the 
who le. Whil e each e l em e nt i s c lea rl y a rti c ul a ted, no n is ri gidl y 
circ umscribed-all is in flu x. 

The Seeing of Seeing 
The evolution of Mondrian's work and thought may be compared with 

the preliminary simplific ations of Eucli d or Descartes, leading backwards 
toward that which can have no other bas is than intuiti on itse lf: the ax iom. 
But the re is a profound difference be tween conceptu al and perceptual 
intuiti on , be tween the geometri ca l or log ica l ax iom, whi ch Mondri a n 
unqu es ti o nabl y rej ected, a nd th e co mpl ete ly new k in d of "ax io m" 
embodied in hi s mature paintings . The ax ioms of Eucli d and Descartes 
ca n be s tated as propos iti ons. T hose of Mond rian , as we have see n, 
cannot. His ultimate dec is ions regarding the prec ise proportions (and , o f 
course, colors) of any give n ca nvas must be regarded as "ax io mati c" 
(thu s, in some sense self-ev ident) to the eye alone. By thi s I do not mean 
either the "empirica l" eye of sc ience or the " logical" eye of geo metry or 
even ges talt psychology, but, to use Mondrian's own term, the "sensual" 
eye of pure ly sensory experi e nce. Thi s unve ilin g of th e " perceptu al 
ax io m" at the heart of " the unive rsa l whi ch res ides in th e parti cular" 
confirms what we may call sensory determination as the ul tim ate goa l, 
not only of Mondrian's "co mpletion" of Cubi sm, but the long evolution of 
reali sm as well. Sensory determination-this phrase must be understood in 
two ways, both of whi ch a re equ al ly va lid in th e prese nt co ntex t : 
determination by means of the senses; determinati on of the senses. 

Mondri an's progress ive reduc tio ni sm is a j o urn ey to the hea rt , not 
simply of "reali sm ," pain ting or arti sti c experi e nce, but vision itself, for 
the first t ime liberated from the totalizations of thought. Hi s "cl ass ic" 
ca nvases, not simply through abstrac ti on, but by des troying the fi gure
gro und re l ati o n itse lf, l ib era te visio n f ro m meanin g, f ree in g v is ua l 
perception to be experi enced more or less compl etely in its own terms. 
Proporti o nal de termin ati o n, ori gin atin g as the di srupti on of th e sign, 
achi eve d by mea ns of se nso ry judge me nt , i s thu s e qui va le nt to 
determin ati on of the senses. In thi s light, the "spatial fi eld" of step three 
must be regarded both as the surface and the percep tual fie ld (what I 
have ca ll ed e lsewhere th e " nega tive fie ld" JO) . In de termining such a 
"space" Mo ndri an is de te rmining thi s fi e ld , a rti c ulated (bro ught into 
existence) on the painted surface, where it may be said that seeing itself 
is made visibl e. 

B. The Disruption of Essence 

If the above mi ght encourage us to charac terize Mondria n as the 
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coldest of the cold objectivists, it must also be acknowledged that the 
work of few artists has been permeated with a warmer subjectivity. The 
Romantic, indeed Expressionist, element which so obviously pervades his 
earlier paintings is s till, in fact, strongly present (albeit greatly 
transformed) in the later. We must seek out the meaning of this apparent 
contradiction and deal with the very serious misunderstandings to which it 
has given rise. 

Mondrian and the Romantic Tradition 
In his influential book, Modern Painting and the Northern Romantic 

Tradition, Robert Rosenblum isolates a predominantly North European 
tradition of nature-mysticism. Taking as his point of departure early 
Nineteenth century works by Caspar David Friedrich and Philipp Otto 
Runge, Rosenblum traces a line of development through such figures as 
Blake, Turner, Van Gogh, and Munch, to modernists such as Nolde, Marc, 
Kandinsky, Mondrian, and the Abstract Expressionists, notably Still, 
Pollock, Newman and Rothko. Motivating this development are "dreams 
of my st ical and spiritual realms" which, " in their transcendental 
ambitions, ... perpetuated the Romantic search for an art that could 
penetrate beneath the material surfaces of things and extract a religious 
essence." Occupying a key place in this scheme is 

the Dutchman, Piet Mondrian, who provided the clearest and 
most artistical ly compelling link between a nineteenth century 
tradition based on the themes, the spaces, the emotions of 
Northern Romantic art and the transformation of these 
histori cal roots into a twentieth century art where all explicit 
references to the material world are banned." 

An obvious link between Mondrian and the earliest manifestations of 
the tradition invoked above is to be found in the same "Tree" series we 
have already examined. The special significance of trees for the Northern 
Romantic artist is discussed in some detail by Rosenblum, who cites 
compelling examples by Friedrich, Constable, Dahl and Van Gogh. He 
speaks of "an empathy of the artist with the life of an individual tree" so 
intense that the tree can "become a sentient, almost human presence." 
Specifically comparing Mondrian's Red Tree with those of Friedrich and 
Van Gogh, he finds in this work and the Blue Tree reflections "of radiant, 
organic vitality so potent that it can transform roots, trunk, and branches 
into a vibrant web, hovering in some transitional domain between matter 
and spirit , so lid and void." Such works are really symbols evoking 
"elemental forces and mysteries." 

These themes are crystallized in his discussion of the "neo-Romantic 
botany " of Rudolph Steiner, founder of the sp iritual "sc ience," 
Theosophy. To Steiner, heavily in debt to Goethe's notion of the 
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" primordi al p lant," a ll pla nt spec ies share a fundamenta l structu ra l 
principle, refl ecting the work ings of the universe itse lf.32 

Theosophy and the Archetype 
In light of the fact that Steiner's Theosophy di stills and elaborates on 

the tradition of nature mys ti cism invoked by Rosenblum, Mondrian's we ll 
known assoc iation with the Theosophical movement becomes es pecially 
signifi cant. This assoc iation, doc umented in Robert P. Welsh's "Mondri an 
and Theosophy," 33 undo ubtedly had a profo und effect. Mondri an , who 
jo ined the Dutch Theosophical Socie ty in 1909, was an av id reader of 
Steiner and hi s assoc iate Mada me Blavatsky, whose ideas, as Welsh 
demonstra tes, are reflected in many aspects of his work and thought. 

Probabl y the most ambiti ous and, in many ways, convinc ing attempt, 
in modern times, to erect a theoreti cal framework for the nexus of ideas 
and assoc iations invoked by belief systems such as nature-mys ti cism and 
Theosophy can be fo und in the writings of Freud 's famous di sc iple, C. G. 
lung. Basic to Jung's theories is the noti on of the collective unconscious, 
a deep layer of th e psyche, whi ch is, in so me sense, shared by all 
humans. The co llective unconsc ious manifes ts itse lf by means of certain 
forms, fo und world-wide in myths, dreams, art and religious iconography, 
whi ch according to Jung, carry a un iversa ll y meaningful symbolism: the 
archetypes . 

Mondrian's tree motif, especially as interpreted by Rosenblum , is an 
excellent example of an arc hetype. Jung has, in fac t , devoted to thi s 
subj ect a le ngthy essay, "The Philosop hi ca l Tree," whi ch begins as 
fo llows: 

A n im age w hi ch frequ e ntl y appea rs a mong t he a rc he typa l 
configura ti ons of the un consc ious is th at of the tree o r the 
wonder-working plant. When th ese fa ntasy products are drawn 
or pain ted, they very often fa ll in to sym metrica l pattern s th at 
take the form of a mandala. If a manda la may be described as 
a sy mbo l of the self seen in cross secti on, th en the tree would 
represent a profile view of it: the self depi cted as a process o f 
growth ." 

Mandala and Cross 
Mondrian's Blue Tree is one of a group of contemporary works whi ch 

clearly exhibit, in the words of lung, "symmetri cal patterns that take th e 
form of a mandala ." Th e mandala, whi ch means, lite rally, "circ le" or 
" m agic c ircle" is, of course, assoc iated with th at aspect of Orienta l 
re ligious iconogra phy which has had crucial significa nce for Theosophy. 
Acco rdi ng to Jung, th e ma nd ala i s a mo ng the most im porta nt of 
archetypes and is to be fo und almost universa lly as a symbol of the self. 

He has written that " mos t mandalas take the form of a fl ower, cross or 
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wheel and show a distinct tendency toward quaternary structure ... "35 The 
fourfold "quaternary" structure of the mandala is related to the 
alchemical notion of the "unification of opposites," a fundamental 
principle to which lung devoted his last and most extensive work, 
Mysterium Coniunctionis.36 Here we are very close indeed to Theosophy, 
for the conjunction of opposites is symbolized by the cross, to Madame 
Blavatsky " the master-key which opens the door of every science, 
physical as well as spiritual." 37 For lung the cross is the fundamental 
underlying structure of the mandala itself. 

Rosenblum follows the development of the tree motif into that of the 
cross, concluding that Mondrian "could hardly have avoided the 
association of religious meaning with elementary geometric pattern, a 
pattern that was in fact to become the structural basis of the remaining 
thirty years of his objectless, abstract art." 38 

Bringing the above set of associations into line with Mondrian's 
theories, we might say that " neutralization" of the tree-image has more 
clearly revealed the abstract, circular, symmetrical mandala form that is 
veiled by the "natural appearance" of the tree. Since the mandala 
nevertheless remains a "limited form," it too must be broken up (in 
subsequent paintings) to reveal its underlying structural principle: the 
"unification of opposites" that is the cross, for Mondrian the " primordial 
relation."39 Interiorization of this powerful symbol would, finally, put one 
in touch with lung's mystic "archetype as such ," existing prior to the 
formation of any image, equivalent to Mondrian's notion of space itself.40 

Asymmetry 
The above discussion, from Rosenblum's invocation of nature 

mysticism and Theosophy to the distillation of such notions in lung's 
archetype, presents a totally convincing picture of Mondrian ' s 
development up to and including the period of the Blue Tree (1910), 
adding a great deal, moreover, to our understanding of certain aspects of 
his work and thought throughout his career. Nevertheless, as should be 
clear from our analysis of the Tree series, it would be a serious error to 
assume that the impact of Cubism in 1911 did not profoundly alter 
Mondrian's relation to the whole set of ideas invoked by Rosenblum and 
Welsh. Their failure to fully take this into account has had an unfortunate 
effect on the currently prevailing critical view of Mondrian's work as a 
whole. 

For example, Dore Ashton has written of " the occult symmetries 
through which Mondrian meant to depict his intimations of the essential 
world- essential as the ever-unchanged schema Plato admired in 
geometry. All radiates from the centre here as , eventually, all of 
Mondrian's circles would be squared."4l 

If we are to profit from the genuine insights of Rosenblum and Welsh , 
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we must be careful to avo id thi s sort of misguided bu t complete ly typical 
genera li zation. Principle number 6 of Mondri an's "General Principles of 
Neo-Pl as ti c ism" is among his clearest and mos t unequivoca l theo retica l 
statements : "all symmetry shall be excluded."" 

T h e c irc l e , th e s qu are, th e m a nd a la , th e c ross, th e " fo urfo ld 
conjunction of oppos ites," are, in the ir very essence, symmetri ca l. Whil e 
the Mondri an of 19 10 is turnin g his trees into mand ai as whe re "a 11 
radi ates from the centre," fro m 19 11 onward, beginning with works such 
as The Gray Tree , he is progress ive ly decen tering the image . The process 
of reduction and fragmentation begun in 1908 as a means of suppress ing 
contingencies in favor of a demateriali zed, sy mbolic essence is, in 1911 , 
transformed into a means of subverting the symbolic process itself. 

Thi s involves not onl y the rejec ti on of sy mmetry but also the rejection 
of any form of hierarchi ca l, geo metri ca ll y systemati zed proportioning. 
References to Plato, geometry, c irc les, squares are re levant only to those 
works comple ted before 19 11. As has a lready been demonstra ted, the 
proportions "whi ch create the living rhythm" of dynami c equili brium have 
their origin in the contingencies of observa ti on, the act ive interacti on of 
the eye and the obj ect of its regard. Aside from the role of e lements such 
as straig ht lin es and ri ght ang les in c lari fy in g a nd stabili z in g such 
interaction , geometry has no role whatever to play in Mondri an's most 
charac teristi c work. 

If he had neve r been co nf ro nted with the di scoveries of C ubi sm, 
Mondri an mi ght have moved on from the Blue Tree to an eve r cl earer 
di still ation of its underl ying geometry, a rri ving finally at th e ul tim ate 
Theosophic, archetypal and, of course, Chri stian, symbo l: the c ross. What 
in fac t happened was much more compl ex. Fusing Cubism with the goa ls 
of T heos oph y, he re ta ine d fro m th e c ross it s bas ic prin ci ple-th e 
conj unc tion of opp os i tes throu g h the inte rsec ti on of ho ri zo ntal a nd 
verti cal forces , the "primordial re lation." But, " in each given case Neo
Pl as tici s m mu s t , so to spea k , bre ak up the re prese nt a ti o n of th e 
primordial re lation ... To re present the horizontal pos ition and the upright 
pos ition as a unity, without anything else, wo uld ev idently not be art, bu t 
at most a symbol." 43 Thus, the cross itself, as a meaningful configura tion, 
a " limi ting form ," a symbolizing unity, is thoroughl y di srupted in virtua lly 
a ll the later works. 

Intensification as Reve rsal 
Mondrian 's re lation to the Romantic proj ec t invoked by Rosenblum , 

the neo-Platonic searc h for a demateri a li zed, transcendent essence, is 
co mpl ex indeed. Beyo nd qu es ti o n , M o nd ri a n ' s in vo lve m e n t w i th 
Theosophy had a life long influence on hi s thought, to the ex tent that there 
i s littl e in hi s th eor ies whi ch co uld not be inte rpre te d in pu re ly 
Th eosop hi ca l te rms. Howeve r, too m a ny cri tics a nd sc holars have 
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overlooked the complete incompatibility of such an interpretation with 
the actual structure of the mature paintings. If Mondrian's theories 
regarding the neutralization of natural appearance, the destruction of 
limited form, and the unification of opposites are to be read simply as 
invocations of some Theosophically inspired archetype, then his paintings 
would have to be mandalas! 

On the other hand, Mondrian's relentless search for the fundamental 
principle behind the Cubist attack on pictorial syntax clearly has its 
source in his original, Theosophically orthodox, project, the impetus of 
which was strong enough to carry him beyond the largely iconographic
iconoclastic preoccupations of Cubism. 

More generally speaking, exploration of this necessary link with the 
Romantic tradition can tell us much about the vital, subjective side of the 
long evolution from realism to "formalist" modernism. Indeed it seems to 
have been the presence of a hyper-Romantic, expressionist intensity that 
distinguished the highly subjective, almost fanatical projects of Cezanne 
and the Cubists from the aloof scientism of the Impressionists. Cezanne 's 
early canvases are personal and impulsive in the extreme-his subsequent 
naturalism is no less intense. Picasso's painting, at the very threshold of 
Cubism, is remarkable for its slashing savagery. 

In characteristically expressionist fashion, Mondrian also projects his 
own feelings onto the motif and, at the same time, interiorizes it. The 
progressive fragmentations of the archetypal tree images may thus be 
considered equivalent in some sense to a process of internal 
disintegration and transformation, a process which only intensifies after 
1911. 

It should not be difficult, at this point, to understand the apparently 
paradoxical affinities between extreme realism and the expressionist 
impulse. The search for ."objective" vision must ultimately involve 
consideration of the visual process itself which must, of course, have a 
subjective component. Only the artist with a strong subjectivity will in 
any case be aware of the extent to which the "real world" is a projection 
of the "world within." Only an artist with a passionate attachment to 
nature will so intensely internalize not only the motif but the naturalist 
project itself. 

In this context we can much better grasp the deep inner need that 
motivates the struggle to see which lies at the root of naturalism and 
modernism both. It is a struggle which takes place "within," "without" 
and between the two, the expression of a profound desire for unification of 
the self through integration of self and world. At the core of this struggle, 
however, is the necessary reversal which takes us beyond the limits of the 
Romantic project. The self cannot be integrated with the world without 
first becoming disunified. The struggle to see involves the fragmentation 
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of self, the opening out of self, spirit, meaning, to the contingencies of 
the visible world. 

What to the Romantic sensibility would mean death , madness or some 
totally otherworldly "spirituality," becomes , ultimately, (simply?), the 
liberation of the senses. Thus for Mondrian the struggle to see is 
inseparable from what to him is the characteristically modern effort to 
overcome " the tragic."" 

The ease with which Mondrian 's theories may be read as orthodox 
Theosophy attests to the difficulty of grasping the reversal that carries 
him far beyond any form of Romantic idealism. Only a reading of 
Mondrian in terms of the very different framework I have presented can 
reconcile his ideas with the salient characteristics of his creative output. 
The archetype, as a centralized, mandala-like , symbolic conjunction of 
opposites, can be regarded as the essence of pictorial syntax, thus, in 
fact , the mirror image opposite of a mature painting by Mondrian , the 
latter being a pure instance of that which destroys syntax , that which I 
have chosen, in another context, to call n egative syntax (or antax).45 Such 
a painting is, in fact, an anti-mandala, decentralized by the disjunction of 
opposites , and thoroughly non-symbolic. 

While the Jungian archetype realizes unification on an ideal, totally 
non-material plane , the realm of the " co l lective uncon scious ," a 
Mondrian painting becomes unified only on its own surface, a limited 
material entity which is the exact opposite of the archetype. On this 
surface as well, the limited , material realm of the senses attains 
unification with " the world" in terms of the concrete perceptual field 
created therein by the artist. 

C. The Politics of Essence 

Interestingly, those aspects of Mondrian 's thought which for Rosenblum 
reveal an extreme Romantic outlook have become, in our postmodern 
age, typical symptoms of modernism. Thus a quest for the "essential," the 
" universal," has been descried as an especially noxious aspect of a 
grandiose, deluded modernism, conspiring within a politics of totalization 
and power. 

An unusually penetrating and thoroughgoing analysis of Mondrian's art 
and writings from this standpoint can be found in the recently published 
Making Theory/Constructing Art, by Daniel Herwitz: 6 By coming to glips 
with the rather harsh criticism presented in this book, we may better 
comprehend the ethical/Utopian implications of Mondrian 's thought in the 
context of the cultural politics of postmodernism. Our discussion of 
Rosenblum and Jung has prepared us for thi s strongly argued but 
ultimately misguided judgement. 
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Mondrian and Plato 
Herwitz' dominant concern is with the manner in which theoretical 

discourse has come to dominate artistic awareness in the world of the 
"avant-garde," both modernist and postmodernist (and to hi s credit, 
Herwitz, though writing from an essentially postmodernist position, is 
equally skeptical of the more extreme claims emanating from both 
camps). For him, "Mondrian's art raises the question of the capacity of a 
visually abstract object to be the transparent bearer of ideas." To this end 
Mondrian, the "theosopher/philosopher," "aims to turn every inch of his 
paintings into abstract signifiers, so that , like the signs or words of a 
divine language or philo sophical code , they can be invested with 
maximum semantic value."47 The point of this enterprise is the idealist 
desire " to make his paintings into platonic forms which 'speak' or 
' demon strate ' the truths of the world "48 through "a perfected 
harmonization which exemplifies the inner harmony of all things." 49 This 
"turn to philosophical theory takes place in the context of his vision of 
utopia and of his perfect certainty that his artworks with their Platonistic 
form will bring utopia about by exemplifying it." 50 

For Herwitz, as for Rosenblum and so many others, Mondrian's notions 
of "form ," "space," and "harmony" are utterly traditional , unproblematic 
derivations from a fundamentally neoplatonic position. "Forms" are the 
Platonic forms which underlie and must ultimately replace all particulars ; 
"space" is the ultimate dissolution of all such f01111S into a single, unified, 
transcendence; "harmony" is the ideal relation of forms and space, a 
pleasing, mellifluous consonance which can peacefully unite a painting, 
a nation, a world. Together they produce a message of abstract totalized 
essence, the perfect blueprint for the most perfectly soporific Utopia 
anyone might ever desire. 

Herwitz, of course, is buying none of it. And clearly, such a "Utopia" 
would quickly degenerate into a nightmare of delusion, hypocrisy, control 
and exploitation in which "The Universal" would be achieved at the 
expense of individuality, "competing interests, divergent styles of belief, 
religion , hi storical consciousness , political taste,"51 etc. 

Is this cloying super-Platonic fantasy an accurate assessment of 
Mondrian 's vision? His writings, liberally quoted by Herwitz, are full of 
high sounding pronouncements of the sort that might indeed encourage us 
to answer in the affirmative. Herwitz has not the slightest doubt: 
"Mondrian 's [example], like Plato's and Christ 's, is belief in the world
transforming power of ideas: he is a Platonist."52 

Mondrian's Sword 
But, also like Christ, Mondrian comes offering "not peace, but a 

sword." The artist-philosopher who could say "I think the destructive 
element is too much neglected in art ," 53 wanted, as I have already argued, 
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to destroy not simply " the natural" or "the individual" bu t "any idea." If, 
for Mondri an, as Herwitz clai ms, "form" means "Platonic form ," what 
are we to make of hi s many references to form as an outworn re li c of the 
pas t which must be "broken up ," "annihil ated" or "aboli shed"? How, for 
exa mpl e, are we to ta ke the fo ll owing, w ith it s N ie tzsc hea n (a nd 
Derridi an) overtones? 

We now discover that the bas is of form is not unchangeable a 
th e old culture thought. The new culture aboli shes form , 
together with the old morality ... Jazz and Neo-Plasti cism are 
already creating an env ironment in which art and philosophy 
reso lve into rhythm that has no form and is therefore " open."" 

And Mondrian 's notion of "harmony"? "Neo-Plast ic harmony ari ses 
fro m constant oppositions. The harmony of Neo-Plas ti cism is therefore no t 
traditi onal harmony, but universal harmony, which to the eyes of the pas t 
appears ra ther as discord."5' 

Herwitz sees Mondrian as attempting to sublimate the particul ar, the 
individu a l into a totalizing " universal." However a careful reading will 
show that Mondrian usually uses the ph rase " pa rti cul ar f orm," des ignating 
the particular manifes ting itself as a gestalt. As our earli er ana lys is has 
shown, M ondrian is opposed to thi s not because of a P latoni c di sda in for 
th e pa rti c ul a r in itse lf, as a co nc re te limite d e ntit y, but o ut of a n 
awareness that within the parti cul ar f orm li es hidden and repressed the 
" living rhythm" that is the bas ic principle of parti cul a rity (mate ri ality, 
concreteness, contingency) itself. If we substitute fo r " the individua l" the 
term "Ego," the notion of repression comes into stronger re li ef and a lin k 
with Fre ud becomes evident. 

A Dialectical Reve rsal 
The psychotherapeutic meaning of Mondrian's work is the subj ec t of 

an es pec ia ll y insightful recent essay, "The Geometrica l C ure ," by Donald 
Kuspit. Though, like Herwitz and so many others, he too eas i ly reads 
geo m e try a nd t raditi o na l phil oso ph y ( in thi s case, Sp in oza) int o 
Mo ndri a n 's th eo ri es, Ku sp it recog ni zes th e co nn ec ti o n be t wee n 
Mondri an 's proj ect and the eminently anti -Pl atonic healing program of 
F reud. For Kuspit, Mondrian (and Malev ich) "are the truly tra nsmutative 
arti sts, ... fo r their geometry evokes the o ri ginal wholeness of the self by 
affording a peak experience of primordi ali ty." 56 Even more to the point in 
the present contex t, Kuspit is among the very few to have recogni zed that 
Mondri an , like Fre ud , mu st be understood dia lect ica lly . Co mparin g 
Mondri a n w ith Ma lev ich , he acc uses th e l atter of hav in g mi stake n 
" totality for wholeness because he could not comprehend its dialectical 
charac ter. (Mondrian obviously did , whi ch is why his wholeness never has 
the look of stark totali ty charac teris ti c of Malev ich's abstrac tion.)"57 In 
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recognizing that "wholeness" and "totalization " are not necessarily the 
same thing, we are reminded that moderni sm itself may be more subtle 
th an the postmoderni sts (who are a lways attacking modernism for its 
"totali zing" ambition s) have been willin g to accept , th at we cannot 
afford to literali ze the complexities of dialecti c into crude affirmations of 
ultimate "Truth." 

Thi s, as should now be evident , is exac tly wh at Herwitz has done. 
Despite hi s many insights, and, unfortunately, like so many others who 
have tri ed to make sense of Mondrian's writings, he is in sensitive to the 
poss ibility that Mondri an might be struggling to say the exact opposite of 
wh at he appears to be saying. We cannot completely blame Herwitz or 
anyone else for falling into thi s tra p. As Mondrian himsel f has bitterly 
complained: 

How depl ora ble th at such tim eworn, conve ntion a l language 
mu st serve to express the new beauty: to desc ribe the means 
and the goal of pure ly abstract art , we are compelled to use the 
same terms th at we use for naturali stic a rt- but with wh at a 
difference in their meaning ! 

When we speak of "harmony," we do not mean anything li ke 
tradi ti on a l harmon y : . . . Th e word s "e q uilibri u m ," " pure 
plas ti c," "abstract ," " universa l," " individu al," e tc., can be 
simi larly mi sunderstood ... 58 

The meaning of words has become so blurred by past usage 
th at " abstrac t" is identified with "vag ue" and "unrea l," and 
" inwardness" with a sort of trad ition al beatitude. Thus, most 
peo p le do not unders ta nd th a t th e "s piritu a l" i s be tt e r 
expressed by some ordinary dance mu sic than in a ll the psalms 
put togethe r.59 

Theory vs. Art? 
To his credit, Herwitz recognizes that there is something very wrong 

with the "meta- narrative" he fi nds in Mondrian's tex ts: it does violence to 
the art. The di screpancy between a typical Mondrian painting, which 
" res i s t s a ll prefig ure me nt by words . .. fee l s c omple te in it se lf, 
unrea chable and uninterpre t abl e . .. " 60 and th e co nceptual burd e n 
Mondrian supposedly expects it to bear is in fact the point of much of 
Herwitz' argument, hinging as it does on the premise that Avant-Garde 
theory is des igned to direct and control the way we experience Avant
Garde art. Herwitz is claiming that while Mondrian the th eo ri st is 
attempting to control the look and meaning of his art, to force it to signify 
Platonic ideas, the art itself resists by defe ating signification of any kind. 

Th at Mondrian 's art resists signification is indeed one of the major 
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po ints of thi s essay. However, to ass um e th at Mondrian the write r 
nevertheless expec ts these works to ac tually symbolize specific aspec ts 
of his theory is to seriously misread- Mondrian never makes such a claim 
a nd i s c lea rl y o pp ose d to a ny fo rm o f th e sy mb o li c in ar t. 61 Th e 
di scre pancy between theory and prac ti ce exists not because Mondrian the 
arti st was a genius while Mondrian the thinker was "wooly" or "dotty," as 
He rwit z implies (he i s ce rta inl y no t a lo ne in thi s assess ment), but 
because Herwitz has fail ed to plumb the depth of the di alec ti c at work in 
Mondri an's thought.62 

This should not be surprising. Mondri an was an artist/ thinker who made 
an important di scovery that he was able to arti culate perfec tl y in hi s art , 
bu t not hi s writings. Since in hi s theo ry he was attempting (not unli ke 
Den·id a!) to deploy the inte ll ec tu al too ls of id ea li sm to und ermin e 
ideali sm itself it is not surpri sing that he was never able to make himself 
perfec tly clear. I believe thi s situati on confused him to the poin t that too 
mu ch in hi s writings hope less ly confl ates th e co nceptu al a nd anti 
conceptual , geometry and sensuality, ideali sm and materi ali sm (despite 
som e e arn es t atte mpts to make jus t these sorts of di stin c ti o ns-he 
unques tionably lacked the literary and philosophical skill s of a Derrida. ) 
Not only does thi s make hi s writings espec ia lly di ffi c ult , it leads on 
occas io n to political cla im s th at are indeed da nge rously na ive (no t 
beca use they a re necessa rily mi sguided or hopeless ly Utopi an , but 
bec ause he has serious ly underes tim ated the potential for the sort of 
misunderstanding that could oversimpli fy or even re verse hi s meaning 
with di sastrous results). 

Only when we concentrate on his art and, most especia lly, as we have 
in section A of thi s essay, the deve lopment of his art from around 1908 
on, does a consistent theore ti cal picture emerge. We can, only then , turn 
b ack to the writings with some hope of unders tandin g wh at is rea lly 
meant. 

A System For the Disruption of System 
What, then, is really meant? Wh at, ultimate ly is Mondri an struggling 

so pati e ntl y to communi cate in essay after essay, s tate me nt aft e r 
statement spanning a period of over twenty-five years? I have of course 
a lready had a good deal to say on this matter, in sec tions A and B above, 
but there is something more fundamental, something espec ially re levant 
in the age of post- structurali sm and deconstruc tion, an age struggling to 
free itself from its own suffocating, totali zing " mastery" of technology, art 
and thought. 

The Mondrian who was so profoundly influenced by Cubism, and the 
mos t ra di ca l as pec ts of Futu ris m and Co ns truc ti vism was neve r a 
Pl atoni st. Nevertheless, he was, in a sense, a Pl atonist, as is revealed in 
hi s puri st attempt to attain the essence of that which disrupts limited 
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form, which di srupts "any idea." He operates in the spirit of Plato by 
pursuing an id ea l ,63 but , as has been demon strated by our earli er 
discussion of his theosophy, the ideal he pursues is the destruction of 
idealism itself. As we learned in our analysis of the Tree series, he has 
di scovered a unique structural principle which promotes that which has 
been repressed and bound by form and "essence." This principle is itself a 
new universal, a new essence, a new order, the antipode of the Platonic 
essence, an order that can oppose repression by opening out Platonic 
ideas like "particular form" and " the individual." This is the "essence," 
the "universal," the "unity" that Mondrian speaks of when he is sounding 
Platonic. 

What Yve-Alain Bois has had to say with re gard to a particular 
Mondrian painting (but which could in fact be applied to many) seems 
especially relevant at this juncture: 

It goes without saying that this picture- like th e cl as sical 
neoplasti c paintings in ge neral- does not come unde r the 
headin g of systemic or programmed art. But if it is not 
systemi c, isn ' t it , in so me way, sys te mati c? Isn ' t there a 
system functioning within it, entirely apparent, whose goal is 
to prohibit any stasis or fi xing of perception in a systematic 
assuran ce?'" 

Mondrian's discovery of what we have called " the perceptual axiom," 
the anti-axiom which explodes the "axiomatic" itself, opens up just such 
a possibility: a system for the disruption of system. The disruption would 
be radical indeed, for Mondrian, artist and thinker, has taken us far 
beyond the sort of dialectic which, like the signifying process itself, 
disrupts only to reunite its fragments on a "higher" level in a perpetual 
process of unfolding "transcendence." Nor could a disruptive force of such 
magnitude be contained by the "informal" workings of postmodernist 
bricolage or rhetoric , weak-tea notion s totally alien to Mondrian's 
diamond-hard vision. Th e new, essentially contingent, spatial field 
revealed in the "classic" works from 1918 on is fully independent, fully 
the equal of the traditional "syntactic field" it negates (but does not 
transcend), and need not be "redeemed" by higher level incorporation 
into anything else whatsoever. 

For me this profound di scovery, firmly grounded in the extraordinary 
researches of predecessors like Cezanne, Braque and Picasso, paralleled 
by the remarkably similar di scoveries of Schonberg and Webern, is both 
that which lies at the heart of modernism and exac tly that which has 
escaped notice in the many postmodernist attempts to "go beyond" it. 
Such an oversight is deeply unfortunate, since thi s radical dialectic on 
some level achieves what most postmodernists have announced to be a 
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prime goal of their own: the neutralization, breakup and reconstitution of 
the overmas te ring , tota l iz in g, co n tro ll i ng force s of o ur t ime .65 If 
Mondrian's Utopian vision has any meani ng at all , it prefigure s exactly 
this. 
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moderni sm in thi s sense was also profoundly influenced by it. The " nega tive di a lec ti c" 
of Theodore Adorno is rooted in moderni st mus ic (he was a member of the Schonberg 
c irc le), not pa inting, yet (not rea ll y surpri singly) key aspec ts of hi s thoug ht have a great 
dea l in common with that of Mondrian. In a comprehens ive recent study of Adorno's 
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aesthetics, Lambert Zu idervaart writes: 
"Adorno's arguments are dialectical in the sense that they highlight unavoidable ten sion s 
between polar opposites whose opposition constitutes their unity and generates hi storica l 
change. The dialectic is negative in that it refuses to affirm any underlying identity or final 
synthesis of polar opposites ... 
Substant ive jus tification for a dia lectica l approach comes from the ' unconscious 
interaction ' between uni ve rsa lity an d particularity within modern art. Accord ing to 
Adorno , modern art has taken a ' radically nominalistic pos ition' 
Dialectical aesthet ics ... 'deals with reciprocal relations between unive rsa l and parti cul ar 
where the universal is not imposed on the particular ... but emerges from the dynamic of 
parti c ul arities themse lves.'" [Emphasi s is mine.] See Lambert Zu idervaart , Adorno 's 
Aesthetic Theory: The Redemption of Illusion (Cambridge: MIT Press, 199 1), 48-50. 
This last sounds very much like Mondrian's " clear rea li zation of liberated and universa l 
rhythm distorted and hidden in the individual rhythm of the limiting form." [See note 23. ] 
Adorno's negat ive dialectic, refusing to resolve itself into a fixed, tota li zed conception, 
striving to maintain a radical gap between its irreconcil ab ly opposed terms, has, with 
good reason , been gett ing more and more attention in the literature on postmoderni sm 
and is indeed a much needed corrective to some of its more simplisti c assumptions. 
Whether any practice ultim ate ly gro unded in language is capable of resi s ting the 
sy nth esiz ing pull of trad iti onal dia lect ic s ( metap hys ics) has of course become, 
especia lly since Heidegger and Derrida, an open and very difficult question. To the 
extent that Adorno , Derrida e t aJ. remain content to express themselves in language 
a lone, as phi losophers , the ir efforts to achi eve thi s radical split may be necessarily self
defeatin g-inevitabl y destined, despite a ll "good intentions," to degenerate into yet 
another mystify ing "transcendence." In my view, Mondrian , himself a lready split , was in 
hi s own way able, if not to explain , then to express something "essenti al" to thi s long 
sought "end of metaphysics." But thi s is a top ic for another essay. 
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Bacon and Bataille 

Peter Jones 

Introduction 

In recent years critical attent ion has been focused on the hitherto 
neglected work , at least in Anglo-Saxon academ ic circles , of the 
renegade Surrealist Georges Batai lle (1897-1962). In 1990, Stoekl noted 
that: 

There seems to be takin g place, both in the US and abroad, a 
considerable revival of interest in the work of Georges Bataille. 
In the last five years, no fewer than five major works have been 
published in Eng li sh translation.' 

Much of the attention to Bataille ' s work has been in relation to 
literature and critica l theory, especially French post-structuralist thought, 
notably that of Denida and Foucault. However, today "Bataille is no 
longer simply a footnote at best in the works of other writers, but a major 
theorist in his own right,'" whose concerns ran a gamut of disciplines such 
as literature, socio logy, and philosophy. 

In the light of this recent interest in Bataille, it is timely to consider 
his influence on art practice . Bataille's extensive writings on art 
(inseparable from his other concerns) are well known, e.g., his work on 
Goya, Manet, and Surrealism as well as Prehistoric and Primitive art. But 
Bataille's influence on art practice has been little explored until late. A 
1991 French exhibition3 based on Bataille's last text, The Tears of Eros 
(1961) , a combined illustrated history of eroticism and painting, traced 
Bataillean themes in the art of his time and ours. The exhibition featured 
work by such luminaries as Pablo Picasso and Alberto Giacometti , who 
were among Bataille's close friends and collaborators. 

With this paper I want to redress the relative neglect of Bataille 's 
influence on art practice by looking at the work of an artist considered by 
many to be one of the most important painters of the 20th century, 
Francis Bacon (1909-1992). Bataille was familiar with Bacon's work, 
regarding the painter as "among the most important of his generation.'" 
Bacon ' s work was featured in the 1991 French exhibition . Although 
Bacon was often reticent about his influences and sources , they were 
extensive and highly diverse, ranging from Greek tragedy to Velazquez, 
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from T.S. Eliot to Eisenstein. Bacon's voracity for source material is well 
known. He stated: "I've looked at everything," adding, "I'm like a 
grinding machine. Everything I've seen has gone in and been ground up 
very fine." 5 In this paper I shall argue that Bataille was part of the grist for 
Bacon's mill. 

In linking Bataille with Bacon, I also want to attempt to answer Dawn 
Ades' call for the "closer examination"6 of the links between the two, and 
lay some of the groundwork for a more varied and richer reading of 
Bacon's work. Surveying the literature on Bacon, one finds that much of 
the analysis is confined to seeing his painting as "reflecting" the horrors 
of the 20th century. Such analysis i s often couched in a quasi
existentialism. An example of this is Grey Gowrie's statement: "Francis 
Bacon has, more than any other painter, provided the age with an image, 
in Ezra Pound 's phrase, of its 'accelerated grimace' ."7 This (dominant) 
reading arguably result s in the closure of Bacon's work. In contrast, 
linking Bacon with Bataille reveals an artist concerned with a much 
wider range of themes . I will discuss the ties, affinities, and parallels 
between Bataille and Bacon, arguing that they not only shared similar 
a ttitudes, concerns, and preoccupations, but that Bataille was an 
influence on Bacon and that one can read Bataillean themes in his work. 
It is not my intention to suggest that Bacon directly illustrated Bataille, 
but that Bataille seriously informs Bacon 's art. 

The structure of this paper is as follows: first , socio-historical/cultural 
links between Bacon and Bataille will be established. Second, a 
summary of Bataille's ideas pertinent to the discussion will be given, to 
assist in the exposition of the relation between the writer and painter. This 
is followed by a discussion of the affinities and parallels between the two 
and Bataillean themes in the work of Bacon. 

Bacon, Bataille and Surrealism 

Here I want to establish the socio-hi storical/cultural link between 
Bacon and Bataille. I shall discuss it in relation to Surrealist discourse, 
common ground for both Bacon and Bataille. 

Bacon first came into contact with Surrealism, most notably in the 
form of Picasso's series of biomorphic bathers, during his two year stay in 
Paris during the late 1920s. Bacon saw what is often regarded as Picasso's 
quasi-Surrealist work at the Rosenberg galleries in 1928 . The Picasso 
show marked a turning point in Bacon's life. He recalled: "That's when I 
first thought about painting,"8 adding "I was very much influenced by 
Picasso ... I saw that exhibition at the end of the twenties. It had a huge 
effect on me."9 The influence of Picasso's biomorphic figures can be seen 
in protagonists of Bacon's triptych Three Studies for Figures at the Base of 
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a Crucifixion (1944). 
Bacon's exposure to full-blooded Surrealism came with the 1936 

International Surrealist Exhibition, organized by Herbert Read and Roland 
Penrose in London. The importance of this exhibition in regard to the 
introduction of Surrealism into British art discourses must be stressed. As 
Davis notes: the exhibition "provided the introduction on a large scale of 
continental Surrealism to the British Isles."10 Despite a few exceptions 
such as Max Ernst, "Surrealism as a movement had never been witnessed 
in England before the International Exhibition of j 936."" Davis argues 
that the exhibition was "a liberating conceptual experience"" for the 
young Bacon. Especially in terms of the willingness of exhibiting artists 
such as Hans Bellmer and Salvador Dali to "dislocate, distort and 
disfigure the figure or to invent grotesque biomorphic entities to supplant 
the human presence." 13 At the time Bacon's work was considered by some 
critics as proto-slllTeal. It was viewed for possible inclusion in the London 
exhibition, but it was judged " insufficiently surreal" 14 by Read and 
Penrose. 

Surrealism influenced Bacon in other ways. Bacon's emphasis on the 
role of the unconscious, chance and accident in his art production has 
affinities with Surrealism, especially the Surrealist technique of 
automatism. Bacon stated: "I hope that chance and accident will work for 
me. I always think of myself not so much as a painter but as a medium for 
accident and chance." 15 He goes on: "the best things are likely to happen 
when the artist is out of control, conjuring new visions of reality from his 
subconscious."16 In reply to David Sylvester's question as to the origins of 
this, Bacon answered, "those things come through from Surrealism." 17 The 
influence of Surrealism on Bacon is also apparent from his early use of an 
umbrella motif, a signifier of Surrealism ever since Lautreamont, as in 
Figure Study II (1945-46) and Painting (1946). We might also note 
Bacon's interest in and extensive use of diverse photographic images as 
another link to the Surrealist discourse. Krauss argues that photography 
"is the gre at production of the movement." 18 Bacon states: "I find that 
photographs are very much more interesting than either abstract or 
figurative painting. I've always been haunted by them." 19 

Although the influence of Surrealism on early Bacon is evident, his 
relationship to it was , as he himself remarked, "a little complicated."20 
While never showing any systematic commitment to Surrealist ideology, 
Bacon was interested in Surrealism's iconoclastic intent. He remarked: 
"I've been influenced by what the movement represented in terms of 
revolt against the establishment, in politics, religion and the arts."21 But it 
was Surrealism's theoretical and literary aspects rather than Surrealist 
painting that really interested Bacon. He stated: 
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I think it 's the writers of thi s movement who were the best. All 
the texts , manifes tos and rev iews that they wrote, dreamed up 
and published and the gre at interest in reading and writing ... 
in my opini on, co nstitute s the mo st inte resting aspect of 
Surrea li sm." 

Bacon then , was not only conversant with (and assimilated) aspects of 
Surreal ist art practice, but, more importantly, its theoretical and literary 
works. It is Bacon's interes t in the theoretical and textual productions of 
Surreali sm that brings us to Bataille and Documents. 

B ataill e was never reall y a card-carrying Surrealist. He worked on the 
margi ns of the moveme nt in the earl y 1920s . By 1929, after various 
schisms within the Surrealist movement, he became the de facto leader 
of dis sident and ex-S urreali sts . This gro up included Andre Masson , 
Michel Leiris , Antonin Artaud and Raymond Queneau. Its locus was a 
glossy arts review called Documents (1929-30) . Bataille was its editor-in
chief. A typical issue of Documents consisted of 

hid eo us ly enlarged ph oto gra ph s of big toes; folk crafts ; 
Fantomas covers (a popular mys tery magaz ine); Hollywood 
sets; Pre-Co lumbi an and French carnival masks; accounts of 
mu s ic h a ll perform a nces; descriptions of Paris 
slaughterhouses." 

The heterogeneous content and lay-out of the journal, which adopted 
the principle of collage, iso lating, mixing and juxtaposi ng disparate 
images a nd texts , was a famili ar S urreali s t dev ic e . It is a stra tegy 
des igned to subvert conventional hierarc hi es, categories and identities, 
and to produce s tran genes s and incon gruity. Parall e ls can be see n 
between the type and layout of illustrations in Documents and Bacon 's 
own di spara te collection of visual sources. Like those of Documents, 
Bacon 's images came from high art, newspapers, popular culture, history 
and sc ience books , with the emph asis on the extre me and unu sual. 
Peppiatt record s that Bacon 's co ll ec tion , pinned up in hi s studio in 
collage form, included amon g other things, images of "Goebb e ls, 
Velazquez 's Portrait of Innocent X, hippopotamuses, Christ Carrying the 
Cross by Gri.inewald, a man with a monkey and a crowd fleeing during the 
Russian Revolution ."24 

Ades records that "Bacon possessed copi es of Documents, and has 
talked specifically about the effect some of the illustrations reproduced in 
them had upon him, notably those of slaughterhouses ." 25 However, the 
important thing for Bacon was the context of these images. As Ades 
notes, "It was not just the illustrations, but the whole context of ideas in 
which these illustrations were situ ated, that must have touched Bacon." 26 

Despite be ing conceived as a collective endeavour and art review, 
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albeit an unorthodox one, Documents became a vehicle for Bataille's 
views. One of the journal's co-founders complained: "The title you have 
chosen for thi s journal is hardly justifi ed except in the sense that it gives 
us "Documents" on your state of mind." 27 An example of this is Bataille's 
polemic against Breton's movement. Bataille accused it of selling out to 
the art market and of "Icat·ian reflexe s"28 with respect to all that is base, 
undesirable and excremental in society. For Bataille, all that is "base" 
had to be acknowledged and explored. In contrast to Breton's idea li sm, 
for Bataille it is imposs ible to behave "other than a pig who rummages in 
manure a nd mud uprootin g everything with hi s snout." 29 Through 
Documents, then , Bacon would have been fairly conversant with mu ch of 
B ataille's thought. 

Bacon's awareness of Bataille's work could also have bee n engendered 
or stimulated by a number of personal re lationships. I am suggesting that 
Bacon was possibly made aware of Bataille's work or had hi s knowledge 
of it argumented through hi s long and close friendships with Michel 
Leiris, Alberto Giacometti and Isabe l Rawsthorne, a ll of whom knew 
Bataille. 

In 1924 Michel Leiris thought of Bataille as a kindred spirit. Leiris was 
assoc iated with the Surrealist movement until the schisms of 1929, when 
he became part of the group of di ssident Surrea li sts who centered around 
Bataille and Documents. Leiris became Bataille's co-ed itor and a regular 
contributor. Later, Leiris , with Bataille and others, formed the College of 
Sociology (1937-39), which aimed to recover and study forms of the 
sacred in everyday life in the light of the Enli ghtenment and capitalist 
rationali zation of the world. Leiris continued to associate with Bataille 
until the latter 's death in 1962. 

Bacon met Leiris in Paris in the 1960s, forming a close and long
standing friendship, painting several portraits of him such as Study fo r 
Portrait of Michel Leiris (1978) , a nd illu stra tin g Leiris's work on 
bullfi ghtin g. One of Leiris's tex ts for Documents, "Pic asso's Recent 
Canvases," di scussed the artist's biomorphic bathers which so impressed 
Bacon . Both thought hi ghly of Picasso and Giacometti, especially for 
their di stortion of human forms. Bacon's knowledge and admiration of 
Leiris and hi s work is clear. Talking in 1992, just before his death, Bacon 
stated : 

I liked Leiris very mu ch. He was a wonderful fri end and an 
incredibly in spiring man. He's written so me works whi ch I 
admire very much , such as L'Age d'Homme (Manhood).'o 

Leiris in tum admired his art and has written on it ex tensively. Leiris 
regarded Bacon's paintings as realist, representing "the human condition 
as it truly and peculiarly is today : man di spossessed of any dura bl e 
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paradise."31 Bacon shared Leiris 's anti-idealism: "I remember looking at a 
dog-shit on the pavement ... this is what life is like." 32 

Alberto Giacometti was also part of the group of disaffected Surrealists 
that formed around Bataille and Documents. His work was featured in 
Documents . Leiris and Bataille both wrote on it, attracted by 
Giacometti's use of Primitive art in such work as Spoon Women (1927), 
reflecting their anti-Western, ethnographic concerns. The significance of 
B ataille and Documents for Giacometti needs to be stressed. Bataille's 
predilection for erotic and violent fantasies corresponded with 
Giacometti's own, materialized in Woman With Her Throat Cut (1932). 
Giacometti associated with Bataille for many years, in 1947 illustrating 
Bataille's Journal de Dianus (The Catechism of Dianus). As for Documents, 
Krauss notes that Giacometti retained a lifelong attachment to it, owning 
a full-set which he "carefully guarded during his entire lifetime." 33 

The importance of Giacometti vis-a.-vis Bacon must be noted. Ades 
states: 

Giacometti was of central importance to the generation of 
artists starting their career in the late 40s and 50s: his work and 
his ideas were brought to the fore in Britain by the critic David 
Sylvester [a close friend of Bacon]. 34 

Bacon named Giacometti as " the greatest living influence on my 
work."35 H is main value at this time lay in his commitment to the 
representation of the human figure in face of the growing hegemony of 
Abstraction. Giacometti's concern with the human figure encouraged 
English figurative artists such as Lucian Freud, Frank Auerbach and of 
course Bacon. Bacon stated: "Abstraction has never been enough for me. 
As a human being I'm more interested in the representation of people." 36 
Giacometti's other value pertained to questions of realism. He warned 
against exactitude, lifelike representation, "because on one hand it would 
seem too real or too great an illusion of the real, and then one would only 
be conscious of its immobility." 37 Too great a realism, then, tends to 
negate any sense of life in the figure. A necessary alteration or rather 
"distortion" or "injury" must be practiced to capture it. Bacon has talked 
in similar terms: 

What I want to do is to distort the thing far beyond appearance, 
but in the distortion to bring it back to a recording of 
appearance .... Who today has been able to record anything 
that comes across to us as fact without causing deep injury to 
the image?J8 

Bacon's distortion of the human form brings us to Bataille, as shall 
I ater become evident. 
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Finally, Bacon's awareness of Bataille's work could also have been 
augmented by his close relationship with the avant-garde groupie, Isabel 
Rawsthorne. In the 1930s Rawsthorne moved in Parisian avant-garde 
circles , being a highly sought after model and a mistress of, among 
others, Giacometti and Balthus. Bacon met Rawsthorne in Post-War 
London. According to Farson, he admired her for her intellect as well as 
her looks , which he painted in a series of portraits , the mo st notable 
perhaps being Portrait of Isabel Rawsthorne Standing in a Street in Soho 
(1967). In an interview Bacon names her as Bataille 's girlfriend.39 One 
can assume that Rawsthorne was aufait with Bataille 's work. 

Considering then, Bacon 's close, long term friendships , particularly 
with Leiris and Giacometti, and their mutual intere sts and similar 
preoccupations, it is highly probable that Bacon discussed Bataille with 
them. Fletcher record s that Giacometti was "a compelling 
conversationalist .. . [who] avidly debated avant-garde ideas of art , 
literature and philosophy." 40 Bacon may have obtained his copies of 
Documents from them. 

I now want to turn to the affinities and parallels between Bacon and 
Bataille and the Bataillean themes in Bacon . They are readily discernible 
in his work. The affinities, parallels and themes will be discussed as 
separate topics, each contextualized by the relevant ideas of Bataille. 
However, their intertextuality must be stressed . Their formal 
compartmentalization is to facilitate the exposition of a complex, shifting 
set of discourses, which generally center around the body. 

The Body 

For Bataille, the body, as a privileged site of order in bourgeois 
society, is a prime target. Bataille wrote: "It is still possible to take it out 
on the human body."4l Contra the ordered body with its ideal form, the 
basis of orthodox notions of beauty and aesthetics since classical times 
and idealist notions of autonomy, unity and rational control, Bataille 
posits the "disordered body" marked by difference and physiological 
chaos. Where , according to Bataille, 

the vicissitudes of organs ... traversing innumerable animal 
species and individuals, cames the imagination along in an 
ebb and flow it does not willingly follow, due to a hatred of the 
still painfully perceptible frenzy of the bloody palpitations of 
the body. Man willingly imagines himself to be like the god 
Neptune, stilling his own waves , with majesty; nevertheless, 
the bellowing waves of the viscera , in more or less incessant 
inflation and upheaval , brusquely put an end to his dignity." 
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Bataille's disordered body is not just part of an anti-idealist/anti
humanist project. It also con stitutes an heterogeneous element that, along 
with "otherness," the unconscious and base/abject matter resists "the 
establishment of the homogeneity of the world."43 For Bataille, the aim of 
Western philosophical, scientific, religious , social , economic, political 
and cultural di scourses is the classification of all things, their reduction to 
productive utility and the assimilation of all differences. As he said, to 
put "a mathematical frock coat"" on the universe. Anything that cannot 
be assimilated is excluded by these di scourses. As Weiss notes: "The 
history of Western ontotheological tradition is the history of the disavowal 
of chaos, matter, the formless, the body proper" (my italics).45 B ataille 
argues for the "return of the repressed." 

In my di sc uss ion of the Bataillean body, I shall draw on Mikhail 
Bakhtin's concept of the "grotesque body," used by him in his analysis of 
the representation of the body in the work of Rabelais. For Bakhtin, a new 
mode of representing the body came into being from the 15th century, 
with the rise of classicism and humani sm, marking the emergence of 
what was consequently termed the classical, naturalist or modern body. 
According to Bakhtin, thi s discourse 

in all its historic variations and different genres , presents an 
entire ly finished , completed strictly limited body. All orifices 
of the body are c losed. The ba s is of th e image is th e 
individual , strictly limited mass , the impenetrabl e facade. The 
opaque surface and the body's 'va lleys ' acquire an essential 
meaning as the border of a closed individuality that does not 
merge with other bodies and with the world." 

This body corresponds to the body as represented by the discourses 
which aim for "the homogeneity of the world." 

In contrast, Bakhtin posits the grotesque body which, as Taylor notes, 
offers a concise description of the Bataillean body. I want to extend it to 
the Baconian body. Bakhtin writes : 

34 

Contrary to th e modern canons, the grotesque body is not 
separated from the rest of the world. It is not a closed, 
complete unit ; it is unfinished, outgrows itself, transgresses its 
own limits. The stress is laid on those parts of the body that are 
open to the outside world, that is, the parts through which th e 
world enters the body or emerges from it, or through which the 
bod y itse lf goes out to meet the world. Thi s means the 
emphasis is on apertures or the convexities, or on the various 
ramifications and offshoots: the open mouth , th e genital 
organs ." 
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Bataille 's di so rgani ze d body, intertextual with th e world, i s 
exemplified by a passage in his pornographic nove l, The Story of the Eye 
(L928): 

In un speakabl e disorder, brazenly s tripped bodi es were 
spraw led about. Durin g the orgy, splinters of g lass had left deep 
bleeding cuts in two of us. A young girl was throwing up ... we 
had wet our clothes, a n armchair, or the floor. The res ulting 
stench of blood, sperm, urine and vomit made me almost reco il 
in horror.'" 

That passage could serve as a descri ption of scenes in Bacon 's work in 
which figures violently couple on beds, merging together. They defecate, 
vomit and are splashed with blood and semen. As Lands notes: 

[B acon 's] favorite im ages were of men screaming, nake d 
bodies, interlocked in throes that looked more like agony than 
bli ss, figures sitting on toil ets or vomiting in washbas ins." 

See Triptych-May-June (1973), in which Bacon depict s the 
circumstances of hi s lover's (George Dyer) death. Here Bacon revea ls 
another (the ultimate) heterogeneous element-death. 

The Baconian body is an "open text." The ideal of the body as an 
impenetrable fa~ade, separate from the world, is countered by figure s 
punctured by na il s and syringes. In the Baconian bod y, th e bod y's 
boundarie s are disrupted , violated . It i s incompl e te and fluid , 
transgress ing its limits , leaching into others and the surrounding pictorial 
space. For Leiris , it is "o n the point of over flowing or in a state of 
liquefaction ,"50 as in Tripty ch-August (1972). The Baconi a n body 
corresponds to the Bataillean body, and as s uch constitutes a 
heterogeneous and hence transgressive element. As Kuspit argues: "It is 
too indecorous to belong to any reasonable order of things , too subjective 
and disorderly with its own instinctive energy to be broug ht unde r 
control."51 

It is also heterogeneous in another way, as it is often the s ite of 
homosexuality and sodomy, as in Two Figures (1953). As Weiss notes: 
"Sodomy .. . is an unproductive act , a wasteful expenditure of energy . . . 
whereby ' natural' sexual differentiation is denied in an act of sex ual 
indifferentiation."52 Its value is that it contests the syste m, the " natural" 
order of things. Bataille took Breton 's Surrealists to task over their 
timidity in this area in relation to the Marquis de Sade's work. Breton's 
homophobia is well documented. Bataille argued that sodomy was central 
to Sade's work, " being emblematic of the libertine's strugg le agai nst the 
natural order." 53 Bataille viewed sexuality in terms of a particular concept 
of eroticism, a form of non-productive expenditure-a modality of the 
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heterogeneous. As homosexuality, in particular sodomy, constitutes a 
wasteful , unproductive act, it is especially erotic. As opposed to socially 
sanctioned sexual relations whose aim is reproduction, under the auspices 
of reason, homosexuality is "a perverse sexual activity." s4 The value of 
eroticism is that it is transgressive, rupturing social boundaries and norms. 
As Barthes notes: "the transgression of values . .. is the avowed principle 
of eroticism."ss Eroticism for Bataille is linked to jouissance, "which is 
always designated as loss of self-control ... [It] proceeds by breaking up a 
body's unity, literally dislocating it ,"S6 releasing the subject momentarily 
fTom the tyranny of reason. He writes : "Anything that suggests erotic 
excess always implies disorder." s7 Bacon 's sodomizing, disordered bodies 
in a state of jouissance, are , as Leiris notes, "directly linked to eroticism, 
indeed rooted in it."S8 

The Baconian body is transgressive in other ways . In the context of 
traditional art/aesthetic discourses, it challenges the normative codes of 
representation. According to Forge, Bacon's work violated "every taboo 
that existed in English painting."s9 For example, Bacon often represented 
figures in the fetal position, the stance for defecation which as Davis 
notes , is the "extreme antithesis of traditional, classical poses of erect 
subjects ." 6o Bacon was fully aware of the transgressive nature of his 
representations. He stated: "images can shatter the old order leaving 
nothing the same as before."61 There is arguably a heterological aspect to 
Bacon's sty le, in which it evades the orthodox and oppositional categories 
of abstract and figurative paintin g . Bacon regarded his work as a 
"tightrope walk between what is called figurative painting and 
abstraction." 62 Bacon wished to avoid the figurative because of its 
narrative connotations, and abstraction because it is merely "aesthetic, a 
fashion ."63 His work not only evades, but also disturbs the boundaries of 
the two categories of painting. Deleuze has coined the term "figural "64 in 
an attempt to categorize it. The blurring of boundaries and evasion of 
form has parallels in the medium Bacon used. He commented that oil 
painting "is such a fluid and curious medium. It breeds another form that 
the form you're making can take ." 65 

In challenging normative codes of representation, the Baconian body 
challenges our narcissistic self-image. Bacon's figures seemed to have 
regressed to a pre-"mirror-phase," before the recognition of the self, with 
the body imagined as a unified totality, as in Portrait of George Dyer in a 
Mirror (1968). Like Bataille (and Lacan), Bacon shows the illusionary 
nature of our mastery over our bodies and challenges the discourses of the 
unitary and homogeneous Self. Russell ' s remarks on Bacon's work are 
pertinent here: 

36 

What painting had never shown before is the disintegration of 
the social being which takes place when one is alone in a 
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room which has no looking glass. We may feel at such times 
that the accepted hierarchy of our features is co ll apsing, and 
that we are by turns all teeth , all eye, all ea r, all nose.'" 

The most striking feature of Bacon 's representation of the human form 
is its di s to rti on. Fo r Baco n, it is an un avoidable prac ti ce, part of a 
pictorial strugg le against fi gurat ion, and central to hi s quest for a more 
reali stic representation of rea li ty. Le iris uses the word decalage,67 which 
ca n be translated as an " un avo id able a lte ra ti on o r di spl ace ment ," to 
describe Bacon's practice. Distorti on or inj ury of the human form is the 
very bas is of art fo r Bataille. In hi s d iscuss ion on the Prehi stori c art of the 
famou s L asc au x c aves, B a ta ill e po int s t o th e un e qu a l m o d e of 
re presentation of animals and men: 

As aga inst most of the Lascaux animal figures, rather than a 
fa ithful , naturali sti c imitati on of appearance, ... [in man) we 
have onl y th e na'ive and int e lli gibl e schema of form . .. 
awkwa rd to the poin t of extre me and simil ar to children 's 
simpli fications." 

"This crude and distorting art has been reserved fo r the human figure ." 69 
B ata ill e concludes th at it con stitutes will f ul va ndali sm of the hum an 
form . This signifies a sadistic impulse behind art. Bataille writes : "Art ... 
proceed s . . . by s uccess ive des truc tions . Thus insofa r as it libe ra tes 
instincts, these are sadi sti c."70 

Behind Bataille's theori zing is an anti-humani st, anti-ideali st project. 
Su ch art is essentially a record of automutil ation. C iting Van Gogh's 
severance of hi s ear, automutil ation for Bataille is, as Hollier no tes , " the 
pictori a l act , par exce ll ence. For painting is nothing if it does not att ack 
the architecture of the human body."" Hollier states that " Bataille will 
a lways define painting as the defacement of the hum an figure."" Thi s 
co ns titutes a refusal of se lf-dupli cation . In s tri c t oppos iti o n to the 
c lass ical/humanist idea that the narc issistic asserti on of the human form 
was th e ori gin a l pi c to ri a l urge, B ata ille sees mode rn art linked to 
Prehistoric art by this sadistic impulse: "Our modern art is ... fas hioned 
round a core of inner violence."73 The modern art that Bataille respec ted 
was "art that rather quickl y presented a process of ... destruction, which 
has been no less painful to mos t people than would have been the sight of 
the . .. destruction of a cadaver." 74 There are parallels here with Bacon 's 
distortion of the human form. This is poss ibly what Bata ille admired mos t 
in B aco n 's a rt. Bacon 's strugg le aga in st figura ti o n and hi s creative 
process constitute a record of willful (auto)vandali sm. He stated: " I have 
delibera te ly tri ed to twist myself ... my paintings are ... a record of thi s 
distortion." 75 
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Man-Animal 

Bataille's interest in heterogeneous elements-all that repels, his 
heterology defined as "the science of what is completely other"76-is not 
only an exploration of elements which resist "the homogeneity of the 
world." It also constitutes a project to strip away ideological screens or 
veil s, to expose the (bourgeois) hypocris ies which try to conceal and 
make palatable a basically meaningless and squalid ex istence. As a 
res ult , Bataille, as Breton commented, cons idered "the vilest, most 
discouraging and corrupted things in the world ." 77 One such thing was the 
slaughterhouse. In a Documents text entitled "Abattoir," Bataille links 
slaughterhouses and religion to tell us what we cannot stand the sight of, 
our proximity to animals, our dirty selves, exposing the hypocri sy and 
dishonesty laying at the heart of bourgeois society. Bataille writes: 

The slaughterhouse relates to religion in the sense that temples 
of times past ... had two purposes, serving simultaneously for 
prayers and for s laughter. Nowadays the s lau ghte rh ouse is 
cursed and quarantined like a boat with cholera aboard ... The 
victims of this curse are neither the butchers nor the animals, 
but those fine fo lk who have reached the point of not being 
able to stand thei r own unseemliness." 

Bacon held a similar view: "Well, of course we are all meat, we are 
all potential carcasses ."79 Meat is the common ground between men and 
animals . Bacon makes an explicit connection between sites of religious 
sacrifice, in this case the Crucifixion, a recurrent theme in his work, and 
slaughterhouses. In response to a series of slaughterhouse photographs, 
possibly those taken by Eli Lotar of the abattoir at La Villette, Paris, 
which accompanied Bataille 's "Abattoir" text, Bacon states: 

I've a lways been very moved by pictures about slaughterhouses 
and meat, and to me they belong very much to the who le thing 
of the Crucifix ion . T here've bee n extraordin ary photographs 
which have bee n done of animals just be in g taken up before 
they were slaughtered; and of the smell of death . .. whi ch to 
me is very, very, near thi s whole thing of the Crucifix ion. so 

Bacon also shared Bataille's distaste for the hypocrisy of averting 
one's eyes from the "baser" aspects of life: 

38 

When yo u go into a butcher's shop and see how beautiful meat 
can be and then you think about it, you can think of the who le 
horror of life, of one thing living off another. It's like a ll those 
stupid things that are sa id about bull-fighting. People will eat 
meat and then compl ain about bull-fighting covered with furs·] 
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Bacon had a similar project to Bataille's, in his aim to tear down 
ideological screens and expose the baser aspects of life . Bacon stated: 
" We nearly always live through screens-a screened existence ... [With 
my work] I have from time to time been abl e to clear away one or two 
screens." 8' For Leiris, Bacon's work is "demystified art, cleansed both of 
its religious halo and its moral dimension." 8) In Bacon's art, according to 
Russell, "certain facts about human nature have been dragged round the 
dark side of reality and brought back into the light." 84 

The inte rt ext uality of man , me at, animals, s lau ghterhouse and 
Crucifixion is evident in Bacon's work. In the 1946 and 1971 versions of 
Painting, the figure is framed by a carcass, as if in a matrix of meat. The 
semi-circular ra il in the foreground links the figure to the meat, recalling 
Bacon's statement "we are all meat." In the backgrounds of these works , 
a hung, spread carcass is depicted, evoking a Crucifixion. In the right
hand panel of Bacon 's Three Studies for a Crucifixion (1962), the fle sh 
and exposed rib cage and vertebrae of the inverted figure/carcass make 
the connections explicit. 

The stress on man' s proximity to animals was part of Bataill e's 
co ntinual attack on m a n 's ideali s m. Animality co n stitute s an 
heterogeneous element. Bataille writes: 

We cling tenacioLis ly to the di ss imil ariti es that set LI S apart 
fi'om the animal. Anything that recall s the anima lity subsisting 
in LIS, appa lls us unfai li ngly and, quite like a prohibition, 
makes us recoil in horror8

' 

Bataille's intention was to release the repressed beast in man. He 
wrote: "There is in each man, an animal shut up in a prison like a convict 
... if one cracks the [prison] door the animal tears out like a convict 
finding an exit."86 Although thi s should not be seen as the "lowering" of 
man to bea st , Bataille 's (proto-deconstructionalist) intention was to 
subvert hierarchies and traditional oppositional terms , where one term is 
privileged over another, e.g., high/low, man/animal. But without replacing 
them with new ones or resolving them into new unities. 

A deliberate dwelling upon man's proximity to animals is a major 
theme in Bacon 's work, comparable to Bataille 's intention to decenter 
"nobl e" man, while avoiding privileging man or beast. Bacon 's similar 
intere st in man and animals is clear. Peppiatt noted that Bacon 's 
photographic sources, "although valied, they are mostly of human beings 
and animals." 87 Bacon states: "I look at animal photographs all the time 
... animal movement and human movement are continually linked in my 
imagery." 88 Russell records that during a trip to Africa in the early 1950s, 
Bacon was fascinated with the behavior of wild animals because of " the 
analogies which it suggested with human behavior." 89 Figures in Bacon's 
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work often exhibit animal features , such as the simian face of the 
re clining figure in Study of Nude with Figure in a Mirror (1969). As 
Bakhtin notes, a feature of the grotesque body is " the combination of 
human and animal traits." 90 Deleuze argues that: 

Instead of asserting formal correspondences, Bacon 's painting 
creates a zone of imperceptibility, of ambiguity between man 
and animal ... the stress is on the qualities common to both 
man and anima!." 

Furthermore Bacon's figures and animals share common 
characteristics and environments, perched on frames in cage-like interiors 
in Study for Crouching Nude (1952) and Chimpanzee (1955) or crouched 
in open grasslands as in Man Kneeling in Grass (1952) and Study of a 
Baboon (l953) with its wide open jaw suggesting a link with the 
screaming Popes which preceded it. The decenteling of "noble" man and 
the subversive fore grounding of animality can be read from Man with Dog 
(1953). In it man's top " noble" half, his head, locus of reason and 
expression is sharply obliterated. All that remains of the man is a hazy 
outline of legs and feet. The figure is linked by a chain to a somewhat 
blurred dog in the foreground. The chain suggests an unbreakable bond 
between the two. The man-animal theme is also evident when we 
examine perhaps the most important part of the Bataillean/Baconian 
body, the mouth. 

The Mouth 

Bakhtin writes: "The most important of all human features for the 
grotesque [body] is the mouth. It dominates all else:' 92 One entry in the 
Documents team's parodic Critical Dictionary is Bataille ' s "La Bouche." 
It is accompanied by Jacques-Andre Boiffard ' s photograph Bouche 
(Mouth) , of a wide open mouth , wet with saliva. It functions to add further 
layers of suggestiveness to Bataille 's text, hence aiding the dictionary's 
subversive aim of displacing words from any absolute meaning. In his text 
Bataille discusses the fact that through the mouth man's greatest 
experiences of pleasure or pain are physiologically expressed, thus 
revealing our proximity to animals. The text is an attack on man 's 
"idealist deception" of his supposed separateness from animals. The 
mouth, normally the locus for the emission of language heralding the 
human, serves in extreme moments as an orifice emitting bestial cries . 
B ataille wrote: 

40 

On important occasions human life is still bestially 
concentrated in the mouth: rage makes men grind their teeth, 
while terror and atrocious suffering turn the mouth into an 
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organ of rending screams. On thi s subj ect it is easy to observe 
that the overwhelmed individual throws back hi s head while 
frenetically stretching hi s neck in such a way that the mouth 
becomes, as much as possible, an extension of the sp inal 
co lumn , in. other words, in. the position. it normally occu.pies in 
the constitu.tion of animals. 9J 

In hi s analysis of Bacon, Davis arg ues that the open mouth " becomes 
an obsession in hi s work in the 40s and early 50s." 94 Indeed, in much of 
Bacon's work from this period, the mouth stretched in a cry or scream 
was often the most prominent feature of his heads and figures. As Davis 
no tes, "the theme or s ubj ect of the screa m , which entered Bacon ' s 
im agery with the Tate painting of 1944, dominated hi s work for the nex t 
ten years." 95 Head I (1 948) , Head VI ( 1949) and the famous Study after 
Velazquez' s Portrait of Pope Innocent X (1953) are prominent examples. 
Bacon has confirmed some of the sources for this work, for example, the 
sc rea min g na nn y from the Odessa s te ps seq ue nce of E ise ns te in ' s 
Battleship Potemkin ( 1925). He has a lso spoken of his fascination with a 
"book which had beautiful hand-colored plates of diseases of the mouth; 
they fascinated me, I was obsessed by them."96 I want to sugges t another 
so urc e: Bataille's afore m e ntion ed text "La Bouche" a nd it s 
accom panying photograph, Bouche. Going further, some of the features of 
Bacon 's heads and figures, the open mouths, the animal-li ke extended 
necks and the concern with man' s animal characteristics, also correspond 
to Bataille's text. 

In Head I (1948), the head is thrown back, as in a spas m of pain or 
pleasure . The mouth is open and nearly vertical , suggesti ng Bataille's 
extension of the spinal column. The neck and cheek bulge evoking the 
mome nt before the e ruption of a bes tial c ry. In Kuspit's reading of 
Bacon's screaming mouth , we can see its re lation to Bataille. He writes: 

Bacon's great achi evement with the sc reaming mouth is to turn 
it from being an abstract, forma l device - an embl em of 
suffering- accompanying tragic scenes . .. to a hi ghly charged 
concrete space involuntarily ejaculating fee ling into the world. 
[[n Bacon's scream] feeling dom inates fact ... formal control is 
released ... the sense of an appropriate relat ionship between 
the cause of the scream and effect is stretched to breaking 
point." 

For Davis, Bacon's work from the late 40s to the earl y 50s represents 
"a stuttering progression from primeval skull to papal port:rait."98 But the 
progress ion is not evolutionary, Bacon reveals the animality present even 
in the man set hi ghes t above hi s fellow men, Christ's representat ive on 
earth. Thi s is sure ly in the Batailtean spiri t. 
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Krauss writes: 

In the anatom ical geography of Bataille's thought the vertical 
axis emblematizes man 's pretensions toward the elevated, the 
spiritual , the idea l: his cla im th at the uprightness separa ting 
him biologica lly from the besti a l distingui shes him ethi cally as 
we ll. BatailIe, of course does not believe thi s distinction.99 

For him, man 's true nature is "grounded" in the hori zontal ax is which 
signifies animality and base materia l existence. Bataille makes thi s point 
with his definition of the bi g toe as "the most human part of the human 
body." 100 It is in direct contact with the dirt of the earth as opposed to the 
e rroneous tran scendentalism of the head. In "La Bouche," Bataille 
conducts an axial rotation of man , fro m the vertical to the horizontal. 
Krauss notes that: 

[BatailIe] contras ts the mouth/eye axis of the human face with 
the mouth/anus axis of the four-legged animal. The first, linked 
to man 's verticality and hi s possession of speech , defines the 
mouth in terms of man 's express ive powers. The seco nd , a 
function of the animal 's hori zontality, unders tands the mouth as 
the leadin g e lement in the system of catching ... and inges ting 
prey, for which the anus is the te rminal point. But, beyond thi s 
s impl e polarity, to in s is t th at at it s g reate s t moments of 
pleasure or pain the human mouth 's expression is not spiritual , 
but ani ma l, is to reorganize th e orie nt ation of the hum an 
structure and co nceptua lly to rotate the axi s of loft iness onto 
the ax is of materia l existence.,ol 

The axial rotation of the human form is found in Bacon's work. In 
Figure Study II (1946), the figure's straight, hori zontal back suggests the 
animal axis. Along with screaming mouth s and abnorma ll y extended 
necks, it is also ev iden t in the Furies of Three Studies for Figures at the 
Base of a Crucifixion (1944). They correspond to Bataille 's definition of 
man as "a tube with two orifices, anal and bucca!.",o2 Finally, Three 
Studies of the Human Head (1953) , can be seen as representing something 
ak in to a sequence of cinematic still s showing the process. First, the 
extreme condition of the subj ect, then , the bestial scream and finally, the 
"fall " to the horizontal , to animality and humanity "proper." 

Horror-Abjection 

Here, I want to draw a parallel between Bataille and Bacon , using 
Julia Kri steva's notion of horror-abjection. It is not my intention to suggest 
that Bacon illustrated Kristeva, although it is possible he was familiar 
with her work. I want to bring Kristeva to bear on Bacon to suggest a fresh 
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reading of his work and to align it with some of Bataille's concerns. First, 
I will briefly outline Kristeva's notion of horror-abjection. 

According to Kristeva, the construction of a uni fied, independent 
subject is founded on the exclusion and disavowal of what is considered 
by the individual and soc iety to be unclean and disorderly. These are 
essentially elements of the subject's corporeal existence. They become 
the " abject." There are parallels here with Batai ll e's heterogeneous 
elements. Allied to this process is the delimitation of the "clean and 
proper" soc ial body. However, as Grosz notes, Kristeva argues that "what 
is excluded can in fact never be excl uded , but hovers at the edges or 
borders of our existence," ,o3 threatening the subject's precarious unity and 
ident ity. "The impossibility of excludin g these threatening e lements 
provokes a particular response in the subj ect: abjection ."'04 The abject 
demonstrates the subj ect's di savowed relations to corporality, to animality 
and death . Although cultura ll y variable, one category of the abject 
against which social taboos are erected is bodily flu ids and waste. They 
evoke disgust and honor. The horror results from our inabi Ii ty to accept 
our materiality and realization of the impossibility of maintaining a hard, 
fixed distinction between clean and unclean bodies. 

For Kristeva, religious, moral and rational discourses, along with most 
of the arts, repress and sublimate the abject and individual's sense of 
abjection. As Kristeva puts it: " [the] religious, moral, and ideological 
codes on which rest the sleep of individuals and the bre athing spells of 
society. Such codes are abjection's purification and repression.", o5 This 
refusal to confront abjection means that our ab ility to understand and 
cope with the abject and horror is diminished. As a result , we live , 
Kristeva writes, "in times of dreary crisis.",o6 However, for her, avant
garde literature, notably that of Bataille, and by extension all esoteric art 
forms, can reveal horror, and thus help us to come to terms with it. She 
writes : "literature may also involve ... an unveiling of the abject: an 
e laboration ... a hollowing out of abjection." 'O) Such art does this in two 
ways. First, by "speaking of hOI1'01"," by representing it. As Lechte notes: 

To face horror, to look at it and thu s avoid the li e, is to render 
it in language or in some symbolic form; it is to utter it , and 
therefore communicate it , even if this be on ly to oneself. 'o, 

This is what Bataille aimed to do in such texts as The Story of the 
Eye, with its emphasis on honor and the abject. Lechte states: "To read 
B ataille is to be confronted by .. . honor." 1()9 

B ataille noted our propensity to flee from the abject, our "bad faith." 
He writes : 

The mainspring of human activity is generally th e desire to 
reach the point farthe st from .. . [that] whi ch is rotten, dirty and 
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impure. This distressing inclination may playa greater part in 
o ur assertion of moral principles than our reflexes. Our 
assertions are no doubt vei led. Great words give positive sense 
to a negative attitude."' 

Prefiguring Kristeva, for Bataille, the result of this is that abject 
elements are excluded, but not negated. They are always on the margins, 
thre atening the subject. Bataille continues: "The constant recurrence of 
abominated e lements .. . exists ... in normal conditions."'" Again 
foreshadowing Kristeva, B ataille argues for the unveiling of the abject. So 
we can attempt to come to terms with it. This is the role of transgressive 
avant-garde art. It attacks normative signifying practices that are part of 
society's masking of abjection. Bataille writes: 

We must still revive them voluntari Iy [the abjectJ- in a way 
which corresponds precisely to our needs. It is to this purpose 
that we put the arts: they manage ... to arouse in us the highest 
possible degree of anxiety. The arts- or at least some of the 
arts-incessantly evoke these derangements, these lacerations, 
this decline which oLir entire act ivity endeavors to avoid." 2 

But it is not only what is represented, but perhaps more importantly 
how it is represented. For Kristeva (and' Bataille) avant-garde art, by its 
radical mode of representation, subverts and disrupts the religious, moral 
and rational discourses which veil the abject. These discourses are 
signified by normative codes of representation, such as the discourse of 
the "ordered body," that is the clean, sealed and unified body, manifest in 
classical and naturalist representations of the body. Bacon's painting can 
be seen as such an avant-garde art. We have already noted his aim to 
clear away ideological screens which excl ude that which is unseemly. 
Bacon's art reveals the abject, confronts horror. For Deleuze, Bacon 
represents "horror or abjection.""3 And not only because of what is 
represented-scenes of horror, bodily fluids, excrement, death, and 
homosexuality (Kristeva regards sex ual difference as a form of the 
abject)-but also because of how it is represented. As we have noted, 
Bacon's style transgressed and disrupted the normative codes of 
representation in relation to the human form. To quote Forge aga in , Bacon 
violated "every taboo that existed in English painting.'"14 

Architecture and Corporality 

Hollier states that Bataille's work is marked by the use of architectura l 
metaphors. In Bataille's writing, architecture signifies system and edifice 
builders, and as such those discourses that aim for the "homogeneity of 
the world." According to Hollier, "Architecture under these conditions is 
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the archistructure." 115 Architecture also means the building of facades 
which veil unseemly things, heterological elements. Bataille, as Holl ier 
notes, is against arc hitecture . In hi s text "Arc hitec ture," publi shed in 
Documents in 1929 , Bataille regards arc hi tect ure as a s ym bol of a 
repress ive and authoritarian society. He writes: 

Architecture is the express ion of the tru e nature of society, as 
physiognomy is the express ion of the true nature of individua ls 
... . (B ut ) only soc iety 's idea l nature- that of auth orit ative 
co mm a nd a nd prohibition - expresses it se lf in actual 
architectural constructions."6 

Not only is arc hitecture a sy mbol of soc ial order and authoritarian 
hierarc hies, but also it imposes them, acti ng in complicity with soc iety's 
ruling class . "Great monuments ," says Bataille, 

ri se up like dams, oppos ing a logic of maj esty and authority to 
a ll unquiet e lements; it is in the form of cathedra ls and palaces 
that church and state speak to and impose sil ence upo n the 
crowds. l 17 

B ataille goes on to argue th at the presence of ordered arc hitectural 
forms in other areas of li fe, such as art, signifi es a desire fo r authority. 
B ataille writes: " whenever we find architectural construction ... whether 
it be in physiognomy, dress, mu sic, or painting, we can infer a prevailing 
taste for . . . authority." 11 8 

I want to suggest that Batai ll e's idea of architec tura l form as a 
re press ive structure has paralle l s in Bacon's work. Bacon 's iso lated 
figures are set within finitely bounded areas, usually e nclosed indoor 
spaces. In these "rooms," figures are often placed within skeletal linear 
cubes . Although in part a forma l device for spatial art iculation and the 
enhancement of figures, such cubes also constrain or imprison the figures, 
serving to bind them to the prison of the canvas. Limbs and protuberances 
of figures project through the skeletal linear cubes; bodies spill out of 
them as if attempting to escape confine ment , as in Three Studies of 
Lucian Freud (1969) . 

Bacon's fi gures are also sometimes held by tubular frames, with semi
circular rail s placed in the foreground of many works, thus confining the 
figure and excluding the viewer. The brushed vertical lines most evident 
in the Pope paintings have a simil ar effect, suggesting prison bars, as in 
Study for a Crouching Nude (1952) and Study after Velazquez's Portrait of 
Pope Innocent X (1953). Much of thi s re lates to Bacon's early work as a 
designer of Bauhaus-type furniture. He stated : "The tubes do come from 
my own metal furniture .""9 It a lso re l a tes to G iaco me tti 's "cage 
compositions" with their impri soned figures, such as Palace at 4 a.m. 
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(1932), which Bacon would have seen at the 1936 International Surrealist 
Exhibition in London. Bacon's use of the crucifix can also be regarded as 
the constraint of the figure by an architectural form, like the locked door 
that is a recurrent motif in his later work. In these works figures attempt to 
escape from locked rooms, as in Painting (1978). 

Bacon's figures are also constra ined by the formal elements of the 
work. The large flat areas of color of the backgrounds are often sharply 
delimited by circular contours. Thi s is sugges tive of an encompass ing 
movement. Deleuze argues: 

In many paintings, the expa nse of co lor is quite precisely 
involved in a movement that turns it into a cy linder: it wraps 
itself around the contour, aro und the pl ace; it envelops and 
impri sons the fi gure. I2O 

Moreover, a constraining and repressive Bataillean architecture is also 
suggested by the architectonic nature of the material vehicle of Bacon 's 
work. Bacon' s paintings, fo llowing his wishes, are usually encased in 
heavy frames and glass . Bacon has referred to thi s as an "arm ature." 
Kuspit argues: 

Bacon has for some time in s isted that hi s pi ctures be 
herm etica lly sea led .. . -fini shing them off, packaging them , 
as it were-shows how determined he is to show the conflict 
between hysteri a and its repression. I

" 

Bacon's freq uent use of the triptych also suggests containment and 
repression. In its traditional form, the wings of a triptych close to cover 
the work 

Later in "Architecture," Bataille goes on to connect human form with 
architecture in order to deno unce the teleological di sco urses which 
anthropomorphize architecture and attempt to reduce the formation of 
man to architectural order, or to put "a mathematical frock coat"122 on 
man. That is to rationalize, homogeni ze and thus imprison man. Bataille 
writes: 

46 

[Th e) mathemati ca l order imposed on stone is rea ll y the 
cu lmination of the evolution of earthly forms , whose direction 
is indi cated within the biological o rder by the passage fro m the 
simi an to the hum an form, th e latter already displaying a ll the 
elements of architecture. Man would seem to represent mere ly 
an intermediary stage within the morphological development 
between monkey and building. From the very outset, in any 
case, the human and arc hitectural orders make common cause, 
the latter being on ly the development of the former123 
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Hollier outlines the implications of this: 

If the prison is a generic form of architecture this is primari ly 
because man's own form is his fLrst pri son . In other words, it is 
not possible si mp ly to oppose the prison to free the man ... the 
on ly way for man to escape the arc hitec tural chain-ga ng is to 
escape his form. '" 

That is, man must rebel against hi s own form, against the human 
figure. Here the body, especially the skeleton, constitutes a constraining 
"corporeal architecture." 

The idea of man rebelling agai nst hi s own form is sy mboli zed by 
B ataille's mythical figure of Acephale.125 Weiss notes that: 

Acepha/e is a contestation of the Platonic body politic, where 
reason , seated in the head, rules the lower spirited a nd 
appet iti ve forces of the body. It is a lso a condemnation of the 
idea l form and perfect proportions of the human figure as a 
measure of a ll thin gs, ce lebrated s in ce the c lassic age of 
Greece."6 

Escape here, then, is from the classical/humanist conception of the 
body as an ordered physical and psychic " architec ture." Represented 
headless, the violent alteration of the human form in Acephale signifies 
the refusal of identification with and ado ration of the "ordered body." 
Cephalic man is decapitated in an act of automutil ation symbolized by 
Acephale's sword. For Bataille, "Man will escape from hi s head as the 
condemned man escapes from his prison." 127 Acephale is the "pure body, 
irred uc ible to ideali zin g, intellectual operation s," 12g a hetero logica l 
element. 

Rebellion against the ordered and repressive human form was centra l 
in the emergence of mod ern painting. For Bataille, c la ssica l and 
academic painting was under the control of architecture. It was, he writes, 
"characterized by a sort of concealed architectural skeleton,"' 29 
representing a petrified social order. By co ntras t , modern painting's 
dissonant form and structure are "distinctly at odds with socia l 
stability." 130 Rebellion against the human form is represented by modern 
painting's "defacement" of the human figure. Bataille writes: "the path 
traced by painters opens up toward bestial monstros ity, as if there were no 
other way of escaping the architectural strai tj acket." 131 

There are parallels here with Bacon's rejection of academic 
conventions and defacement of the human figure. He was interested in the 
architecture of the body in order to subvert it. This is exemplified by his 
passion for X-ray photographs, and for the work of Degas. He stated: 
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I've a lways had a book that's interested me very much called 
Positioning in Radiography ... showing the positioning of the 
body for the X-ray photographs to be taken , and also the X-rays 
themsel ves. I3' 

In Degas, Bacon saw art's ability to show the architecture of the body 
and its vulnerability to di stortion. In a conversation with David Sylvester, 
Bacon refers to a Degas pastel of a woman bathing: 

You will find at the very top of the spine that the spine almost 
comes out of the skin a ltogether ... thi s gives it such grip and a 
twi st that you're more conscious of the vulnerability of the res t 
of the body than if he had drawn the spine naturally up to the 
neck. He breaks it so that this thin g seems to protrude from the 
flesh. III 

Bacon 's figures seem to be tryin g to escape th e constraining 
architecture of the body. In numerous works figures are twisted and 
contorted with the skeleton protruding out of the fle sh , exposing the 
architecture of the body, as in the right-hand panel of Three Studies for a 
Crucifixion (1962). Bacon could have been aware of Bataille 's idea of the 
body's rebellion against its own form, through his rel ationship with Leiris. 
Leiris makes an analogy between Bacon 's fi gures and the mythic Celtic 
warrior Cuchulain, whose body went into convulsions in the heat of 
battle, resulting in the contortion of his limbs and features. They were so 
gre at, Leiris notes , that Cuchulain "twi sted around in hi s skin so he was 
literally back to front." 134 

Tauromachy and the Eye 

For Bataille, the aficionado , tauromachy is a poly semic s ign. It 
signifies: mythology ; the sacred; the Mithraic bull cult (the repressed 
other and one-time serious rival of Christianity); death; sacrifice; 
s laughterhouses ; and heliocentri sm with an ambivalent sun. Some of 
these complex associations were suggested by Bataille in hi s text 
"Rotten Sun" : 

48 

The Mithraic cult of the sun led to a very widespread re li gious 
practice : people stripped in a kind of pit th at was covered with 
a wooden scaffold, on which a priest s las hed the throat of a 
bull ; thus they were suddenly dou sed with hot blood, to the 
accompaniment of the bull 's boi s t ero us s tru gg le a nd 
bellowing-a simple way of reaping the mora l benefi ts of the 
blinding sun .'" 

The value of myths for Bataille is that they not only give glimpses of 
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the sacred, but also represent unass imilable elements. Myths cannot be 
reduced to rational, conceptua l schemes. In fact they threaten such 
discourses. Bataille writes: " the fact that reason denies any valid content 
in a mythological series is the condition of its most significant value."136 
Another of tauromachy's va lu es is that it reveals what is normally 
repressed in bourgeo is society- death . Bataille writes: "Death's theatrical 
entrance in the midst of celebration, in the sllnshine, seemed somehow 
obviolls, expected, intolerable."137 

Bacon talked in similar terms about tauromachy, its mythic and mortal 
aspects , all under the glare of an ambivalent sun : 

When you have seen one, it remain s in your mind forever. It 
takes yo u back . . . to ve ry ancient times- ri g ht back to 
Mycenae. It 's about death. But it 's about death in the sun light , 
and for me that does conjure up all kind s of images. l38 

I want to align Bacon 's interest in taurom achy with a Bataillean and 
SUITealist tauromachy/eye discourse. For Bataille, " the eye appeared to 
me to be definitively linked to bullfighting images." 139 

Bacon began a series of pictures on the theme of tauromachy in the 
late 1960s. Study for Bullfight No.1 (1969) is particularly exemplary. He 
also produced a number of lithographs to illustrate one of Leiris's books 
on the subject. In fact much of Bacon's work can be seen to have 
connotations of tauromachy. His curved interiors and struggling figures 
often suggest the corrida . For Deleuze , Bacon's distorted figures are 
engaged in "an internalized bullfight." 140 It is worth noting here that there 
are also connotations of the man-animal theme. This is perhaps another 
factor which accounts for Bacon's interest in the subject. During " the 
pass ," a point of intimate contact, there is a temporary convergence of or 
fusion between man and bull , like Deleuze 's zone of indisce rnibility 
between man and animal, symbolizing the momentary unison of man with 
hi s animal self. Bacon returned to the theme of tauromachy nearly twenty 
years later with Painting, Bull (1987). 

In this work a lone bull with bloodied horns is reflected in a concave 
mirror. The curved composition suggests the bullfighting arena. Above the 
bull on the edge of an indistinct fOITll, within a pink smear, is a preci sely 
delineated hole , circ led in white. Although ambiguous , perhaps 
representing a bullet hole or orifice, I think it represents an eye , and 
relates to the Bataillean and Surrealist obsession with the eye and its 
enucleation. Bacon's Painting, Bull was influenced by and perhaps alludes 
to the chapter "Granero' s Eye" in Bataille 's novel The Story of the Eye , 
where the matador Granero has his right eye put out by the bull 's horn. 
B ataille writes: 
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Granero was thrown back by the bull and wedged against the 
balustrade; the horns struck three ti mes at full speed ; at the 
third blow, one horn plunged into the right eye ... men instantly 
rushed over to haul away Granero's body, the right eye dangling 
fi'om the head. '41 

The theme of an enucleated or mutilated eye is a feature of many of 
Bacon's works. Figures and heads have ocular injuries, eyes missing with 
bare sockets shown, for example Self Portrait with Injured Eye (1972). The 
theme of the enucleated or mutilated eye is also evident in other works 
which Bacon was familiar with and which can be seen as a trope of the 
Bataillean/Surrealist eye discourse. Bacon often referred to the deep 
impression made on him by the infamous opening sequence of Bufiuel's 
Un Chien Andalou (1928), where a razor slices through an opened eye. 
One might also note here the screaming nanny with her shattered glasses 
and bleeding right eye in Battleship Potemkin. Both films were admired by 
Bataille. He refers explicitly to Bufiuel's razor sequence. The theme 
occurs as a childhood game called "eyes put out"'42 in Leiris's text L 'Age 
d 'Homme, which Bacon knew and admired. It also occurs in Giacometti's 
Point to Eye (1932), where a long, pointed form (a bull's horn?) threatens 
the eye of a tiny head. Giacometti's Suspended Ball (1932), with its 
crescent form cleaving a sphere, also suggests this theme. 

Linking Bataille with Bacon, for many one of the most important 
painters of the 20th century, reveals the importance of Bataille's 
influence on art practice. It also engenders a more varied and richer 
reading of Bacon's work, countering the closure of it by (the dominant) 
quasi-existentialist/horror readings. It reveals a more "radical" artist, 
concerned not only with challenging and transgressing the normative 
codes of representation, but also the idealist/humanist discourses of the 
body and the subject. The conjunction of Bataille and Bacon perhaps also 
enables us to assign a more "positive" role to Bacon's work. For rather 
than providing our age with an image of its "accelerated grimace," 
Bacon, as Deleuze argues, 

in the very act of 'representing' horror, mutilation, prosthesis, 
ruin ... his figures are indominable through their insistence and 
presence. He has given a new and immediate power of laughter 
to the living.' 43 

Something Bataille would have approved of. 
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(A) History Of New Abstract 
Painting: 

Toward A Theory Of Domestic 
Abstraction 

Tom Huhn and Georgia Marsh 

The CUlTent abundance of abstract painting is awfully pretty. And yet 
curiously the discussion around these paintings seems to ignore just their 
obvious prettiness. Why has the reception of this work so insistently 
avoided any mention of its prettiness? And why is this insistent avoidance 
complemented by an equally insistent embrace of the supposed abstract 
nature of the work? Why is it that this work has been so readily titled 
abstract? 

Much of the reception simply presumes that this work is 
unproblematically and obviously abstract; but what criteria inform this 
presumption? Perhaps the deeper impediment to our encountering this 
work afresh is just the seemingly obvious and intuitive "abstract" nature 
of it. Apparently the sole criterion for the denomination "abstract" is 
wholly determined by the observation of whether or not pictures can be 
discerned. The resurgence of the term abstraction prescri bes that any 
figural painting be judged unreal, which re-erects the fictive opposition 
between the abstract and the real. This was undoubtedly a productive 
mystification seventy years ago, but no longer is, except as nostalgia for 
those halcyon days of simple oppositions. 

Declaring these paintings without pictures "abstract" confers a bogus 
authenticity through an expropriation of historical specificity and thereby 
entitles them to an intellectual provenance and an historical credibility 
that remain unearned. By naming these contemporary works abstract the 
attempt is to transform an historical idea and its formal expression into a 
genre of painting, as though we might forget that abstract painting was an 
historically determined, culturally specific event. 

Without making any claims as to the authenticity, import or truth of a 
previously named abstract art , we assert that this contemporary re-named 
" abstract" art has as its primary cultural function the erasure of any 
imagined or imputed force, relevance or memory of what previously was 
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claimed to have occurred under that title. We are less concerned with the 
look of contemporary painting and more concerned with contemporary 
production being premised upon a seemingly necessary evisceration of 
the past. 

Historical abstraction predicated itself on the creation of a fiction of 
timelessness. The rhetoric of this timelessness was unrelenting in the 
sweep of its application: everything from human nature to color, line, and 
composition appeared universal and timeless. The conceit was that such a 
thing as a profound human nature could only adequately be expressed in a 
correspondingly essentialist language of pure color, line, etc. We propose 
th at the term Compositional Formalism de sig nate this dream of a 
universality configurable in a timeless visual language . 

The ideology of Compositional Formalism is to effect the collapse of 
the specificity of abstract painting as an hi s torical and cultural 
occurrence into something resembling a kind of natural category, thereby 
engendering the fantasy of a stable and inexhaustible wealth of cultural 
comestibles called "abstract art." If the project of abstraction was to 
constitute its own identity by creating the illusion of timelessness, then 
the irony of the current resurgence of " new" abstraction is that by its own 
inherited vacuity it points up not the timelessness of abstraction but its 
historicity, i.e., its timeliness . 

There is in other words an intimate and strategic connection between 
the emptying out of the term abstraction and the construction of the 
category " new abstract painting" . The connection relates to a particular 
kind of emptiness. The paradox of this dynamic of emptying out is that 
the historical closure of abstraction becomes the prerequi site for the 
elevation of "abstraction" to a fiction of timelessness . 

By calling itself a natural category of painting- reifying a supposed 
opposition between abstract and figurative painting-so-called abstraction 
obscures its own historicity and covers the datedness of its tracks. One of 
the characteristics of contemporary "abstract painting" is to absorb thi s 
mystification and proceed as if it were a fait accompli. When the 
obscurantism within historical abstraction is no longer seen as such , the 
road is paved for a "contemporary" abstraction . 

But hi storical abstraction perpetuates itself at the price of the 
emptying out of any other history that might have occurred between the 
beginning of that project and our own time. Hence the current popularity 
of the regeneration of abstraction is not to be registered as the success of 
Abstract Painting, but rather as a successful distraction, a deferral of 
contemporary painting from the present. The " new abstraction" is thus a 
deflection from the contemporary, and a diversion from its own forged 
historical pedigree. Since what is abstract can only be historical, there 
can be no " new" abstraction, but only a contemporary distraction from 
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that history and, more importantly, from any other contemporary event or 
production. 

Our concern here is first to examine the significance of the reiteration 
of the term " abstract painting." We want to know what, if anything, might 
warrant the reuse or extension of the term to cover a branch of 
contemporary painting. We suspect that what appears as merely an art 
historical or linguistic mistake is instead a strategy performed by, and 
directed at, cultural production. The effect of this consistent misnaming is 
not only to obviate any encounter with the work itself but also to forestall 
aesthetic evaluation of the supposed genre. This strategy consists of the 
substitution of the appearance of taste for the need to exercise it. 

In other words, by accepting the term "abstract" we are excused from 
the effort (and pleasure) of judging. When we look past the term 
abstraction and toward the surfaces themselves we judge this work simply 
pretty, indeed overwhelmingly pretty. 

Our contention is that contemporary so-called abstract art is not 
publicly judged pretty because such a public declaration would disallow 
any further reception of the work under the name abstraction. (Moreover, 
historical abstraction predicated itself on a claim to authenticity. 
Conversely, prettiness was posited as merely decorative and therefore an 
inessential quality of visual appearance, thereby becoming the mark of 
inauthenticity.) In other words , though these paintings are really pretty it 
is not their prettiness alone which is deceptive , it is rather that so long as 
their prettiness remains unstated what remains concealed is the 
overwhelmingly obvious fact that these paintings have everything- and 
yet nothing whatsoever-to do with the historically closed event already 
named abstract art. 

In short, in order for something like the aura and mystique (dare we 
say fetishism?) which surround historical abstraction to be transferred to 
contemporary so-called abstraction, the specificity of that original term 
must be alluded to and at the same time effaced. Prettiness is the 
technology of that effacement, indeed prettiness might even be that 
which elicits its own effacement. 

We do not mean prettiness as a kind of lesser beauty. Prettiness is of 
course a judgment , indeed an aesthetic judgment levelled again s t 
something or someone. Prettiness courts dismissal , and in a very specific 
way. What impulse informs this judgment of prettiness? Perhaps we 
should take a cue from social life, where it seems the judgment is more 
often than not directed against women, though delivered in the guise of a 
tribute. Yet what if this tribute-paying is a strategic move , more 
specifically a strategy by which some potential threat is disarmed? To 
judge a woman pretty would then be an ideological move. There are no 
pretty women-and yet indeed there are, but it is only the judgment that 
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makes them so. But what truly is being done to them in the act of making 
them pretty? What power is being exercised and concealed in the judging 
of prettiness? (It is precisely the duality of power here that makes the 
judgment ideological.) 

Our contention is not that women really are thre atening and that 
judging them pretty is a way of di sarming that threat. We believe instead 
that the judgment of prettiness serves at once to both constitute women as 
threat and simultaneously to insist all the more vehemently on the 
necessity of disarming the threat. The judgment of prettiness is a closed 
circle of constitution and suppression; it has nothing to do with women 
and everything to do with the fear of what one might imagine them to be. 

New abstract painting is a somewhat different , but related kettle of 
fish. The manifest prettines s of these paintings preempts just that 
appropriate judgment. Prettiness is not in their case a judgment to be 
levelled against them, but is instead a simple description of their content 
and modus vivendi. Their very emptiness, the lack of any content beyond 
a strategic se lf-concealment, is precisely what allows them to be so 
readily appropriated as the new appearance of the old, under the name 
abstraction. And the meaning of the term "abstraction" is thereby 
tran sformed : it is now the name used to forestall the naming of the 
technology of prettiness through which these paintings actually deploy 
themselves as attractive and hence effective decoys. Put differently: there 
is nothing more timely than new abstract painting. And yet what gives it 
the appearance of being an advanced artifact is that its contemporaneity 
comes to appearance only under the guise of an old, supposedly timeless, 
project called abstraction. What we hope here to accomplish by pointing 
to the obvious prettiness of new abstraction is to point contemporary 
culture away from the device of clothing itself in the garb not only of a 
popular past, but a past that had in tum clothed itself in the illusion of 
timelessness. 

Pretty women are but one aspect of a larger picture . There is a double 
movement at work here , and the larger term "domestication" embraces 
both aspects of this double movement. The two moves are as follows: 
first , by calling these paintings abstract they are domesticated by being 
as similated, linguistically and pseudo-historically, to that which is 
already familiar. Domestication is not the process by which something 
wild and new is transformed into something tame and old, but rather a 
process in which something is made familiar by making it appear as 
though it always already was tame and old. And should this first strategy 
fail there is then a second domesticating strategy. Appearing on the 
surface of the paintings themselves is a strategically profound prettiness. 
But the strategy of prettiness, as we 've tried to show, li es not so much on 
the surface or even in the content, but rather institutes the prohibition of a 
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content. Thus these paintings are themselves nothing more spectacular 
than the instantiation of the denial of their own content and possibility, 
though strategically framed under the contentful claim that they are 
abstract. Still, they are awfully pretty. Just as prettiness is not simply the 
misnaming of beauty, so too is "abstraction" not merely a misnomination. 
It is instead the act of domestication whereby the threat of something 
potentially resembling a truth is deflected into familiarity. The pretty is 
that uncanny, close at hand thing. 

Our claim here that most contemporary so-named abstract art is pretty 
is thus not just a strategic judgment on our part in order to dismiss the 
bulk of this work. We believe that most people already judge the work 
pretty yet cannot bring themselves to declare it so. If the work is to 
remain commercially viable, no one dare utter this aesthetic judgment. 
But the chief charm and attraction of this work is its prettiness. 

Previous discussions of what we have termed Compositional 
Formalism presuppose the visibility of all formal characteristics. But this 
is to omit what we take to be the pre-eminent formal characteristic of any 
artifact-the temporality of its production. Oddly enough then, an 
artifact's most important formal characteristic is invisible. This invisibility 
on which contemporary abstraction depends will be made visible when it 
is understood that this work is constituted through a mistaken projection 
of the past. (We might add that this invisibility is attested to, but only 
imaginatively eclipsed, when the artist inscribes a date on a work.) It is 
precisely this invisibility, and not the apparent evolution of formal 
compositional elements, that gives content to the discipline of art history. 

What is especially cunning within the new abstraction is that it 
conceals its own historicity in the very gesture of pointing toward it. That 
is, the reiteration by new abstraction of all the formal visible components 
of historic abstraction elides the profound disjunction between two 
historically distinct epochs. All that separates the new from the old is the 
invisibility of history. 

Still, what strikes us as excessive is just the insistent, over-determined 
strain of the repetition of visible formal characteristics. The near 
hysterical visibility of those referents designed to efface their own 
datedness instead reveals the emptiness of those referents. The solution is 
not to legislate that all "abstract" works of the past and present have the 
invisible formal characteristic of their date of manufacture inscribed 
indelibly on their surfaces, but instead to reveal the historical specificity . 
of any supposed abstraction. 

The object of contemporary painting is produced derivatively by 
alluding only to the visible components that have thus far been seen in 
historical abstraction. OUf designation of Compositional Formalism 
implies that a work could be wholly constituted by its visible attributes. 
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Our contention is that a work's formal components can never be reduced 
to what is visible in the work. As an alternative to Compositional 
Formalism we propose the term Constitutive Formalism as the name for 
that formalism which takes the historical specificity of the work's 
manufacture as its primary formal characteristic. Constitutive Formalism 
implies that what constitutes the form of a work-what informs it- is the 
time of its production. 

We have shown that this achievement occurs by way of the effacing of 
the invisible yet constitutive formal component of historical occurrence. 
That the term "abstraction" becomes timeless is the belated fulfillment of 
a desire on the part of historical abstraction. 

There is a dual , complementary emptiness in abstraction. There is the 
emptiness achieved through the prejudice of a formalism that asserts that 
the form of a work consists wholly of its visible attributes. The other 
emptiness of "abstraction" consists of its refusal to die. The resurgence of 
abstraction is no accident since the essence of the historical project was 
its refusal to see itself as historical. Therefore, any painting that construes 
itself as in any way "abstract" automatically, and unfortunately, 
participates in this refusal. The founding and constituting moment of any 
and all abstraction is the necessary blindness to the hi storicity of each 
painting and the historicity of the project. (If the postmodern is an 
insistence on the utter simultaneity and interchangeability of, indeed 
indifference to , History, then "abstraction" is an insistent indifference to 
its own hi story. The current resurgence of abstraction is the vengeful 
bookend to the postmodem.) 

The pervasive emptiness of new abstraction is most visible in the 
hysteria of its reception. The grandiosity of the terms through which the 
work is being presented recapitulates the emptiness and fungibility of the 
category. These terms are the expression of an impasse rather than an 
identifying description of the work. In other words, the reception of the 
work mimics the works' own empty core . 

The choice of titles and themes of the exhibitions of thi s work is 
therefore also an unconscious recognition, and attempted recuperation, of 
the willful blindness at the heart of the work. The fai lure of the work, and 
the end of the project of abstraction, is symptomatically recorded in the 
reception of the work; thus the titles of the two major exhibitions of new 
abstraction : "Conceptual Abstraction" and "La Metafi sica della Luce." 
Something historical is clearly afoot when the traditional rhetoric of 
abstraction feels the need of further rhetorical support from "concepts" 
and "metaphysics". The collapse of the rhetoric that sustained the 
historical project of abstraction is further evidenced in the increasing 
fungibility of the term itself. "Abstraction" is all too readily coupled with 
yet another bit of dated rhetoric masq uerading as a category of nature : 
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"The Feminine in Abstract Painting." 
One might object here th at these three examples are the product of 

curatorial decisions and so not truly indicative of the criti ca l reception of 
thi s work. But if we turn to Dav id Carrier's essay-review of the first two 
show s na me d above, we find f urth er ev id e nce of rhetorical d ecay 
attempting to conceal the morta lity of the proj ect of abstrac tion : 
" Paintings that matter ri ght now manifest faith in our cu lture's capac ity to 
build upon its artistic traditions, a faith all the more important because it 
is hard to come by at thi s moment." (Arts Magazine, March 1992, p. 60.) 
Faith, culture and tradition are red ee mable only at the expense of the 
particularities of the object. "Paintings that matter ri ght now" beco mes 
me rely th e excuse for, or vehic le of, somethin g tran sce nde nt ca ll ed 
c ulture or whatever. Th e in s is te nc e within Carrier's recepti o n is the 
insistent mi s- reception that recapitulates the in sistence within the proj ect 
of abstraction: evisceration in exchange for immorta lity. The new cult of 
abstraction prescribes an insistent reaffirmation of faith in a pretty, empty 
culture. 
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The Tomb Of The Zombie: 
AICA 1994 

Thomas McEvilley 

The following is a reconstruction of statements made by Thomas 
McEvilley at the Congress of the International Association of Art Critics in 
Stockholm in September of 1994. Some of these remarks were uttered in a 
report on a workshop he conducted on "Breakdown of Art Systems," and 
others came out of a free-ranging theoretical discussion held in the final 
plenary session. They 've been combined here, with minimal editing which 
hasn't changed their content. 

One thing that interested me about the workshop I moderated was a 
significant tendency toward consensus on certain points- I don't mean a 
complete unanimity, but nevertheless a significant tendency. There were 
two points in particular that this consensus arose around, both of which 
are among the major issues of our moment. 

The first near-consensus was that most of us weren't persuaded by the 
idea of the breakdown of art systems which was the announced theme of 
the workshop. We felt that the word " breakdown" involved an 
unnecessary implication of misfortune, catastrophe, and Joss, and that we 
would be more comfortable seeing the situation which we are in now in 
art and culture as simply a process of change which we don't need to be 
afraid of and which we may even feel is desirable. 

The second point is a little more complex. Most of us agreed that we 
didn't like post-Modernism as a system of prohibitions. Two of the papers 
that were del ivered in the workshop dealt with claims to the effect that if 
you are post-Modernist you are supposed not to exercise value judgments; 
if you are post-Modernist you are not supposed to structure your thought 
and your discourse around the concept of history; and thirdly, if you are 
post-Modernist you're supposed to be turned around to gaze at the past 
and are prohibited, on principle, from being motivated by ambitions for 
the future. 

In our discLlssion following those papers I remarked that viewing post-

62 Art Criticism 



- ------ - - - --- - - -

Moderni sm as a set of prohibitions makes it simply an inversion of the 
value hierarchy of Moderni sm. Moderni sm was an essentially puritanical 
and exclusionary ideology, and post-Moderni sm as a mere inversio n, a 
mere sys te m of prohibitions of the Moderni st te nde nc ies, wo uld be 
equally puritanical and in that case I would see it not genuinely as pos t
Modernism but as a kind of shadow of Modernism or an altar ego of it
the evil twin , as it were. 

There does in fac t ex ist an ideology whi ch is simply an inversion of 
the value structure of Moderni sm, but I sugges t ca llin g it not pos t
Moderni sm but anti -Moderni sm. Wh at happened in the U nited States, 
anyway, though maybe not over here, is that we went th ro ugh a Moderni st 
period and then, starting in the 1960s, we went through an anti-Moderni st 
peri od; thi s was of course the age of the so-ca lled Death of Painting, the 
a ttempt to e liminate aestheti c elements th ro ugh conceptuali sm, and so 
on - the mos t direct poss ibl e att ac k o n the so-call ed formali s t (or 
Ka nti a n) traditi o n. But tru e po st-M oderni sm did no t e me rge un t il 
Moderni sm and anti-Moderni sm began to coa lesce in the late 1970s and 
even moreso in the 1980s, with the return of painting in a conceptual 
mode. I see post-Moderni sm, in other words, as non-puritanical , a shifting 
sequence of impure and conflated pos itions whi ch give up no options. 

In that case it would seem, for exampl e, that one can in fac t be a pos t
Moderni st and exercise value judgments, as lon g as one does not de lude 
oneself that they embody universals or absolutes. The fe ti shi zation of the 
value judge me nt is Moderni st ; its unco mpromi sing rej ec tion is anti
Moderni st. From a post-Moderni st approach the value judgment can be 
used, but somewh at te ntative ly, even with a great deal of suspic ion of it. 
And post-Modernist practice will not ordinarily foreground the judgment 
by sensibility as it was foregrounded in the Modernist period, but rather 
re lega te it to the periphery or the background, or include it in the arena of 
things to be criti c ized. 

F irst the value judgment must be re lativized, on the ass umption that 
one's tas tes do not reflect universality but are the res ult of the countless 
we bs of conditioning factors that have made one wh at one is, with all the 
random or unaccountable forces involved in that process of self-formation. 
So that fro m thi s point of view, it would not really be proper to say in 
some absolutistic sense about anything, " It is good," or " It is bad," but 
rather simply to say, " I like it"-that is to say : given who I am, given all 
the countless random factors in the ne twork of causality which has made 
me who I happe n to be, I happe n to li ke it, a nd th ere is rea lly no 
accounting fo r thi s a nymore th an there would be an accounting for 
something that I would choose to select from a menu in a res taurant
ass uming I was choosing by taste a lone ra ther than by some di etary or 
aesthetic program. 
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When the cntlc makes an arbitrary val ue judgement based on 
sensibility alone, he or she is doing something about as important to the 
outside world as telling that world what fl avor of ice-cream is his or her 
favorite . So that the value judgment used in a post-Modern way is 
tentative, somewhat humble, purely relativized-and exercised even after 
all those reservations with suspicion. 

As far as the prohibition about history goes, of course, it's obvious that 
massive catastrophic mistakes have been made in the way that concept 
has been used for the last couple of centuries. The worst abuse of the 
concept has been a tendency to melt it into simplistic totalizations which 
are likely to involve hidden power agendas. Still, it seemed to most of us 
in the workshop that the concept of history (histories might be more 
appropriate) could still be useful as long as, so to speak, one didn't trust 
it too much-if you know what I mean, and I am sure you do. 

lt's been said that the dangerous part of the concept of history is its 
tendency to try to appropriate the future in a quasi-prophetic way. 
Yesterday we heard Jimmie Durham say that he thought it was arrogant 
for any artist to say that his or her work was made for the future. Well, I 
certainly see his point, but I think perhaps he was referring to the kind of 
prophetic Hegelian approach to the future that Modernism featured, where 
certain things that one wanted to happen were somehow suddenly inflated 
to the stature of inevitability. 

That is not the only way to approach the future. In our workshop we 
looked at slides of a couple of works by Mel Chin and Mark Dion which I 
feel show a humble, down-to-earth, feet-on-the-ground, non-delusional, 
pragmatic, and constructive approach to the idea of the future. In a work 
such as Chin's Revival Field, for example, which I will not describe but 
which I assume most of you know, I don't see how one could call the 
approach to the future arrogant. I would regard it as simply conscientious. 

Aside from those points, lots of other interesting things happened in our 
workshop which will remain our little secrets. But meanwhile, since I 
haven't yet had a chance to address my colleagues together, I thought I 
would take a moment now, I hope with the forbearance of the organizers, 
to tell what has interested me most about this conference as a whole. And 
that is how little, almost nothing really, has been said about art criticism, 
or for that matter about art, in this conference of art critics. I think, for 
example, that an outsider could have listened to the fascinating talks 
given by Gerardo Mosquera, Jimmie Durham and Eri Camara without 
being able to infer that they were addressed to a conference of art critics. 
This has been a tremendous relief to me. Because the image seems to me 
to be of such fundamental cultural and psychological importance that to 
deal with it adequately we must deal first with the major issues of our 
time, rather than forcing our judgment directly on the artwork through 
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supposed sensibility alone. 
Our fore-runners in the trade-and now I am referring to both art 

criticism and art history-ghettoized themselves and us by specializing in 
detail and nuance to the point of saying to the rest of the world of 
discourse: 'Keep out' Only we are the priests of the image. Away, ye 
profane.' And it worked. They left it to us-and they left us by ourselves. 

The grim result of this deliberate ghettoization is that what we say 
doesn't really matter any more in the general discourse of the culture 
around us. It only matters to other art critics, to artists, to curators, in 
short, to arts professionals. The image has been withdrawn and hoarded. 
For the most part people out there, outside the walls of our ghetto of arts 
specialists, don't even bother to consult us on our own subject matter. 

Consider for example the great 1993 book on post-Modernism by 
Frederic Jameson. Jameson, of course, has made monumental 
contributions to the discourse of our time. It would be hard to think of any 
one whose contributions have been more important in helping us define 
ways to articulate what is happening to us , to our culture and our 
traditions. But, while reading his book on post-Modernism, when I came 
to the chapter that was partly devoted to the visual arts, I felt mortified 
for him; it was so amateurish that it was embarrassing. He didn ' t really 
know the first thing about it, or anyway, not the second thing. Why didn't 
he? Because he hadn ' t done his homework. He hadn't bothered to read 
you, and he hadn't bothered to read me. He had brushed us aside as 
irrelevant to our own specialty. I think we can be sure that he would not 
have been so cavalier in his approach to litera ry criticism, to 
historiography, to sociology, anthropology, economics, psychoanalysis. 
No, in any of those fields he would have done his homework and 
consulted the so-called experts. 

Now reflect for a moment, if you will , on the talk that Julia Kristeva 
gave to us the other day. Kristeva is also a person who has made 
staggeringly important contributions to the vocabulary of the discourse of 
our time. I have lectured on her work, and I regard certain of the concepts 
that she has provided as gifts that have helped me in a number of 
s ituations to deal with the articulation of issues. But she didn ' t do her 
homework either, did she now? No, she came here and talked to us on a 
child-like level about our own spec ialty. Her talk of a malaise in the arts 
and of the general reaction to contemporary art being disappointment 
belong s, to speak as an American, with Rob er t Hughes's absurd 
denunciation of the 1980s as the worst decade in the history of American 
art, and so on. It was not an attitude in tune with what artists and critics 
actually think is happening. 

While we were chatting after her talk, Kristeva remarked that she does 
not read art criticism-ever. That is to say, she also did not bother to read 
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you, and did not bother to read me. Yet she gave the keynote address at 
our convention. 

It seems to me that there is an implication of a certain contempt for 
our profession in this cavalier treatment of our subject matter by these 
mighty intellectuals from outside the walls of our ghetto, and I think we 
deserve it. Anyway, we inherited it, and now-I address this communal 
exhortation to us all-Let's get out from under it (because the image 
should belong to everyone). Let's open our hoard and show the rest of the 
cultural world frankly and openly what we have been treasuring. 

I've spoken to prominent intellectuals from disciplines such as Cultural 
Studies and asked them why they are so neglectful or dismissive of the 
writings of art historians and art critics , and consequently of the field of 
contemporary art itself, which rarely comes into their discussions. And 
they have told me several things. Most prominently, the lin gering 
dominance of the issue of quality and of the value judgment seems to 
outsiders to render our discourse elitist and irrelevant. In other words, it is 
the lingering hegemony of the Kantian-Greenbergian tradition that has 
created this ghettoization. 

In the Kantian-Greenbergian tradition, of course, the proper 
apprehension of an artwork is supposed to be limited to those with very 
special sensibilities. This was an exclusionary doctrine which had the 
effect of intimidating and alienating non-specialists and non-experts. It is 
precisely this that we need to get out from under: the lingering crypto
religious aura of the priestly caste which alone has access to the 
Mysteries. 

This is why, in a kind of four point plan which I am about to present to 
you, for what I see as strategies of critical practice that might get us out 
of this situation and back into the genuine discourse of living culture , the 
first element is to concentrate on the issue of how it works. Of course, one 
might say that in the Kantian-Greenbergian tradition there was attention 
to how the artwork works in an aesthetic sense, but I am talking of 
something different now. First of all , in the Kantian-Greenbergian tradition 
how it works was approached as almost an automatic reflex , a reflex of 
sensibility rather than an act of cognition. What I am talking about is 
cognition: to emphasize iconography and meaning, to demonstrate to the 
rest of the world of discourse through our writings that artworks often do 
work in some ascertainable concrete way : that they can be analyzed, 
described and comprehended by anyone with a mind. That art is not a 
mystery that is beyond the grasp of ordinary human beings and available 
only to a priestly caste. 

The other element of this first point I've already mentioned; that is the 
backgrounding and relativizing of the idea of the value judgment. To put 
these two together into the first of my four suggestions : stress analysis, not 
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appreciation. 
For the second point: I think it is c lear to aU of us who regard 

oursel ves as somewhat engaged in the post-Modernist point of view, that 
what the artwork has actually been doing in the world for a couple of 
decades now has had less to do with aesthetic delectation-less , that is , 
with the sameness of universality-than with questions of identity and 
difference and so on . Artworks are prominently functioning today as what 
might be called unoffici al diplomatic channels, icons of commu nicat ion 
between different communities. The artworks produced by a certai n 
commu nity express to the rest of the world what that community senses 
itself to be, how it feels to be a human being in that community, how that 
community wants other communities to see it, and what it wants or hopes 
to get from life, history, and the shared human project of c ivilization. So 
the second of my four points is : to regard the artwork as an act of 
diplomacy between communities. 

To approach the third point I wi ll note that in visiting marginalized or 
previously colonized cultures from around the world recently, and talking 
with the people in their art and cul tural realms, I have found, as one 
interesting result of this activity, that sometimes when I come back to 
New York after such a trip and walk through Soho and look at the work in 
the galleries, I feel that there is something a little dead or artificia l to it 
in comparison with the work wh ich I see in almo st any Third World 
comm unity. I don't mean that I am o ut of sympathy with our white , 
western , highly-nuanced, bead-game-like art tradition; I sti ll like it, I sti ll 
follow it, I still recognize it as mine by heritage, I sti ll have favorite 
works in it. Nevertheless, the third point in my program is: a partial shift 
of attention to the third world. How much, how far the shift will go, is a 
matter of individual sens ibility and cho ice. 

Fourthly, in response to the si lent vac uum of isolation in which our 
discourse has been carried on for severa l generations, I would recommend 
a revision of our critical practice to bring it into a shape more similar to 
the type of activity that goes on in fie lds such as Cultural Studies. I 
mean, for example, that the artwork, rather than being regarded as some 
hieratic mystery separa ted by its intrinsic nature from the world of class 
di stinction and class struggle arou nd it, could to an extent be treated as 
just another part of visual culture, susceptibl e to the same analyses as the 
Coca-Cola logo or a portrait of Elvis. To what exte nt is, again, a matter of 
individual sens ibility on the critic 's part. 

Finally I want to comment on the debate that has arisen here today. 
Frankly, I can ' t believe that at this convention of professional art critics
professional intellectuals who deal with the image-in 1994, I have heard 
phrases such as " the universality of aesthetic judgment." I cock my ear 
back toward the 19th Century. The idea of the universality of aesthetic 
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judgment was no more than an imperialistic ruse to force the rest of the 
world into the imitation of Western sensibility. It is also this absurd 
crypto-religious claim which repels practitioners of intellectual discourse 
from other fields which are less sanctified and ghettoized. 

Kant and Greenberg are both things of the past and we should just ge t 
over them . Yet somehow, they keep rising again from the grave like 
zombies (especially, I might say, among European intellectuals , many of 
whom seem prepared to cling to that romantic disguise of imperialistic 
impulse to the last gasp). 

I happened to write the obituary article on Greenberg in the British 
magazine Frieze (September 1994). It was one of that unusual category 
of obituaries which, instead of listing the deceased 's accomplishments, 
gives him no credi t at all. Greenberg, as I have tried to demonstrate there, 
originated nothing theoretically; he merely simplified and Americanized 
the theorie s which Kant enunciated in the Critique of Judgment. 
Greenberg himself frankly acknowledged thi s, and anyone who has 
perused Donald Kuspit's book on him will see that the Greenbergian 
theory has been translated directly out of the Kantian doctrine (with 
rarely acknowledged Hegelian elements mixed in) . 

Unfortunately, the Kantian doctrine in the Critique of Judgment had 
certain crucial weaknesses which have not been focused on enough. The 
one which is most relevant to our discussion today is that Kant never 
managed to establish his attempt to create a hierarchy of pleasures . He 
admitted that the artwork gives pleasure , but he tried to distinguish this 
pleasure from other pleasures such as, say, the pleasure of an ice cream 
flavor. He never really managed to establish this point, but enshrined it in 
such a bush of brilliant verbiage that it has impressed everybody and 
become a part of our tradition. In fact, there seems to be no philosophical 
position from which one could establish that certain pleasures were 
spiritually somehow higher than others. 

As the American artist and Kantian scholar Adrian Piper pointed out in 
an essay of a decade or so ago, the Kantian doctrine of the non
functionality of the artwork is wrong in the same way; that is to say, the 
artwork do es perform a function, and that is to yield the particular 
pleasure which is specific to each different flavor of ice cream. 

If we want the rest of the cultural world to even begin to take our 
discourse seriously we've got to demystify it from all of this insane, 
romantic, priestly power-tripping. In the same issue of Frieze that has my 
obituary article on Greenberg, there also is published the last (or one of 
the last?) interviews which he gave. In it he says that what the critic 
really does is point around at works and say "Good, bad, good, bad, good, 
bad ... " Two monosyllabic words: that's all the cognitive apparatus that 
the critic needs . Let's get out from under it! 
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Because you know and I know that art has got to be contextualized 
within society as a whole, and within history as a whole, and within 
culture as a whole, and within humanity as a whole; and we are in a 
period-yes, we are s till in that period-when we need to focus 
especially on context, because the frameworks are shifting, and we as 
supposed custodians of the image must have our say about it. 

So, to conclude, fundamentally I thought this conference in which art 
critics barely mentioned art or art critici sm was on the right track-and 
that might even be enough to induce me to join thi s organization 
someday. 
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The End Of The (Art) 
World 

Robert C. Morgan 

In recent years , various attempts to define the "art world" have 
become increasingly vague in connotation and problematic in relation to 
their social context. As advanced culture moves toward the end of the 
millennium, one could say that the cultural and economic requirements 
needed for emerging artists (and many mature arti sts) to effectively 
pursue their respective goals have become severely limited, if not 
altogether neglected within the society. The absence of a consistent 
support apparatus , both public and private, within the current artistic 
community could be read as a kind of fallout from the absurd marketing 
strategies of the eighties . It was a system bolstered in part by an 
Anglicized postmodern rhetoric that disclaimed stereotypes of the 
"struggling artist" as irrelevant to the more ideological issues of art as 
commodity. As a result of this alienating mechanism one could no longer 
assume that the community of artists and what was being defined as the 
"art world"-collectors , dealers, investors-were identical. 

In the eighties, the "art world" could offer a form of social detachment 
to conceal the boredom of image-repetition , rampantly di splayed in 
galleries, art bars, discos , and clubs. On one level, these images 
constituted a "real life" representation , signs appropriated from popular 
TV soap operas , print media, and popular entertainment. On a mundane 
level, Postmodernism in the eighties became a kind of manifesto for the 
"art world"-the re-sale marketing and investments , the social 
gatherings, dinners , and drugs. The "art world" of the eighties was all 
about cultural Reaganomics- supply side art-as if clients were infinitely 
available to buy gargantuan paintings and bits of detritus called 
"installations." 

On a more academic level, Postmodernism was a form of critical 
theory that challenged certain assumptions about Modernism. One of the 
primary assumptions, somewhat ironical , in retrospect , was that 
Modernism was "elitist" and that its elitism was shaped by notions of 
quality that were presumably based on aesthetic formalism. Yet given the 
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limited views about Moderni sm being taught in American art throughout 
the seventies it was no surpri se that the genera tion of arti sts that evolved 
into prominence during the eighties were possessed by the overbw-dening 
des ire to le t go of the ir co ll ec tivist " nom du pere" and relinquish the 
formali sm of past decades. At this juncture, Co nceptual Art became a 
code fo r anything that could be call ed an " idea," and was fas t beco ming 
a radical presence in M.F.A. programs, an altern ative to formali sm. 

At the beginning of the e ighties , criti cal theory-whether Fre nch or 
German- became virtually synonymous with Postmodernism. To engage 
in the so-call ed "deconstruction" of cultural signs became a fundamenta l 
issue in art. Experi encing a work of art was no longer abo ut any degree of 
heightened emotional awareness . Art was no longe r about transform ation. 
It was no longe r expec ted to offer a he ightened sensory cognition. Art 
was-in deconstructive terms-about a lack, a defi c iency of the human 
psyche. Desire was considered infer ior to informati on. Initi all y, c riti ca l 
theory was important as a method in coming to terms with the absent 
"aestheti cs" of Neo-Express ioni st pa int ing. Gradu all y, it evolved in to 
someth ing else-an anti -canon to offset the canon of Moderni sm and the 
"eliti st" conventions of a patri archal culture. 

Advocates of Postmoderni sm, weaned on the wri tings of Benj amin , 
Foucault, Derri da, Lacan, Barthes , Lyotard, and Baudri llard, began to 
declare in te ll ec tual warfa re on "Eurocentri c" art , sugges ting th at the 
latter was mere ly a re prese ntation of a mu ch broader, ye t co ncea led 
hi story of wes tern coloni ali sm and imperi a li s t ex pans io n. In such a 
c limate, th e term "aes th eti cs" was no lo nger useful. What re pl aced 
aes thetics- and, to some ex tent, cri tic ism- was a form of applied theory, 
genera lly appropri ated fro m philosophy, soc iology, and psychoanalysis. 
F or many of those who e ntered into th e art world at the end of th e 
seventies, it was ev ident that much of the theoreti ca l rhetori c was already 
fi rmly establi shed in other fie lds-namely, litera ture , c inema studies, and 
architec ture. 

By th e mi d-eighti es , a popularized form of c riti ca l th eory bega n 
appearing in various art magazines. Although commerc ially biased, the 
rhe tor ic s ugges ted a redu c ti o n of o pti ons as to whi ch arti s ts th ey 
considered acceptable for publi cation. One res ult of thi s rhetoric was the 
introduction of the arti st as a kind of rock star. Some artists, so inspired 
by thi s new model, began hiring ass istants and press agents in order to 
fas hion th e ir im age, to recrea te the mse lve s in ord er to appea l to 
"collectors" who demanded a new mystique. It was as if being an arti st 
was simply a matter of successful publicity and promotion. The glossy art 
m agazin es had become important pro moti onal vehi cles fo r arti sts and 
galleri es alike . 

Th e "art world " today has beco me less a communi ty of creative 
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people than a detached network of subscribers whose existence depends 
on a set of precise taxonomical divisions. Unfortunately, this suggests that 
the " art world" has become unnecessarily insecure about its current 
direction as a significant cultural force. Instead of taking a position in 
response to the cyberspace, loss-of-meaning, instant effect art of the 
nineties, the "art world" is buying into the most superficial, non-thinking 
aspect of information culture . Too often artists put themselves in a 
position where they are competing with the most predictable imagery 
found in advertising and the entertainment media , resulting in 
unnecessary pressures less beneficial than frustrating. This is not to imply 
that social and economic pressures cannot be real. Rather it is to suggest 
that when careerism becomes an obsessive goal these pressures can 
become unnecessarily inhibiting in terms of how one functions as an 
artist. The result is a hardened cynical approach to art, an approach that 
extends beyond irony. To see the opposite of cynicism one must return to 
the origin of one's emotional strata to see what one is doing and why one 
is doing it. What is the purpose of one's art? Why be an artist? What is 
the motivation? 

These are tough questions. I think they have always been tough 
questions , but , of course, the present always outweighs the past. We are 
all up against the present. And part of this alienated present-which 
Postmodern terminology saw as absence-is a failure of trust. It is a 
failure to see the common basis that underlies artistic intentionality. 
Creative expression as an individual pursuit in this culture is not part of a 
society's normative structure. In fact, artists are an intellectual minority. 

The splintering of factions within the community of artists at the 
current moment seems unnecessary and self-defeating. As society moves 
from an industrial to a conceptual base, artists are caught within a period 
of high transition, a new phase of acculturation. In view of this transition, 
one might ask why so many panels and articles have become fixated on 
the question of "otherness," when, in effect, the pursuit of art in itself has 
become society's "other." As for these separatist factions within the art 
world, it appears that the greater sector of our mediated global society 
does not particularly care. The ideological boundaries established within 
the current discourse are trivial, if not insignificant, to the vast majority 
of commercial technocrats and other work-a-day professionals. In this 
isolated context, artists might further ask: Where is the real community? 
And what kind of audience and support system is available? 

I doubt that Postmodernism has changed the way society perceives 
what artists do. What society understands about advanced art is the 
media's view of art. This was true with the early Modernism and it is true 
of Postmodernism today. The populist view has no particular regard for 
either art or artists other than as a political rallying point. According to 
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the French Situationist Guy Debord, society wants its spectacles as a 
diversion from the pain of capitalist exploitation, a diversion from the 
masochistic lifestyles of a programmed recessionary economy in the late 
twentieth century. Still , in spite of the media "consensus," it is necessary 
that artists proceed as if their art mattered, as if their social role offered a 
spiritual infusion to society as opposed to a simulated careerism. If this 
role seems illusory, it is still an essential one. Artists cannot sustain their 
work in a cultural vacuum driven only by fashion and cynicism. 

I would say that the more accurate use of the term Postmodernism 
today has less to do with a genre or style of art than it has to do with a 
condition of culture that effects the way we live in the world today. This 
is not a new idea, merely one that got derailed largely for the benefit of 
using theory as a marketing strategy. In contrast to the earlier emphasis 
on theory, it would seem more appropriate to let go of the rhetoric in 
order to claim a more practical application of the term-as a form of 
acknowledgement in relation to the general condition of culture, 
involving such variables as psychological distance, fragmentation of 
belief, and suspended oppositionality. 

One might also cite the perennial information glut as obscuring the 
trace of historical memory, including aesthetic signification, and 
displacing it with effects of surreal brutality and violence that cross over 
between domesticity and public life. These effects are contingent on the 
cultural variables of everyday life. They are not directly responsible for 
art, though indirectly they influence the content of art. Art strives to be 
qualitative through the artist's experience but art cannot solve real life 
problems. Yet, increasingly, art is defining itself in relation to these 
transcultural effects . 

Historically, art has been able to sustain itself as a conduit of 
expression, even under the most difficult and intensely disturbing 
situations, even in the most unprivileged situations. The individual's 
struggle to make art under dire circumstances has been , in some cases, 
one of considerable significance, and often lends itself directly to the 
content of the artist's work. On the other hand, one cannot ignore middle 
class privileges as a reality for artists whose external world has proven 
more fortunate. The lUXury of not having to worry about rent, food , and 
survival is another case. Yet this does not and should not automatically 
disqualify the significance of an artist's work. It is a matter of how the 
means reaches the content. 

Whether the struggle is an internal or an external one, there are 
important artists who are not being shown, promoted, or advertised in the 
delimited infrastructure of today's "art world." There is a problem when 
art becomes an overtly market-driven enterprise, contingent upon 
mystique, as it was in the eighties. To make art happen as a vital force 
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despite the Postmodern condition that supports this mystique, through the 
sale of escapist spectacles, is to recognize that artists may still have a 
community in which to muster strength and mutual support. This 
community may be defined as one that maintains as its basis an open 
sense of internal critique. It is only through a sense of dialogue within the 
community that artists can hope to contribute a presence in relation to the 
cultural context that exists outside. 

Over the years-since art has become "radicalized," or rather, 
acquiescent to theory-some advocates of Postmodernism have tried to 
diminish the separation between serious art and the wider market-driven 
"art world" as a conformist phenomenon as if the need for any kind of 
real dialogue among artists and critics was insignificant. It is precisely 
the artist's dialogue that offers a spontaneous urgency and a necessary 
point of resistence to the conditioning processes inherent in an advanced 
capitalist world. If I understand the message of Joseph Beuys correctly, 
this is what he advocated in his "social sculpture." For Beuys, the 
puritanical iso lation of the "art world"-based solely on materialism
was a negative force in culture. Instead, he incited the activation of what 
he called "power fields" within the society- and artists were the 
instigators. 

I would argue that in the most fundamental sense to be an artist is 
ultimately a task of liberation. This is to suggest that to be an artist in the 
international sense is not simply about marketing one's logo, but is also 
about maintaining a certain ethical relationship to art. It is about the 
positioning of oneself in opposition to the assumption that the information 
network carries its own "natural" momentum and will automatically 
improve life. It would seem that artists cannot escape the ethical 
responsibility to resist this omnipresent pressure-the wholesale 
seduction-that the "art world" assumes in its desire for a revisionist 
informational environment. To be an artist-regardless of how one's 
success is measured-has always been a matter of intelligence, passion, 
constraint, shrewdness, and will. This implies a position of resistance, but 
not one of denial. The power of art lies in its oblique angle to the 
accepted cultural norm. Artists define themselves as artists both in terms 
of their attraction and repulsion to this norm. The crucial issue here is in 
finding what sustains the necessity of one's liberation, because artists will 
move in relation to this necessity more than in the pursuit of ideas. 

Art must be willing to resist what Barthes designated as "the fashion 
system" or it will gradually deconstruct itself under the guise of political 
slogans and social codes. In doing so, art will cease to exist as a cultural 
force of any remarkable consequence. Becoming an artist is a matter of 
priorities . Again , one must be willing to ask: What is the motivation for 
doing what one is doing? It is within the context of a community that 
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these priorities can be tes ted and better understood. Liberation through art 
is both soc ial and psychological. It is ultimately political in the sense of 
anarc hy. To thi s ex tent, art is a force th at res ists institutionali zation. Art is 
a force close to li fe. 

While the term Postmodern art may have been useful in arc hitectura l 
th eo ry in th e la t e seve nti es, it do es no t fit sea ml ess ly within a 
generali zed di scourse on the current situation in art. In fa ct , Postmodern 
art does not exi st. It is not a style, becau se its very premise-being one of 
histori cist appropri ation- refu tes style. While prerequi site to Moderni sm, 
style loses its function whe n appli ed to Pos tmoderni sm. It is mere ly 
another marketing device-a metonym fo r advanced capital. 

Postmodernism signifies repeti tion wi thin the reifi cation of objects. In 
such a cultural climate-fraught with cybertech gadgets and s ignals-the 
"art world" e manating from the for mer decade constitu tes an abundance 
of signs caught within a tautological sys tem of privil eged referents. Th e 
same signs get re peated; thus, there is no forward motion. There is stas is. 
There are no cause and effect re lati onships in most forms assoc iated with 
Postmoderni sm. 

Instead of art, there are the signs of art-signs in a state of flotation , 
signi f iers that lead nowhere, with out cert a inty. T hi s desc rib es th e 
condition of society as it has come to fra me corporate culture. Thus I 
would argue that Postmodern cul ture exists, and that Postmodern art does 
not. The mi staken idea of a Postmodern style has contributed, in large 
part , to an over-informed and under-educated art audience. 

Postmodern culture is the rule, the predictable spec tacl e, th e cy cle of 
entertainment and arousal , all as pects of predictability, th at arti sts must 
be willin g to both accept and fin ally reject. Arti sts are both transformers 
and res istors who are capable of recog ni zing them se lves not as de 
centered but as re-centered subj ects. Being an arti st is a matter of trying 
to loca te one's pos iti on in Pos tmodern culture. It requires an inner
directed sense of reality, one that res ists de-centering and the loss of self
es teem. The artist's identi ty is contin gent on a fun cti onal dialec ti ca l 
means, not a factionali zed programming. The challenge for the arti st is to 
rejuve nate the aura in art and thereby to re-discover the transmi ss ion of 
the creative impulse. Arti sts who are willing to rec ogni ze themselves as 
re-centered, c reative indivi du als, are th ose possessed by a des ire to 
function in an original way. 

In contrast to the more utopian as pects of Moderni sm, arti sts today 
may become soc ially and politica lly involved not within an isolated and 
paranoid culti sm, but involved with a community of arti sts willing to 
question the ass umptions wrought by Postmodern culture . Being an arti st 
has the e thi cal di mension, in th e S pinozoan sense, of attendin g to 
spec ifics firs t and of avoiding the generali zed moral imperatives of a 
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puritan social taxonomy. 
For the inner-directed artist, skepticism will come to replace cynicism 

in art. To be skeptical is to have a necessary aesthetic distance in relation 
to one's production as an artist. To be cynical is a severe detachment in 
relation to one's experience with a work of art. In so doing, art is 
negatively transformed into a system of politicized representations. 
Cynicism assumes privilege as the condition of art without ever 
confronting the effect of privilege in reI ation to content. Privilege often 
disguises itself through arrogance and projection. 

The dialogue between artists will become essential to the task of 
identifying the evolving possibilities for art in the future. It is the dialogue 
that allows experience to be articulated and that further opens the door to 
understanding the qualitative standard in art. Quality in art can no longer 
be dismissed, and it can no longer be confused with privilege. A large 
part of being an artist in today's cyberspace is to offer a purposeful 
resistance to the cultural programming that otherwise appears so 
inevitable and ironically, so inescapable. This alone should be enough for 
the artist to insist on another position in the world made possible through 
the determination of one's creative efforts. 

This paper is based on a talk given in the Graduate School of the Museum 
of Fine Arts, Boston on December 13, 1994. The initial idea evolved from a 
short statement that 1 prepared for MIEIA/NI1INIG, issue #15 (Spring 1994). 
The title given to this essay was appropriated, more or less, from an early 
essay by the Surrealist poet, Phillippe Soupaull. 
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Aesthetic Awareness in the 
Work of Rebecca West 

James Roy King 

Although best known today for her writing on politics and feminism, 
Rebecca West (1892- 1983) was also a novelist of great sensitivity, an 
observer of beauty in myriad forms, and a considerable commentator on 
aesthetic issues. For the purposes of thi s paper, her most important books 
are The Strange Necessity (1928), a long essay on aesthetics; The 
Fountain Overflows (1956), a novel about a fam ily of London musicians; 
and the travelogue/history she entitled Black Lamb and Grey Falcon 
(1940) , an account of travels in Yugoslavia, on which much of her fame 
rests. West made a solo trip to this troubled country in 1936 and returned 
a year later with her husband, Henry Maxwell Andrews, to share with him 
the delights she had found. Further material relating to aesthetics is 
scattered throughout other books and articles West published in Briti sh 
and American periodicals. 

West's passion for beauty was the motive for her keen interest in belles 
lettres, painting, architecture, and music. She regarded such activities as 
essential elements in the good life, and she gave them the most intense 
scrutiny. H. G. Wells, with whom she had a long relationship, speaks in 
his autobiography of West's power to look. "I never knew anyone else," he 
says, "who could so light up and colour and intensify an impression.'" And 
how personally she looked, even when intense and stimu lating critica l 
activity that might have influenced her was going on all around her!2 Thus 
she offers an aesthetic embracing highly refined but passionate responses 
to the many forms of art she encountered, an aesthetic that never neglects 
the links between art and life , personal experience and objective fact. 

I 
The "necessity" of which West speaks in her 1928 essay is the work of 

clarifying reality which art carries out for us. 3 In a variety of ways West 
asserts that art gives us life as it actually is , i.e., provides an accurate, 
non-sentimental account of the world . It tells us the truth , enabling us to 
say: "This much we now know." Her observation about the novel-that its 
role is to give an account of values, not to create effects-could apply to 

vol. II, no. 1 77 



all the art forms that interested her. But art can only carry out such a 
function if it is strong enough to grip us . One work with such power she 
singles out for extended analysis was James Joyce's Ulysses. She finds it 
as remarkable for its lack of taste as for its absolutely convincing view of 
the world. It creates " excitatory complexes" which are "sound and 
strong."4 Such bundles of feelings, she argues, are essential to our full 
humanness. Elsewhere she praises Charlotte Bronte for telling "the truth 
even about matters concerning which the whole civilization . .. has . . . 
conspired to cre ate a fiction."5 

West 's sense of the absolute necessity of art is also embodied in 
certain remarks near the end of Black Lamb and Grey Falcon. When we 
consider human experience, West asserts , we must regard Susannah 's aria 
from The Marriage of Figaro as somehow more important than all the 
threats of war (or other grim realities) to which life exposes us. Mozart 
helps trace our feelings and experiences back to their roots , and thus to 
understand them. Art is not to be regarded as a toy or decoration : it 
answers our need to understand what our lives mean . West touchingly 
supports her position by recalling that during the bombings of London in 
World War II she saw men and women walking in public gardens among 
the roses. She imagined them saying, "This is what roses are like, that is 
how they smell. We must remember that, down in the darkness."6 

West finds art linked to experience in unexpected ways. She recalls an 
editor asking a young writer: Do you think you have lived enough to write 
a novel T She observes a peasant moving through deep snow in rural 
Yugoslavia and realizes she is seeing exactly what Brueghel saw in the 
sixteenth century.8 Goethe is great, she says, for "the ubiquity which he 
displayed scouting on every frontier of the collective intelligence."9 A 
house she visits reflects the "refined fragilities" of its inhabitants. 1o Time 
and again as she tours Yugoslavia she encounters paintings which reflect 
diverse national strands," even the tension between Eastern and Western 
ideals . Thus she can trace the very essence of her Yugoslavian experience 
to aesthetic issues: 

Nothing in my life had affected me more deeply than this 
journey through Yugoslavia. This was in part because there is a 
coi ncidence between the natural forms and colours of the 
Western and Southern parts of Yugos lavia and the innate form s 
and colours of my imagination. " 

And bad art, she says in A Fountain Overflows, is smudged and lifeless 
or sentimental and inaccurate. West's aesthetic is drenched in personal 
experience, actual living ; it is , as Wolfe suggests, tangy, "opinionated, 
strongly argued, and profusely documented." 13 
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II 
But the re i s a lso de lig ht in bea uty-as we ll as a se nse of th e 

importance of its ill umination of experi ence. "I value deli ght," she says 
bluntly, there by drawing even cl ose r to the heart of her own aestheti c." 
Whether it be Susannah 's song (again) , or the pleasure which German
speaking Slavs took in her husband 's perfec t German,1S or the Muslim 
" tradi t ion of tranquil se nsuality,"' 6 or a perfec tly gorgeo us, utte rly 
sati sfy in g day in Pari s l7- j oy is th e product. T hu s she speaks with 
parti cular pl easure of the way the res idents of Saraj evo "greet de li ght 
with unreluctant and sturdy appreciation."'8 

The delight Wes t seeks-and finds-takes many forms, not the leas t of 
them sheer prettiness. Sure ly, she says , the boy Mozart must have fo und 
the littl e spinet hi s fa ther gave him , with its brow n and white keys, a 
pretty thing. '· Terraces being farmed outside Saraj evo are gay and neat, 
"pretty as a musical-comedy set."20 A visit to Diocleti an 's palace in Split 
reminds her and her husband of Robert Adam's book of engrav ings of 
scenes of hi s palace-a book whi ch large ly dete rmined the co urse of 
Georgian arc hitec ture in E ngland. Wes t find s the book pre tty " in the 
lightest sense . .. like a flower or sweetmeat." But she notes it was also 
"the fo und ation of a gra ve a nd no bl e art whi ch has s he ltere d a nd 
nourished us all our days."" The same po int is made in The Fountain 
Ove rflows: the Aubrey fa mily visits Kew Garde ns, where they devo te 
spec ial atte nti on to the lap ageri a, who se attrac tive fl owers remind 
Mamma th at some things can be beautiful as well as pretty-li ke the 
Mendelssohn Violin Concerto." 

Wes t find s pleasantness and harmony to be other as pects of the delight 
whi ch beauty can generate. Mr. Aubrey and his brother have love ly olive 
skinned faces, and long lashes and hair streaked with gold.23 At Tsetinye, 
Montenegro , a river widens out "into a curd of yellow water-lilies." Sa ilor 
boys row about in it, and in the di stance there are wooded hill s and a 
farmhouse with blue shutters." Often she comments on the neat interiors 
of Muslim houses2s or the "Chinese-box perfection" of some town,26 or the 
peculi ar grace of a room. 27 The pretty and harmonious quickly shade over 
into the exqu is ite, especially when urban areas are described: Korc hul a is 
" a goldsmith 's toy, a tortoise made of prec ious metals, sit t in g on it s 
peninsula as on a show-stand , and we were chugging past a suburb of 
vill as, pink and white like sugar almonds." 28 Mostar, in the news lately for 
less happy reaso ns, is exqui s itely pla nn ed, " with one of th e mos t 
beautiful bridges in the world"; The M uslim houses have neat in teriors; in 
the bakeries every thing is arranged in "charming geometri c patterns," and 
the groceries reveal "a manifes t pleasure in the colours and shape of the 
vege tables."'· Art, she says in The Strange Necess ity, mu st achi eve some 
equilibrium between elements in a situation, particularly between those 
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that shock and those that lull us. 
Grac iousness is yet another aspect of beauty. Wes t savors it, I be li eve, 

because of a li fet ime of experi ences with gracious people in gracious 
settings. (Bath seems to have been a favorite town. ) A Bosnian hostess 
gives her an armful of lilacs and sprinkles her hands with scent, gently 
rubbing it into the skin: "the most graceful fare well imaginable," 30 says 
Wes t, s till savorin g th e mom e nt yea rs l ate r. The blind arc hes of a 
cathedral create a " love ly span."31 The garden of a high church official 
was "golden-green in the slanting sunlight, [and] the churc h was honey
coloured and fi lled with the honey of the Abbot's voice." 32 And simply 
wa tchin g peo ple eating and drinking and confronting the morning is 
suffi c ie nt enchantment for her. So her condemnation of Prin ce Fra nz 
Ferdinand has a sharp edge: he was "as ungracious as only a man can be 
who has never conceived the idea of graciousness." 33 

So me tim es thi s graciou sness shades over into some thin g form al , 
e legant , refined. Mrs. Aubrey, in The Fountain Ove rflows, has retained 
these qualities, even though her years of poverty and struggle. In Yezero , 
Bos ni a, Wes t finds in the love ly woodwork and tiled roofs of the old 
houses "a v ital tradition of elegance strangled by poverty and neglect."34 
S he is introdu ce d to me n in Sa raj evo " with bea utiful a nd form a l 
manners." 35 And she is struck by the refinement of old ladies in Ochrid. 
Thi s is not a matter of mere appearance: a woman "had fin e manners, she 
knew certain things well , and she co uld express herself with perfec t 
precision." 36 

Wes t 's libe ra l se nse of bea uty a lso includ es m agnifi ce nce. It is 
suggeste d by a gre at kn ocker, de pi c tin g Neptun e and two rearing 
dolphins, on the door of a Yugoslavi an church.37 It includes the sensuous
"It is good to wear red and gold and blue and green"38-and the exotic, as 
exempli fied by a s inger who seemed to belong amon g the women of 
Persian miniatures19-and the wonderful things "the Oriental himself does 
with Oriental themes ."4o Her quest clearly goes beyond what is usually 
regarded as art : it includes beauti ful gestures, situ ations, interac tions, 
even human beings whose lives project some unusual quality of integl1ty 
and wholeness. 

III 
But we must ge t beyond impress ions, touching and dram atic as they 

may be, to consider the highly informed art critici sm West offers in Black 
Lamb and Grey Falcon. She speaks about easel painting, frescoes (the 
remains of Byzantine influence), archi tecture, and the minor arts. She 
often comments on obj ects she ac tually holds in her hands. Some of her 
sharpes t critical barbs are direc ted at the furniture and paintings in a 
Croatian castle which she and her husband were shown. One painting is 
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much too large ("wall oping") and thus hideous; the paintings of "flu shed 
nudes would have set a cannibal's [or Edward VII's] mouth watering"; the 
yards and yards of peasant girls with tambourines are sheer "foolishness" 
("niaiserie"); and the portraits of Hungarian generals point to nothing but 
the corrupting influence of German cultu re: ' 

West and her hu sband visit a church in Zagreb where a diptych is 
proudly displayed. She finds it lacks spaciousness-the figures are correct 
but crowded together. Later, she studi es the pleasurable illuminations of a 
Psalter, clearly the works of a " liberal and humanist soul." West admires 
a sweet village scene with rosy nudes painted on the margin , and then is 
shocked to see, on the next page, a hunter being roasted on a spit and 
hares chas ing limp hounds. "Of what use," she asks, "are these lovely 
scenes in a world of such pain and cruelty?" At a church in Dubrovnik her 
sensibilities are futher assaulted by a frightful ecclesiastical basin , with 
"the infinite elaborateness of eczema."42 This experience is made all the 
more unbearable by the pride of citizens of the town in this celebrated 
objet d'art. Encountering certain " libellous" reception rooms in Sarajevo, 
she drops her eyes. Punch-drunk, the world seems to ree!.43 

However, there is more that is positive. West 's trick of using a single 
feature of a painting as a metaphor for something she is rea ll y 
e ncou ntering, suggests how attentive she was to certai n artists and 
paintings. In The Meaning of Treason she likens the expression on the face 
of certain figures at a trial to " the melancholy disdain of aristocrats 
painted by van Dyke."" At a hotel in Korchula she watches two men tell 
the hotelier to cook a good fish for their dinner, a scene she associates to 
"a Venetian picture come to life, for the heads of all were bowed intently 
towards the argument , the men's gestures were wide and made from 
expanded chests, the woman promised them obedience with the droop of 
her whole body."" Similarly, the disorder, in the same town , on certain 
chape l s teps, reminds West of Boucher 's famous painting of Mme. 
Pompadour, who kept her belongings lying about on the floor. The disorder 
she encountered indicated to West that the chapel had not yet become a 
museum.46 

West expresses a strong sense of the consonance between medium and 
theme a good artist maintains. Thus she objects to the redoing of certain 
Byzantine frescoes as mosaics.4

? "The eye is perpetually distracted," she 
asserts, "by its failure to find the conditions which the original design was 
framed to satisfy." The flames the original art ist depicted were effective 
because they were smooth and transparent; but mosaics , made of sand, 
are inherently opaque. She repeats the same point e lsewhere, praising 
another fresco because "it essays no task proper to another art." 48 Her 
husband finds a true legacy from Byzantium in certain other frescoes, 
works of gre at sensitivity with "the right hieratic quality." West 's alertness 
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to media is further s ugges ted in The Fountain Overflows by the 
observation that a young composer is "esse ntially musical."49 In an 
earlier novel, The Thinking Reed (1936), West describes a picture as just 
enough "in a water-colour way,"SO and sugges ts that the Arc de Triomphe 
is "a shape appropriate less to architecture than to furniture." sl 

Wes t is alert to the subliminal messages of art. In a Macedonian fre sco 
she finds a powerful statement about the heartlessness of the physical 
body.s2 She finds a s imilar merciless nes s in certain frescoes in Old 
Serbia. s3 She several times characterizes, surprisingly, Byzantine art as 
non-stylized. This is once prompted by a series of family photos she is 
shown in Macedonia. She finds in one figure all the elements one expects 
in a Byzantine Madonna: enormous authority and glief, an awareness that 
her children would suffer. Like the Byzantine Madonna, the modern 
woman in the photograph seemed highly deferential to her husband and 
sons. What the ancient painters of the region painted was real life, she 
concludes. s4 Later, in Montenegro, she observes some peasants by the 
side of the road, and finds that one woman " resembled exactly one of the 
Madonnas of Dechani .... Again it seemed that Byzantine art is not so 
much stylized as we believe, and that it may be a more or less naturali st 
representation of a highly stylized life." S5 

The subject of West's most extended analysis is a series of frescoes at 
Grachanitsa depicting certain key events in the life of the Virgin Mary.s6 
West considers the roots of the painter 's conceptualization of his 
malerial ; describes the scenes, emphasizing the physical vigor displayed; 
brings in her husband's very sophisticated comments (and adds some of 
her own) on parallels with the work of the English poet William Blake; 
points out certain early abstract elements; explores the peculiarly 
Yugoslavian brand of my sticism revealed here (an affirmation of the 
spiritual richness of life); comments on various conflicting emotional 
tides that wash across the painting; examines in detail crowd reactions to 
the Virgin's death; and praises one panel in particular for doing what a 
painting is supposed to do: " it essays no task proper to another art." 

West and her husband saw much architecture in Yugoslavia. They 
vi sited all the major cities, and explored buildings of many different 
styles and from many different periods. She often notes the strange effect 
of the hybrid styles so typical of Yugoslavia, such as a Byzantine dome 
on the flat of an Italian basilicas7 or a building in Kortula where Gothic 
melts into Renaissance style.s8 In the first case, West posits a forced 
union "by a mind that knew nothing of their origins and therefore not all 
of their essences."S9 The second case suggests that "the architectural 
spring was over and the summer was warm and drowsy." 6o Nevertheless, 
one of the rooms in this structure was "an astonishment," with Byzantine 
icons, colored flame and smoke suggesting spirit rising from matter.61 At 
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Dechani she is offended by a structure in which Armenian, Lombard, and 
Byzantine styles were fused.62 The style of the mausoleum of Diocletian 
at Split is so confusing that its original purpose is uncertain. It is "full of 
incongruities ," West observes, "a lack of accord between the capitals and 
entablatures," with materials gathered from many sources. Yet in Old 
Serbia she lavishes praise on a church where " the Serbian genius had not 
commissioned an alien to make it a masterpiece but had worked 
according to its own nature." Here, as in the English Elizabethan age , 
" there was a coincidence between national expansion and a flowering of 
creative art."6) The sense of unity which art should create, so important in 
The Strange Necessity, is illustrated in this building. 

West often comments on the aesthetic impact of the long Ottoman 
Tw·kish occupation on Yugoslavia , declaring minarets "among the most 
pleasing architectural gestures ever made by urbanity." 6; In Kossovska 
Mitrovitsa (and elsewhere) she enjoys the old Turkish houses , "with their 
beautifully proportioned upper stories and intricately carved lattices."65 
She praises the Turks for knowing that " running waters, the shade of 
trees, a white minaret the more in a town, brocade and fine manners have 
a usefulness greater than use, even to the most soldierly of men."66 Here 
as in many places it is clear that agreeableness was a major element in 
aesthetic pleasure for West.67 Yet despite her praise for much that Islam 
gave to Yugoslavia, she asserts that the Turkish occupation "s terilized 
South Slav art for years." 68 

IV 
Folk traditions have exerted a powerful effect upon Yugoslavia, in part 

because so much of the country has remained rural and isolated, in part 
because the various ethnic divisions have made it vital for each group to 
keep its own traditions alive. Here again West 's interest in the links 
between art and life has much material to feed on. Thus it is not 
surprising that she often comments on peasant ornamentation or design, 
condemning some examples, praising others, she purchases particularly 
fine examples of handwork. Her preference see ms to have been for 
designs which defer to tradition but reflect some element of individuality. 
"Life is most apt to repeat a design and fall into a pattern when it is weak 
and diseased. When it is powerful and healthy it is always 
unpredictable."69 She praises " the habit of ornament,"70 regretting that 
poverty and lack of material sometimes make it impossible for people to 
make attractive objects for themselves. 

She encounters plenty of bad examples of peasant design. One attempt 
at fruits and flowers suggested "Victorian Berlin woolwork." 71 Some gypsy 
work had no sense of design at all, poor craftsmanship , and coarse 
materials . "Something alien and murderous " had influenced Slavic 
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patterns here, "and its virtue had gone out of it." 72 Sometimes she is 
ambivalent: outside Skoplje she encounters young peasants wearing 
clothes "with the most beautiful designs being invented in any part of the 
world, masterpieces of abstrac t art."73 Yet the effect was depressing , 
becau se the older women were wearing clothes and headdresses that were 
too plain and heavy-"shapeless piles of assorted haberdashery"-not 
simple embroidered garments. At Shestine, in early spring, West is 
delighted by the sight of peasants lavishly clad in magnificent peacock 
feathers, red and white stockings, and appliqued jackets that seemed to 
complement the local Orthodox church. Elsewhere she finds a certain 
"dull bright-green" particularly pleasing to Yugoslav peasants . They find 
it in the flow of waters over sand and pebbles, and adopt it for their 
clothing.7. She suggests an interesting test of the validity of a peasant 
design: does a pencil trace it eas ily ? 

V 
Another fundamental aspect of West' s aesthetic is her belief in the 

importance of Taste. She and her husband were often prodded by their 
government guide, Constantine, a philosopher and distinguished poet, on 
matters of taste. He warned them that it would be useless ("tasteless") to 
visit Old Zagreb in the morning. In the evening, " when the dusk is 
sentimental," he would take them to see the colonnades and pediments 
"more remote than those of Rome;'75 On another occasion West is struck 
by three magniticent velvet boleros, encrusted with gold braid, a peasant 
woman is trying to sell. "The design ... sprung and thrust and never lost 
its vital purpose in mere incrustation." She regrets that an artist with such 
taste should have been swept away by time, and buys the garments to 
pass them along to others able to appreciate them. 76 She regrets the 
enormous influence of Austria on the Balkans, since Austrian "taste 
degenerated more rapidly .. . during the nineteenth century than in any 
other country." 77 Of some pretentiou s collectors of art in Kossovska 
Mitrovitsa she says: "Having lost their tas te, they lost their souls. For 
they could no longer base their standards on quality, and so developed 
their pride in quantity." 78 West 's assumption of an international assembly 
of individuals of taste and sincerity and perc eption working in every style, 
in every country, and at every social level- individuals whose work as 
creators and collectors has the sureness of touch that indicates intuitive , 
impeccable awareness of what is good-lies behind such comments. She 
can be smug on this issue, however, or at least create characters who are 
smug. One figure in The Thinking Reed says: "I wanted to live at the 
center of a focus of pleasantness, and harmony, and things coming 
right."79 Who would not! 

The matter of taste enters with particular force into issues involving 
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musical performance . They are constantly raised in The Fountain 
Overflows. Aunt Lily's piano-playing is so bad that it is "not within the 
scope of criticism." 80 Improvements in Cordelia's technique serve simply 
to expose "her general musical ineptitude." 81 The Mendelssohn Violin 
Concerto 

deserved to be played at a hei g ht to whi ch practice co uld 
neve r take o ne, the he ight on which Mamma lived." When 
Mamma p layed well she was making clear so mething whi ch 
the co mpo se r had found out a nd wh ich nobod y had known 
before him ... when Cousin Jock played he c reated about him 
a world in which all was known , and in which art was not a 
di scovery but a decorat ion . All then was trivia l, and there was 
no mea ning in art or in life ." 

And ye t West clearly places some limit on the significance of taste. In 
The Strange Necessity she descri bes James Joyce as " a great man who is 
entirely without taste." 84 This judgment embraces one of his poems, which 
she quotes, and much of th e subject matter-but not the absolute 
truthfulness-of Ulysses. 

VI 
Like her comments on taste, West 's remarks on the imagination draw 

together many of the aesthetic issues that deeply concerned her. The role 
of the imagination, West asserts, in the course of noting the general lack 
of imagination among the Serbs, is to assure that " the factual ele ments in 
an experience combine into more than them se lves ." 85 In short , 
imagination brings out the broader significance of things. From an 
analysis of the ugliest kitsch comes a ringing assertion of the importance 
of the cre ative imagination " that conceives vast and simple visions, as a 
nomad would see them, who, lifting his eyes from the plains , looks on a 
huge procession of the clouds."86 

Her indictment of the Mithraic cults of late antiquity (remains of 
which she encountered in Yugos lavia) centers on problems related to the 
imagination. She concedes that "Power rushes from this legend" of the 
slaughtering of the bull , power " to irriga te and give life ." But then she 
goes on to ask: "How did thi s faith alter the morning? How did it improve 
the evening? What explanation of birth could it furnish , what mitigation 
of death? My finger-tips could not find the answer." There was the central 
tableau , so familiar through ancient depictions of the hero and the bull. 
But after this , West observes, "the imagination came to a dead stop." 
There were, she concedes, a series of roles an initiate had to pass 
through-Raven, Occult, Soldier, Lion, etc. "B ut when one had put on 
one's Lion's head and walked about in process ion, what did one do? One 
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went home." Mithraism declined and Christianity triumphed, "by virtue of 
its complexity, which gives the imagination unlimited material." After 
these meditations, West moved further into one Mithraic site, hoping that 
something would stimulate her imagination. But nothing did: "again I 
found no journey could be made."87 All this from a woman who despised 
St. Paul and regarded Augustine as a great artist who had gone astray. 

There are also many important references in The Fountain Overflows to 
imagination and fantasy, its step-child. Mr. Aubrey, the failed journalist, 
builds and furnishes doll houses for his daughters. He fills them with 
"little wooden figures, whose names and entire lives, were given to us by 
a common revelation delivered piecemeal through the years, after he had 
started it with the first hint." 88 For his son Richard he creates an Arabian
Nights palace, "with looking-glass fountains in arcaded courtyards, and 
domes painted strange colours, very pale, very bright." 89 His wife wonders, 
in a combination of desperation and admiration, where these ideas come 
fi·om. 90 But Nancy, an outsider, "hardly ever made up things. She had 
never made up an animal in her life, which seemed to us quite dreadful."91 
The Aubrey family demonstrated an enormous, almost tidal overflowing 
of a pictorial capacity which came out most clearly in its failed head. 

It is difficult to determine the sources of West 's aesthetics of elegance 
and experience. The magisterial quality of her pronouncements seems to 
rule out any significant dependence on other critics. Yet it seems clear 
that West's emphasis on the way art reflects or grows out of a culture, and 
her capacity [or clear perception , suggest Ruskin's influence, although as 
a moralist she is far subtler than the author of The Seven Lamps of 
Architecture. Her interest in the way beautiful objects enhance daily life 
reminds one of Morris. Mozart is the earlier artist she mentions most 
often. She finds something unearthly in his work. She loves Jane Austen 
for her integrity, precision, and refusal to be humbugged.92 Her "governing 
fantasy,"93 West observes, nearly coincided with reality. She praises Blake 
for his intense, fiery mysticism, which suggested Byzantine spirituality to 
her, and for giving up "his mind to prophetic fury that his mind might find 
its way back to the undefiled sources of its knowledge of goodness."94 She 
praised Robert Adam for his refined line and form. But not even these 
great English figures appear to have been absolutely formative: West 
placed the imprimatur of her own intelligence and sensitivity on the 
books, music, and painting she favored. This dowry far outweighs external 
"influences." 

As we have seen, the creative artist is the general theme of her finest 
novel, The Fountain Overflows. It is about a family of musicians-a 
mother who was a piano virtuoso before her unfortunate marriage , a 
relative who is a virtuoso flutist but a thoroughly crude individual, one 
daughter who has technical skills as a violinist but no musical sense at 
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all, and two other daughters who are truly fine pianists. One of these girls, 
Cordelia, is the central figure of the work. Just as her career is about to be 
launched, she decides to give up the piano because all her musical gifts 
are " tra nsmittals" from her mother. But then she and her sister are 
unexpectedly requested to play two duo-piano pieces by Schumann, 
which they had worked out on their own. This leads her to conclude: 

I was a mu sician in my own right, though I co uld not yet say to 
what degree, and I was a human being and liked my kind, so I 
went with my s ister back into the concert-room. Or perhaps I 
was swept on by the strong flood of which I was a part." 

This is the central point about aesthetics for West: in its highest forms, 
art is a product of immers ion in some great tradition of honest, sensitive, 
talented individuals, with sufficient resources and a profound awareness 
of what is "right." West found all these elements in Yugoslavia, at least 
on certain occasions . At the monastery dedicated to Sveti Naum she 
states: 

Man is not powerless when life grows il l, [for] he can assemble 
sounds and co lours and act ions into patterns which make spe ll s 
and evocation s, which pe rsuade th e uni verse to give up the 
antidote it holds against its poi son!' 

It is a revelation , she admits, that is incomplete, but, for however brief 
a time at Sveti Naum, it does correspond to reality. 
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On August 13, 1995 Divisions 10 and 39 of the American Psychological 
Association (Psychology of the Arts; Psychoanalytic Psy chology ) 
cosponsored a seminar devoted to Donald Kuspit 's book The Cult of the 
Avant-Garde Artist (New York, Cambridge University Press, 1993). Dr. 
Kuspit summarized the book, and Drs. Danielle Knafo and Will Wadlington 
commmented on it. Here are their papers. 

Author's Comments on The Cult of the 
Avant-Garde Artist 

Donald Kuspit 

The Cult of the Avant-Garde Artist is an attempt to reevaluate avant
garde art in psychological terms, which has not been done in 20th century 
American art history. It tends to be naively positivistic when not 
ideologically driven , and in general resists the psychological 
understanding of art as a kind of degradation of its sublimity, however 
much, self-contradictorily, there is a fair amount of talk about the artist's 
" attitude" and Weltanschauung, usually derived from some notion of the 
Zeitgeist. It is worth noting that this repression of the psychological is, 
implicitly, an attempt to deny the validity of what for the 19th century 
German art historians who founded the field was the ultimate goal of art 
history: to articulate, with all the subtlety at one's command, the 
psychological meaning of art, or, more particularly, in the words of 
Heinrich Wblfflin, to be a "psychologist of style." For the majority of 20th 
century American art historians , this made art history a kind of 
Geistesgeschichte rather than empirical, documentary history-the only 
genuine kind of history for them. 

From Max Dvorak's studies of medieval art through Wilhelm 
Worringer's Abstraction and Empathy, which in a sense was the final fruit 
of the conception of art history as Geistesgeschichte-the conception 
played itself out , or rather ingeniously went underground in Erwin 
Panofsky's ostensibly empirical studies of Albrecht DUrer and Early 
Netherlandish Painting-art history was concerned to understand the 
"emotional values" of art, to again use Wblfflin's words. The indifference 
of American art historians to such values , or more broadly to the 
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psychological process in hi story- it is a general problem for hi storians, as 
Peter Gay's Freud for Historians makes clear-has ultimately to do with 
American society 's e leva tion of soc ial issues, and social reality, over 
psychological issues, and psychological reality, and above all the refusal 
to see any connection between them. In art history as in the society at 
large, there ha s been a relu ctant and so mewhat shallow, if at times 
loudmouthed yeasaying of emotional values. 

They have been most acknowledged in studies of Italian manneri sm, 
which was systematically analyzed for the first time, and upwardly re
eva luated in contrast to the Renaissance art it follows-it was regarded as 
overemotional and thus decadent in comparison to Renaissance art-and 
in studies of avant-garde art, whi ch was recognized as involving not only 
a major change in formal va lues but, corre lative ly, the e motional values 
the new forms strugg led to express, and often involuntarily did. Avant
garde art seemed to be mysteriously subjective-a regressive explosion of 
the irra tional and unconscious-in contrast to Renaissance art , which was 
transparently objective, consciously soc ial , and progress ive ly rational. 
But the psychological language the art hi storians interes ted in manneri sm 
and avant-garde art-one prominent art hi stori an, Arnold Hauser, finds the 
root of the latte r in the former- used to understand their emotional values 
and issues is remarkably impoverished not to say inadequate and banal. It 
was even less revelatory than-simplistic in comparison to-the terms 
the 19th century German art hi storian s used, which were derived from 
philosophical psychology and the Geistesgeschichte invest igations of 
such figures as Dilthey and Simmel. 

What I a m say in g is that my work involves a regression to a 
Geistesgeschichte conception of art hi story, but involves a more 
updated - more th eoret ically sop hi st icate d or a t leas t elaborate 
psychology, namely, psychoanalysis-than that used by the 19th century 
German art hi storians and Geistesgeschichte theorists. More particularly, I 
have tried to use psychoanalytic concepts-no doubt in a fashion many of 
you will find too eclectic , although yo u will note a tendency to use obj ect 
re I ation al and se lf psychological ideas-but also to let the art ists and 
th eir works speak for themselves, if inte rpret in g what they say 
psychoanalytically. Thus, my bas ic th es is-that avant- garde art i s 
therapeutic in intention, which is part of what gives it its authenticity, and 
motivates its styli stic innova tions, while neo-avant-garde art has lost or 
rather fOlfeited that intention , which is part of why it is in authentic
derives from the avant-garde artist 's rec unent , stated fear of decadence 
and di sintegra tion in the modern world, which is what leads him or her to 
searc h for self-re newal and rejuvenation through the innovations of avant
garde art, and from the neo-avant-garde artist's explicit acceptance of the 
decade n ce a nd disintegration of ava nt- gar de art , invo lvin g it s 
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institutionalization or socialization and academicization, and his or her 
determination to benefit from this ironically decadent institutionalization. 
Where the avant-garde artist feared for the relevance of art in the modern 
world of science and technology-did it have any place in such an 
enlightened, demystified world?-the neo-avant-garde artist realizes that 
art is an important, major way to fame and fortune, that is, social success 
in the most grandiose terms-one becomes a part of art history-which is 
partly why it is conceived of as the ultimate cure for all emotional 
ai lments. 

More broadly, I trace the emotional values underlying the shift in 
attitude from avant-garde to neo-avant-garde. I argue that the avant-garde 
artist's therapeutic intention is socially empathic, if a lso involving the 
notion of art as self-healing, while the neo-avant-garde artist is essentially 
narcissistic, for a ll his cynical social attunement. My book is not simply 
an intellectual exercise: I see a psychomoral lesson-indeed, a basic 
psychodynamic paradigm in modernity-in the shift of attitude from 
avant-garde to neo-avant-garde. I think the avant-garde artist discloses an 
ironical truth abo ut the modern world: one's mental health in it is 
necessarily paradoxical-at least if it is health in a meaningful sense-in 
that it reflects one's way of dealing with one's recognition of the 
pathology of one's social situation, symptomatic of the larger social 
pathology of modernity. In modernity one becomes truly healthy 
emotionally by recognizing and making the best of one's abandonment by 
society. More particularly, mental health involves using a kind of artist ic 
cunning to come to grips with and survive the anguished experience of 
ex i stent ial gro undlessness-the profound ann ihil ation anxiety or 
disintegrative effect of recognizing that modern society gives one no 
reason for being and is indifferent to one's particular being, except as an 
instrument of its larger purpose. In modernity one's instrumental value 
replaces what traditionally was conceived of as one's transcendental 
value. To become aware of this, to experience and not deny it and the 
anxiety it arouses, which most people for good reason dare not do-it is 
the true existential shock of recognition in modern life-is to be 
awakened from one's naive, somnabulistic relationship to the modern 
lifeworld, and to try to respond to it critically and creatively, in order to 
survive in it. I may be idealizing them, but I think avant-garde artists were 
individuals who experienced such existential agony and awakening. Their 
innovations were attempts to critically and creatively cope with that 
disillusioning, debilitating experience symbolically-that is, to make new 
symbols (and thus new selves) of the experience and its "existential
artistic solution." In a sense, they make clear that whatever else it may 
be avant-garde art is a response to a destructive, psychotic experience of 
modern society, which itself is destructive and psychotic, as it were, in 
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that it does not recognize the inherent value of real individual life, but 
reduces it to an instrument of collective purpose. 

Avant-garde art is the most important artistic development since the 
Renaissance, a genuine change of sensibility and reconceptualization and 
reorientation of art. We are now witnessing its demise, corruption, and 
exploitation-appropri ation is the fashionable term, or ironic repetition 
(masking compulsive dependence on it)-in so-called neo-avant-garde or 
postmodern art. As I have suggested, the irreconcilable difference
stylistic and attitudinal-between them is emblematic of a basic, 
seemingly unresolvable (or at least ironically resolvable) split in our 
culture. The former stands to the latter as the seminal to the decadent, the 
insecure original to the contented copy, the creative to the pseudo
cre ative, anxious nonconformity to eager conformity, the search for 
integrity to cynical indifference to inner integrity as an impediment to 
social success, the true self to the false self. 

According to Harold Rosenberg and Clement Greenberg the avant
garde-the "famous break with tradition"-lasted for about a century: 
from, as Rosenberg wrote, the time when "Baudelaire invited fugitives 
from the too-small world of memory to come abroad for his voyage in 
search of the new" to the time when, as Greenberg said, it became 
institutionalized, that is, when art that was once considered unfit to be 
shown in a museum became the only kind of art one could see in it. As 
Greenberg said, when everyone is a revolutionary the revolution is over. 
Or, as Rosenberg put it, when a revolutionary "new look is ... a 
professional requirement," the new is not only a tradition , but no longer 
meaningful. The avant-garde artist was a genuine "antenna of the race," 
to use the felicitous phrase Ezra Pound used to describe the artist at his or 
her best. He or she was attuned to modem society, which was still fresh 
and surprising and not the unsurprising cliche it has become-Baudelaire 
thought that art's purpose in modem society was to convey the surprise of 
the new, but today the new is no longer surprising but peculiarly stale. 
The unpredictable is predictably manufactured. The avant-garde has 
become a tyranny. That is, the avant-garde artist registered, in his or her 
own individuality and art, the pressures and threat to individuality and 
mental health a new, modem society presented. The avant-garde artist 
wanted to be of service to this society, if only by suggesting various ways 
of critically and creatively working it through. In contrast, the neo-avant
garde artist conceives of his or her relationship to society and the purpose 
of art in a completely different way. He or she is an ironical conformist, 
using art not only to become part of the establishment, but as an empty 
fetish-commodity. For the neo-avant-garde artist art is a cynical career 
rather than a despera te, uncertain calling. 

I use various exemplary artists and their art to make my psychosocial 
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point. I deliberately cut across conventional stylistic categories. On the 
avant-garde side, I combine Picasso and Duchamp, Mondrian and 
Malevich, and Expressionism and Surrealism. Each double unit represents 
a different solution to the problem of being anxiously modern-the feeling 
that to be modem is to be inherently sick. Each avant-garde innovation is 
conceived of as a different therapeutic technique, if also articulating the 
pathology of modernity. On the neo-avant-garde-or pseudo-avant-garde
side, I use Warhol and the appropriationists, with Beuys as transitional 
between avant-garde and neo-avant-garde attitudes. My entire discussion 
is framed by a deconstruction of the modernist myth of the artist as 
having unique power of perception, unique spontaneity, and as a 
revolutionary transmuter of negative into positive values. I show the 
ironies of the myth, and debunk it , even as I argue that it was the 
sustaining myth of the avant-garde artist. 

I regard Picasso as instituting perceptual distortions and Duchamp as 
instituting conceptual distortions-a deliberate destructive use of 
deformation or "negation" or contradiction for subliminally constructive, 
therapeutic purpose. The shock value of their work-its frequently black 
humor-had paradoxical proto-curative effect, for it shook one out of 
one's conventional assumptions about perception and the possibilities of 
art, making one critically conscious of both and the critical consciousness 
invested in both at their best. 

I argue that in Mondrian and Malevich, on the one hand, and 
Expressioni sm and Surrealism, on the other, avant-garde art becomes 
explicitly therapeutic in purpose. The former represent what I call the 
geometrical cure, the latter what I call the expressive cure. They are 
opposite in character, but in both cases cure involves contact with the 
primordial-in the first case primordial detachment or transcendence, 
represented by abstract geometry, and in the second case free, 
spontaneous expression of primordial emotions , whether by means of 
automatist gestures or dream images. Cure, in other words , is effected by 
contact with and articulation of what is fundamental in existence-the 
absolutely "higher" and absolutely " lower" are equally fundamenta l
which is understood as liberating one from the unessential pathology of 
the modern, everyday life world, with its banality and indifference to 
individual existence. 

The tenor of my argument changes as I move to Warhol , who signals 
the end of the avant-garde attitude and the beginning of the neo-avant
garde attitude. Warhol is explicitly indifferent to therapy-he in fact hates 
and dismisses it, suggesting watching television as an alternative-and 
concerned only to become famous, which he achieved. I examine the 
narcissistic effect of this wish and achievement on Warhol's life and art
it is largely devoted to portraiture of famous people-as well as the 
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iro nica l emptiness involved in fa me and narciss ism. I also show that hi s 
art represents an abandonment of avant-garde innova tion and a return to 
banal , everyday means of representation, confirming the soc ial status quo 
of percepti on, "art ," and importance or va lue. As such, it is postmodern
nontransform at ive or minima lly transform ative. Overinvested in fa me, 
Warhol becomes a non-person, that is, a machine, as he himself said, no 
doubt unaware of Tausk's influencing machine and von Bertalanffy 's idea 
that a conflict basic to modernity is betwee n the closed system robot and 
open sys tem organic mode l of human be ing. (He thinks the fonner is 
demonstra tabl y fa lse.) I a lso di stin gui sh between fa me and celebrity, 
arguing that the latter, whi ch is dominant in the everyday pos tmodern 
lifeworld , has bankrupted or at least corrupted the meaning of the former. 

I then di scuss Beuys , whom I regard as transitional between avant
ga rde and neo-avant -gard e attit udes, and be twee n a mode rn a nd a 
postmodern li fe world. I conceive of him as a trag ic victim of hi s own 
therapeuti c ambition. Hi s art is addressed to a postwar German audience, 
whi ch it hopes to heal- I argue that all hi s art , whi ch is essentially a 
perform ance art, symboli zes the healing process-but it increas ingly tri es 
to reach its audi ence by using methods, objec ts, and images derived from 
th e eve ryday modern life world , as we ll as by ma nipul atin g hi s own 
positi on as a celebrity. As hi s art became more access ibl e, it loses its 
therapeuti c power. That is, Beuys begin s as an avant-garde artist and ends 
as a postmodern arti st- begin s, as he himself sa id , as a shaman , and 
ends, as he was aware others thought of him as being, a showman. He 
was caught on the horns of a dilemma, reali zing that in both the modern 
instrumental and postmodern cy nical, all too knowing worl ds a shaman 
with therapeuti c intention could not help but be regarded as just another 
kind o f m a nipulative s howman a nd ce lebrity. "Tri c k s te r" h as an 
unreso lvable ambiguous meaning in both modernity and postmodernity. 

Finally, I conclude by examining appropri ationism, whi ch has beco me, 
w ittin g ly or un wittin g ly, th e d o min a n t m o de of a rtm ak in g in 
postmodernity. Quoting another arti st, espec ially an avant-garde one, and 
in the process denying his or her therapeutic intention, trivializing hi s or 
her creativity and innova tions, and supposedly deconstructing his or her 
art-showing that it means the oppos ite of what it was thought to say, and 
turning it into an ironical cli che o r shadow of itse lf- has become de 
ri geur in many quarters, a supposedly maj or conceptual achievement. I 
analyze appropriationism as the ultimate cynicism about art in general 
a nd avant- ga rd e art in particul a r, as we ll as about creativity, a nd 
di s tin g ui sh appropri a ti o n f ro m influ e nc e , f in a ll y a rg uin g th at 
appropri ationi sm signals acre ative deadend-a feeling of the futility of 
creativity to effect any change in the li feworld, and thus a fai lu re . In 
appropri ationi sm critica l co nsc iousnes s capitulates to th e status quo, 
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ironically but also smugly. Appropriationist art is neither transcendentally 
abstract nor spontaneously expressive, nor is it addressed or of service to 
anyone, but simply confirms the status quo of media consciousness, there 
for the asking by everyone. Appropriationist art is a kind of historicist 
spectacle or show with little or nothing to tell-the ultimately decadent, 
indifferent art, blending almost seamlessly into the pathological Potemkin 
Vi llage media facade our culture increasingly depends upon for its "self'
consciousness. I do suggest that certain appropriationists who work in a 
comic way offer what seems to be a critical consciousness of art's and 
society's tragicomic situation, but I am not sure I am right, although I 
believe that comedy is ultimately more therapeutically effective than 
tragedy. As Freud suggested, humor is a sign of ego strength, and it was 
the strength of the individual ego in the face of a society that weakened it 
through its indifference and failure to be an existentially facilitating 
environment, and that they thought would sooner or later destroy itself, 
that was of basic concern to the first avant-garde artists. They wanted to 
save people from society, not society from itself, however much some of 
them fantasied a social utopia in which reason was triumphant. Thus, the 
comic appropriationists may be the new avant-gardists, if that idea makes 
any real sense these days. 

I think there is a larger lesson to be learned from the change from 
avant-garde, modernist to neo-avant-garde, postmodernist art-a lesson 
about creativity: it is not a guarantee of criticality, and criticality is 
ultimately more important in life than creativity. Criticality is a major ego 
function, and the only source of adult autonomy and independence, 
whereas any dependent child, with a limited ego, can be creative . T.S . 
Eliot thought that genuine creativity was an act of criticality, but that was 
a modernist idea that is no longer necessarily-indeed, hardly-the case 
in postmodernity. One of the modernist claims-articulated particularly 
by Duchamp and Beuys-is that everyone can be creative . That is, 
creativity is not the prerogative of the artist, but a potential of every 
human being, even if people who are actually creative are regarded as 
superior to those who are not. But what postmodernist art makes clear is 
that the creative everyman does not necessarily use his creativity 
critically. The issue is not simply to be creative, but to use one's 
creativity in the service of critical consciousness. One cannot assume that 
it automatically will be. Indeed, I want to argue that it is harder to 
develop critical consciousness-I think, incidentally, that it is what 
psychoanalysis does, with respect to psychic but also social reality-than 
to be creative . Indeed, creativity is all over the place these days, if to no 
critical purpose. 

Now the therapeutic use of creativity I talk about in my book is a 
genuinely critical use of it, while its ironical use in appropriation art is 
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not, however supposedly critical it is of the art appropriated. In fact , 
appropriation art is an ironical demonstration of the universal acceptance 
of the modernist idea of universal creativity: it suggests that anyone can 
appropriate any creative product and call himself or herself creative, by 
ironical identifi cation. In appropri ation art cre ativity has become a social 
spectacle-which hardly means it furthers critical consciousness of 
society, and thus helps the individual survive in it. 

When Sherrie Levine appropriates the work of male artists, from 
Walker Evans to Duchamp, in her so-ca lled conceptual art, she is 
supposedly calling attention to the fact that they are all male artists, and 
that their fame in part-I think, for Levine, in large part- depends on 
their maleness. Certainly, for her-and she is no doubt right-males are 
given more of a social chance to grab the brass ring of fame than females. 
She is also saying that she, as a woman, has as much right to make art
and be famous-as they do. But she is indifferent to the critical character 
of the works of art-photographs in Evans's case, conceptual objects in 
Duchamp's case-that brought them fame. For her, they are simply 
creative trophies. That is, her "argument" is implicitly reductionist, for it 
ignores, and is perhaps blind to , the particulars of their fame . She 
completely overlooks the fact that it is due to the critical consciousness 
their works embody; it is not simply a tribute to their creativity. Does this 
mean that males have more critical consciousness than females? Levine, 
in her labored effort to be critical-to develop, in however stilted a form, 
a critical consciousness of Evans and Duchamp-doesn't say. 

Anybody can be creative and make interesting photographs or objects 
that would engage somebody or other, but not many people can make 
works of art that can make one critically conscious of the world. Levine 
rather precariously balances the creativity of Evans and Duchamp on the 
fact of their masculinity. Thus she is critically conscious to an extent-a 
very limited extent-just as the appropriation she uses to establish her 
critical credentials is a limited kind of creativity. Largely through 
redundancy- the repetitive appropriation of different artists who have only 
their maleness in common-she forces a new perspective on their art, 
supposedly the true perspective . Never mind that this falsely unites very 
different artists, indeed, stupidly blurs the gre at differences between them. 
But my point is that creativity always becomes trivial and presumptuous 
when it does not serve truly clitical consciousness. This is the problem 
with creativity in postmodernity : it serves no important psychosocial 
purpose, that is , does not address any developmental-existential issue that 
has become a particular problem in the lifeworld, and it tends to blow up 
a half-truth into a whole truth. Finally, postmodernist creativity is a social 
fetish and self-fetishizing spectacle. The postmodernist artist says "Look 
at me, look at what novel stunts I can do , especially with old artistic 
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props." In co ntras t , the mode rni st arti st sa id "Look at thi s di ffic ult 
psychosocial issue through the lens of my art, which I hope clarifies it, 
and illuminates the general problem of living in the modern world." 

What do I mean by critical consc iousness? There are a number of 
ways it has been understood. Adorno's is perhaps the most in tellectually 
tre nchant. Criti ca l co nsciousness is not the "dupli cation of reali ty by 
means of thought," such as occurs in positivi sti c science. Rather, critical 
consciousness of a psychosocial phenomenon results when it is viewed 
"fro m a perspecti ve of true interes t- the perspec tive of a free society, a 
just state, and the full development of the human being. Whoever does 
not meas ure human bein gs by what they themselves are supposed to 
signi fy will not mere ly see superfic ially but fa lsely." To this I would add 
Baudelaire's idea of art criti cism as pass ionate, parti san, and political 
advocacy of art within the wides t poss ibl e hori zon of understandin g. 
Critical consciousness involves advocacy-of a free society, just state, 
full development of the human being, and the art that furthers them, if 
only by pointing to the unfreedom, injusti ce, and blocked development 
th at ex i s t in soc ie ty, th e s ta t e, a nd th e individu a l. But c riti ca l 
consciousness also means bringing to bear on a particular human being or 
hum an produ c t every poss ibl e pers pec tive th at mi ght be of use in 
understanding its complexity. 

But thi s is too abstrac t and intellectual- insuffi ciently intimate and 
immedi ate. I think Clement Greenberg's ironical conception of Kafka's 
wr itin g offers a more dow n-to- earth und ers ta ndin g of c riti ca l 
consciousness. Greenberg thinks that "the frustrations of his art" can be 
explained by the ex istenti al dilemma it implicitly addresses. "Might not 
a ll art ," Greenberg asks, "begin to appear fa lsifying" of reality " to the 
Jew who looked closely enough? And when did a Jew ever come to terms 
with art without ever fa lsify ing himself somehow? Does not art always 
make one forget what is literally happening to oneself as a certain person 
in a certain world? And might not the inves tigation of what is literally 
happening to oneself remain the mos t human, therefore, the most serious 
... of all possibl e ac tivities? Kafka's Jewish self asks thi s question , and in 
ask ing it, tests the limits of art." Greenberg implies that what is of the 
utmost importance in li fe, parti cularly fo r a Jew in a Christi an world that 
is not always friendly to him, is to be aware of what is litera lly happening 
to one, in all one 's particularity, in the parti cular world one lives in . This 
is rea lly quite hard to do, but one mu st do it to survive and deve lop 
oneself despite one's vulnerability to the world. To do it is to humanize 
onese lf , whi c h a rt , whi ch is ultim a te ly unrea li st ic accordin g to 
Greenberg, cannot do. 

I think Greenberg's concept of unflinchingly facing and understanding 
what is literally happening to oneself as a certain person in a certai n 

98 Art Cri ticism 



world is equiva lent to Harry Stack Sullivan's idea th at the thera peuti c 
tas k is to become aware-as comprehensive ly and deeply as poss ible-of 
wh at i s go in g o n a ro und a nd in o ne . S uc h awa re ness is c riti ca l 
co nsc io us ness at it s mos t ex is te nti a l: c riti ca l co nsc i o u s ness is 
consc iousness of society and its effect on one in order to survive and hold 
one's own in it, and to develop one's being in all its humanness despite 
soc iety's inhumanity. (However, I think the Marxist idea th at one can 
never be full y human- perhaps never afford to be, unless one wants to be 
a sa intly martyr- in a n unfree soc ie ty a nd unju st s tate is co rrec t.) 
Greenberg thinks that art is inimi ca l to such doggedl y rea li sti c awareness, 
whi c h is m ot iva ted n ot o nl y by th e w ill to s urv iv e in a n a li e n , 
unfac ilitative world, but to overco me the self-a lienation it induces in one. 
I think he is wrong because he overgenera li zes : avant-garde art , as I have 
argued in my book, involved a profound awareness of the wound the 
modern world inflicts on the individual, and attempted to hea l it. Avant
garde art was an effort to reaffirm as inherently valu abl e the individual 
se lf modern society in s idiou sly nega tes by con ce ivin g in co ll ec tive 
in s trum e ntal term s . Ava nt -ga rd e a rt was thu s a m ode o f c riti ca l 
consc iou sness. It in effec t acknowledges that we are all Je ws in the 
modern world-a world whi ch, as Adorno said , is beco ming more and 
more like a concentra tion camp . Or, as Beuys said, the spirit, if not the 
letter, of Au schwitz is alive and we ll-and, in lite ral fac t , versions of 
Auschwitz co ntinu e to exi st in th e modern world , and in fact see m 
inherent to modernity. 

But I think Greenberg is ri ght about postmoderni st art , whi ch he did not 
address: it does not make us aware of what is literally happening to us in 
postmodern soci e ty. Rather, to use Ad o rno's id ea, it dupli cates the 
postmodern world through art. It thinks duplication is iron ical, but it is 
reifying. More particularly, postmoderni st art re ifies the fac il e creativity 
th at exi s ts everywhere in the pos tmodern world, a nd seems to me it s 
essence. Postmodernist a rt does not offer a critical perspec tive o n thi s 
fac il e c reativity, th at is, it does not ask what its soc ial functi on is and 
how it stands in re lation to the idea of a free socie ty and just state in 
whi ch human beings can develop. Postmoderni st art is in fac t indi fferent 
to all three : it does not believe there is any point in striving for anything 
so unreali stic . Its indiffere nce to such stri ving is typical of the postmodern 
world. Thus, postmoderni st art dupli cates-confirms the status quo-of 
th e pos tmode rn world more th an it know s . It confirm s unfreedom , 
injustice, and blocked humanity by feti shi zing the facile cre ati vity that 
ex ists in the postmodern world into a hi gher social bus iness, that is, a 
pseudo-high art. In fact, the issue of postmoderni st art is whether show 
business can fos ter critical consc iousness despi te itself. Can a paradox be 
achi eved: can show bu siness-the bu siness of spec tacle-whi ch has 
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control of public consciousness in the postmodern world, and militantly 
simpli fies or one-dimensionali zes co nsc iousness, be used to c ritica l 
effec t? 

Simply put, the lesson in the shift from a modernist to a postmodern ist 
attitude is that advocacy of creativity as such is uncrit ica l and naive, 
even dangerous to mental health . Cre ativity is not significa nt in itself, at 
leas t no more than any other innate potential, but only insofa r as it serves 
a critical purpose. In therapeutic terms, therapy has to develop critica l 
consciousness in the pati ent, not release the patient 's innate cre ativity. 
Creativity can inhibit critical consciousness , especially when creativi ty is 
ce lebrated as the be-all and end-all of life. It is a fa lse salvation, unlike 
critical consciousness , which is not innate but has to be learned, for it is 
reaso n at its most dia lec ti cally cunning. 
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Discussion: The Cult of the Avant 
Garde Artist by Donald Kuspit 

Danielle Knafo 

I am very pleased to have been invited to di scuss the work of Professor 
Kuspit. I have admired Kuspit 's work for years as he is one of the only art 
critics or art historians who writes about art with profound insight and 
psychological knowledge. I would like to discuss Professor Kuspit's paper 
by illustrating some of hi s major points by focusing on two artists on 
whom I've written: Egon Schiele and Cindy Sherman. I will refer to Egon 
Schiele as an example of the avant-garde-artist and Cindy Sherman as an 
illustration of the neo-avant-garde or postmodern artist. 

Egon Schiele 

Kuspit states that the basic contention of hi s book is that " the avant
garde artist makes his art to restore himself to health, an intention that 
not only informs his art but influences hi s public 's perception of that art 
(p. 28)." As if written to illustrate Kuspit's point, in my book, Egan 
Schiele: A Self in Creation, I tried to show how Schiele's art was a 
reaction to modern life in fin-de-siecle Vienna and that he employed self
portraiture as a means of self-healing and transformation. Schiele's self
portraits were focal points for restitutive efforts aimed at objectifying and 
mastering his identity problems. Through his confessional self-portraits , he 
laid hi s life out on the canvas and embarked on an analysis of his 
personality as deep and ruthles s as Freud's analysis of himself. When 
viewed chronologically, Schiele's self-portraits reveal his transformation 
from a solitary adolescent tormented by his sexuality and morbid fears of 
body damage and psychic dissolution into a man with a more integrated 
character structure. An unfolding of his personality as well as an 
increasing maturity in his work become evident over time. I further argue 
that viewers of Schiele's art identify and empathize with his search for 
order and wholeness, thus, as Kuspit states , his art's therapeutic effect is 
not reserved for him alone. 

Schiele used his art to come to terms with a self that had been 
damaged by bereavement over the death of his father, a man who died 
completely insane from syphilis. Schiele portrayed his sexual conflicts as 
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he tried to establish an identity separate from that of hi s father. His art 
also demonstrates the effort to recreate his early experiences with his 
mother. Because his mother could not adequately provide for his needs, 
Schiele felt abandoned by her and experienced her as psychically dead. 
He depicted this struggle for a differentiated self in hi s art and offered 
himself that which his mother could not: a mirror image. 

Kuspit claims that "avant-garde art ... involves a wish to regress to the 
primordial beginning to escape the decadent end (p. 29)." He adds that 
"avant-garde art's melting forms are s imultaneous ly symptoms of 
disintegration anxiety and indication s of a proce ss of creative 
reintegration of the self (p. 29)." Schiele explained his need for ugly art 
in similar terms. He said: "I want to tear into myself, so that I may cre ate 
aga in a new thing which J, in spite of myself, have perceived." In this 
extraordinarily complex statement , Schiele depicts the makings of the 
creative process . At least for him the artist must first destroy something in 
himself (in Kuspit 's words, return to the primordial) to di scover something 
previously unknown to him. Creativity, like psychoanalysis, involves 
destruction (of defenses) , rediscovery (of the past) , and reconstruction (of 
the personality) . And like a patient in psychoanalysis, Schiele 
deconstructed his self-image in order to reconstruct it anew. He underwent 
a regression that in the end worked toward reintegration and employed hi s 
art as a corrective emotional experience whereupon he repeatedly 
nurtured, and ultimately repaired a battered psyche. 

As spectators, we are repulsed by the emotional turmoil expressed in 
his art and, at the same ti me, attracted to the release of powerful feelings. 
Through his art, we can identify with and vent emotions that we were not 
even conscious of having without needing to take direct responsibility for 
them . We can project ourselves onto his image and empathize with his 
anguish and personal trauma as well as hi s search for order and unity. 
Thus we a re not mere voyeurs happening upon the artist's private world, 
intruders on hi s isolated cri de coeur. Rather, we share in his cre ative 
authority as he transforms his image before our very eyes and watch with 
excitement and suspense as he fits together the lost pieces of a puzzle to 
create a new self. 

Cindy Sherman 

Kuspit discu sses neo-avant-garde art in parasitic terms: "The neo
avant-garde artist lives among the ruins of the avant-garde past. He preys 
on it like a cynical vulture on a rotten carcass (p. 16)." The neo-avant
garde artist, according to Kuspit, reverses and undoes what the avant
garde artist accomplished or strove for: affirmation of life and self, will to 
power, originality, and most importantly, healing. Employing simulation 
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and appropnatlOn as major strategies , neo-avant-garde artists seek fame 
as compensations and substitutes for therapeutic failure. 

Cindy Sherman, whom I've recently written about, illustrates Kuspit's 
thesis regarding the neo-avant-garde artist on several (not all) points . She 
is among today 's mo st successful contemporary artists. Her oeuvre 
consists primarily of photographs of herself in a variety of guises and has 
provoked que s tion s of alienation, fema le identity, disguise, and 
transformation in a postmodern age. Whereas Schiele removed layer upon 
layer of pretense and defense to reveal a self in its raw starkness, 
Sherman puts on endless masks and disguises so that her real se lf 
becomes lost amid an array of the false selves she presents, mockeries of 
a self that in the end reveal an empty und e rside. One me ssage of 
Sherman's art is concerned with the fictitious nature of the self. And it 
follows that if there is no such thing as a real se lf, perhaps no healing is 
necessary or even poss ible. 

I will briefly discuss two phases in Sherman's work to illu strate some 
of Kuspit's ideas about postmodern art. In the late seventies, Sherman 
became known for a series of bl ack-and-white "film stills" in which she 
photographed herself in a variety of 1940's and 50's Hollywood B movie 
situations, particularly of the film noir (Hitchcockian) genre. Alternately 
re sembling a film starlet (Marilyn Monroe or Sophia Loren look-alikes), a 
worn-out housewife , a playboy bunny, a prostitute, a woman on the run or 
waiting in anticipation, she dressed up and pos ed as one sterotyped 
female after another. Erikson (1950) demon strated that the anxiety of 
modern times often leads to the taking on of "pseudo-identities" like that 
of Ms. Sherman. Postmodernist and feminist interpretations of her work 
address her exchangeable feminine guises in terms of the lack of a set 
female identity in modern life. While th is may be true, Sherman's 
dressing up as different types of women also reveals a game of playing 
with identity issues by manipulating one's exterior much the way children 
do when they dress up in their parents ' clothing. Trying to bypass the 
process of maturation , they hold onto the wi shful and magical thinking 
that they can be the parent without having to become like him or her (A. 
Reich). A fundamental confusion therefore exists between superficial 
imitation of the parent and real identification. Thus, rather than get closer 
to a real self, Sherman only reinforces alienation from the se lf by 
revealing that exchangeable exteriors and environments are not sufficient 
to fill a vacuous interior. Kuspit's statement that " we are all Jews" in a 
world that , accord in g to Adorno, comes closer to resemb lin g a 
concentration camp recalls Sherman 's photographs, all of which are 
assigned ser ial numbers rather than titles. Akin to the personal 
identification numbers tatooed on victims of Nazi concentration camps, 
Sherman's figures are similarly denied true identity, definition, or belonging. 
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Sherman's talent for costume and makeup, and her appropriation and 
mockery of previous art styles climaxed in her "history portrait" series 
which she produced in the late 1980's. Just as the film stills of the 1970s 
did not refer to specific films, the portraits of this phase merely recall 
master painters and portraits. Both series exemplify what Kuspit calls the 
deja vu quality that exists in much postmodern art. Thus, Goya, Ingres, 
Titian, Raphael, Holbein, David, and others are suggested but never 
identically copied. Jarring the spectator's recall of portrait masterpieces 
from the past in her game of cultural charades, Sherman reincarnates 
herself as a madonna, a Renaissance prince, a scholar, a balded monk, a 
hairy-chested Romantic rake, a lord, a lady, and more. No longer trying to 
convince the viewer that the clothes she wears are her own, she allows 
the seams to show; disguise is even flaunted rather than merely implied. 
The illusion is recognized as such. Sherman does not hesitate to reveal 
the overlapping lines of a false nose or oversized prosthetic breasts. 
Mocking and ridiculing masterpieces of the past in this way, Sherman 
illustrates Kuspit's point on appropriation art. The inspiration and creative 
value of Sherman's master portraits is denied by the matter-of-factness 
and nonchalance with which she appropriates and makes fun of them. In 
Kuspit's words, Sherman is, in a sense, "dancing on the graves" of these 
old master artists. 

One point on which I have a somewhat different view than Kuspit has 
to do with his claim that postmodern artists have eschewed the 
therapeutic as a motivation or aim for their art. 1 agree that their attempts 
at the therapeutic may seem quite anti therapeutic at times, nevertheless, 
I believe this often has more to do with the profound difficulty of being 
therapeutic in the postmodern era than a true reflection of the lack of 
motive for the therapeutic. Like severe narcissistic or borderline patients, 
who through their acting out behaviors and resistant defenses, may appear 
on the surface as though they don't want treatment, in actuality, are 
expressing their need for help the only way they know how. 

Although they went about it in different ways, both Egon Schiele and 
Cindy Sherman searched in their artistic mirrors for answers to a series of 
questions aimed at knowing and healing the self. 
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The Death of Art: 
Review of Donald Kuspit's The Cult of 

the Avant-Garde Artist 

Will Wadlington 

As an artist and psychologist, I have certain expectations for the art 
criticism I read, expectations that are not easily fulfilled. I look for 
writing about art that enhances my experience of art works and that 
deepens my understanding of artists, without doing injustice to either. 
Unfortunately, it is all too easy to do injustice to both. At its worst, art 
criticism can unwittingly reduce the experience of the sublime and 
beautiful to mere perc eption, and cre ativity to ordinary behavior. It can 
also carry interpretation too far, committing deterministic reductions and 
"intentional fallacies" and risking either romanticizing or pathologizing 
the artist. (Positivism and Freudianism have both taken a toll on our 
understanding of modern art.) What I need, therefore , is balanced art 
criticism, that is both sensitive to the subtle phenomenology of aesthetic 
perception and that leaves the psyche of the artist intact. 

Good art criticism also meets more general needs. It helps us 
understand why we like what we like. It gives meaning to our preferences 
and interests. Moreover, it puts things in context; It creates an historical 
and cultural backdrop for what we see. It also allows us to see more, or 
more clearly. It reveals a previously hidden order of perception or a new 
perspective, orienting us toward experiences in the world-and in 
ourselves-that we might otherwise miss. 

The Cult of the Avant-Garde Artist (New York: Cambridge Univ. Press, 
1993), by Donald Kuspit, meets many of these needs. It does so because 
Kuspit has successfully integrated aesthetic and psychological 
perspectives. The book makes explicit Kuspit's theory of twentieth
century art, a theory evolved over several decades during which his 
reviews of hundreds of works of visual art have appeared in major art 
magazines and in Art Criticism, the journal he edits . 

Donald Kuspit is an art historian, philosopher, and art critic who is 
trained in psychoanalysis and well-versed in post-psychoanalytic thought. 
He employs concepts from Freud, Fromm, Winnicott, and Kohut along 
with his own contributions to psychobiography and psychodynamic 
personality theory, to explicate the shift that has taken place from avant-
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garde to postmodern art. His approach to criticism focuses the same kind 
of attention on visual art and artists that has long been given to literature 
and writers. It brings together a cultura l critique of Capitalism and of 
Postmodernism with a penetrating psychological analysis of the cult 
phenomena that pervade the contemporary art world. Kuspit is keenly 
aware of the narcissistic dangers that abound for artists who attempt to 
shape an identity while living in a culture that values celebrity over 
authenticity, and surface over substance. 

Kuspit's writing is rich and expressive. His method is more aligned 
with what Baudelaire called "poetic" as opposed to "mathematical'" 
criticism. It is criticism that attends to what the artist evokes-not just 
what his or her work signifies. Because he is as comfortable in the art 
world of Soho as he is in the academic settings of Cornell University and 
The State University of New York at Stony Brook where he teaches, his 
style is both hip and scholarly. 

Kuspit begins with the assumption that most avant-garde art has a 
therapeutic intention. He further posits that 

neo-avant-garde, or postmodern art at once mocks and denies 
the possibility of therapeutic c h a nge. As such , it 
accommodates the status quo of capitalist society, in which 
fame and fortune co unt above everything e lse. Stripping avant
garde art of its missionary, therapeutic intention, neo-avant
garde art converts it into a cliche of creative novelty or ironi c 
value for its fashionab le look . Moreover, it destroys the 
precarious balance of art istic narcissism and social empathy 
that characterizes modern art, tilting it cy nica lly toward the 
former.' 

Kuspit thus attempts to make sense of contemporary art that broadcasts 
an image of the self as drained and depleted. He also gives voice to the 
widely-felt fear that, as the twentieth-century ends, visual art is dead. 

Through seven densely-packed chapters, Kuspit uses philosophic 
language interchangeably with the terminology of contemporary 
psychodynamic personality theory. Thus "object" may refer at one time to 
the perceptual object, at another to the aesthetic object, and at another to 
a referent in the self-object re l ationship. This technique i s not 
confounding; instead, it unifies the theoretical strands of his argument, 
especially in Kuspit's retelling of the myth of the modern artist. 

Artists, according to the myth, are special: they seem possessed of 
genius by virtue of their unique perceptual powers. Kuspit invokes 
Whitehead's notion of "presentational immediacy" to describe the direct 
perception attained by the artist and presented to the viewer. Avant-garde 
artists are also distinguished by a deeper commitment to authentic being 
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and origina l action. They are " initiated into the mys teri es of primordia l 
experi e nce," ) and because of greater freedom and spontane ity, like that 
fo und in Fromm 's " integra ted personality" o r Winnicott ' s "True Self," 
able to "quintessenti alize'" reality fo r us and bring us to full er experience 
and a mo re meanin gful li fe . Accordin g to th e my th , the a rti s t ca n 
overcome the fund ame nta l a mbiva le nce each ind ividu a l fee l s about 
intimacy and connection to achi eve wh at Kuspit ca ll s " the ultimate 
o bj ec t re l ation ship- th e m os t inte nse e ngage ment poss ible with an 
o bj ec t. '" A lth ough Ku s pit doesn ' t say so, the o ri g in a l ambival e nce 
undoubtedly arises from the anti cipation of obj ect-loss, to which the arti st 
is exquisitely sensitive. Avant-garde arti sts are individuals who "regress to 
the primordi a l beginning to escape the decadent end."6 Kuspit equates the 
" saying yes to life" of the Nie tzschean Overman with Kohut's "hea lthy 
nu clear se lf' in the individual who is abl e to overcome " di sintegra tion 
anxie ty." 7 Postmoderni sm pits the arti st not onl y against hi s or her own 
morta lity but aga in st the demi se and death of art itse lf. Kuspit 's book 
addresses the important ques tion of whether any arti st these days can 
survive the di sintegra tive forces of commodity culture in which art' s only 
va lu e is mo ne tary and the a rti st 's pe rso na lity is gri s t fo r the mill of 
ce lebrity and fa me. 

The times we live in have become decadent , and an intensely self
conscious a rt refl ec ts thi s reali ty. Thi s is an age of in sincerity, vicari ous 
life, and de rivative truth . Nietzsche, the first moderni st, fores aw thi s a 
hundred years ago . He told of it in a myth that has subsequentl y bee n 
retold as the myth of the modern individua l as culture-hero and arti st: Art 
is therapeuti c and the a rti st is a hea ler who ove rco mes a li enation and 
d e ple tion to c re ate work s th at return power and the will to li ve to 
individuals liv ing in a decaying, barbari c, and spiritu ally-bereft culture. 

Kuspi t has antic ipated the need fo r an approach to art c ritic ism that 
acknowledges the profo und psychological impact of thi s myth on arti sts. 
M uch o f th e psy ch o bi ogra phy of th e pas t h as ca ll e d att e nti o n to 
un c on sc io us a nd reg ress ive a s pec ts o f c reati v ity, vi ewin g a rt as 
compensatory in nature , o r at bes t , as the produc t of the sublim ated 
des ires of the arti st. It has ignored the arti st' s explic it, conscio us, and 
c ultu ra lly-co nspi cuo us mo ti ves. S in ce F re ud , w ith hi s we ll -known 
ambivale nce toward the a rti st and antipath y toward visual art , mu ch 
psychological c ritic ism has over-interpre ted the arti st ' s motives, often 
ignorin g th e art work itself and cultural factors influenc ing the way it 
looks. There is a conspicuous need for an approach whi ch acco unts for the 
co mpl ex interactions of artistic style and personali ty dynamics among 
current arti sts , whi ch prov ides a means of di stingui shing healthy from 
pathological motives behind artistic express ions, and whi ch enhances the 
di scrimination of good fro m bad art. Kuspit 's book shows that such an 
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approach is possible. 
Kuspit's method is microcosmic. He defines styles by reference to 

characteristic works by exemplary artists: Malevich's squares, Duchamp's 
readymades, Warhol's portraits. He also uses the art-historian 's method of 
comparing and contrasting to fl ash simultaneous slides of important art 
works or to juxtapose artists ' statements . Kuspit consistently allows the 
artist to speak for him- or herself and, where possible, he allows the work 
to speak for itself. There is no excess interpretation . 

A chapter on Picasso and Duchamp (strange bedfellows!) shows that 
they share a common interest in "distortion" and "provocation"g as a way 
to evoke an earlier, primordial state of the object. Just as Picasso's cubist 
deformations of things stir emotions related to the real objects they 
distort, so do Duchamp 's acts of negation ultimately affirm the primordial 
objects (art hi storical and personal) they deny. 

Mondrian and Malevich are similarly joined stylistically. Kuspit sees 
both as exemplifying the pursuit of pdnciple in seeking something eternal 
in geometric form. Both artists attempt to find a way beyond the 
transience of the object to the realm of the universal. Mondrian's way is a 
"dialectical geometry"9 and Malevich's approach is totalistic, but both 
attempt and fail at a purification of art and an objective relation to (rather 
than a relationship with) the object. Kandinsky uses geometry but steers 
his art toward a spiritual goal, the achievement of "subtler emotions, as 
yet unnamed." 10 But art's desire for innocent vision and spontaneous 
express ion is repeatedly thwarted in an entropic, decaying culLure. 

For Kuspit, Warhol is the beginning of the end of the belief in art's 
healing power. Warhol's aspiration to "be a machine" is a denial of the 
will to originality, and therefore of the assumption that an original , 
primordial, state exists . A strength of the book is that Kuspit neither 
reduces the complexity of the art scene to economic behavior, nor 
romanticizes the artist as a hapless victim of Capitalism. 

Kuspit's chapter on German artist Joseph Beuys is especially 
important. Beuys is difficult to understand. His oeuvre consists of highly 
personal fetishistic objects such as a felt suit and various sculptural forms 
made of animal fat , as well as drawings and documents concerned with 
the artist's philosophically- and politically-charged performances and 
public gestures. (In the early 70's, for example, Beuys squared off with a 
wild coyote in a New York gallery for three days .) The enigmatic quality 
of Beuys' works is compelling even without knowing the complex 
personal associations of the artist. (A series of honeybee drawings, for 
instance, relate to Beuys ' process theory of sculpture as continuous and 
transformational-chaos is transformed into order and liquid to solid to 
liquid again in the making of the honeycomb.) But the drawings stand alone, 
as do many of the artist's works. Beuys, who Kuspit regards as a transitional 
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figure between avant-garde and postmodern art , attempted to be more a 
" shaman " th a n a "showma n," but he was finally th e victim of hi s 
dependency on an audience, on becoming a guru to the cult that formed 
around him. He also was the tragic hero , the "phys ici an manque" in a failed 
effort to hea l a soc ie ty that perseverates in b e li ev in g that it i s 
"fundamentally sound" and denying the need for a cure . Although art, like 
th at of Beuys, has the power to put the audience in touch with previously 
unfelt emotion s, " in general the artist is more likely to solve hi s own 
narciss istic problems by making art than to so lve any of the audi ence 's 
emotional problems." " Beuys fa ils because he takes himself too seriously 
and, therefore, too tragically. He is not enough of a clown, who can enchant 
through na'ive te and foolishness , th e only antidote for the hype r
consciousness and arch-seriousness that charac teri ze contemporary social 
life. 

The visual art of the twentieth century is multiform and diverse. The 
boundaries between painting, sculpture , gesture, and performance, for 
example, are quite fluid. There is no "essence" of twentieth century art. It 
is a proliferation of styles and a profusion of objects , the same object 
having diffe rent meanings in different contexts . Only from the vantage 
point of the approaching millennium , does contemporary art becomes 
comprehens ibl e. As Kuspit show s, Postmodernism itse lf is a mocking 
explication of what was implicit in moderni st art. 

Kuspit understands Postmodernism as a narci ss istic sty le: It speaks 
"o nly to a nd abo ut art , rath er than to th e se lf and it s nee ds an d 
experience." '2 In a soc iety that prefers mirroring to confrontation , the 
arti s t has become a " sty li sh symb ol ," '3 a surface in stead of a se lf. 
Because who one is has become more important than what one does, the 
postmodern artist " thinks he is signific ant simply beca use he is a n 
artist." 14 

The commercialization and ban alization of art points to a breakdown 
of boundaries between things in the world , and the cult of the art ist 
reveals a loss of depth and creative will in the individual. Kuspit sees 
postmodernist art as both a defen se against decadence (and death) and as 
a form of decadence itself. Postmodernism promotes what Modernism 
tried to avo id: cynicism, humorlessness , and despair. 

Kuspit's inte rest repeatedly co m es back to the primordial as 
representing an earlier, purer state. What is therapeutic is always a return 
from a jaded, cynical attitude to a feeling of being alive and having 
desires. But the way back is blocked at times by art itself. Postmodernist 
appropri ationi sm (which Kuspit traces from Duchamp to Warhol to the 
present) is self-stultifying. "Art today," says Kuspit, "has reached a new 
extreme of decadence, in which it dialectically incorporates all the past 
signs of artistic rejuvenation- the dregs of old and already won struggles 
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for rei n tegra tion, rei nvigora tion--while denying their contemporary 
possibility."'5 Appropriationist works like Sherrie Levine's copies of 
modernist paintings and photographs, and other such works in which the 
copy is more important than the original , reveal the postmodernist's 
"disbelief in primordiality and its transmutative power."'6 Postmodernism is 
an aesthetic impasse. It is ultimately the death of art by self-incorporation, 
the loss of the wish for rejuvenation, and the end of the myth of the artist as 
healer. 

In The Cult of the Avant-Garde Artist , Kuspit sees beyond the 
postmodernist insincerity about the self and the mockery of history (and 
therefore primordiality) to an important irony, that despite its desire to 
ir.vert art history and to subvert meaning in art, Postmodernism affirms by 
negating , and thu s ultimately discloses artistic values implicit in 
Moderni sm: originality, authentic expression, and good faith. By 
maintaining ironic detachment, Kuspit is able to see beyond appropriation 
to what is worth appropri ating and beyond mockery to what is worth 
mocking. 

When insincerity is the norm it is hard to know how to take things. 
There is risk of failure inherent in criticism that is either too earnest or 
too easily deceived. Kuspit has avoided that risk, and without instilling 
fal se hope and the wish for a post-Postmodernism, he has shown that 
healthy detachment about twentieth-century art is at least poss ible. 

Notes 
Reprintedfrom Creativity ResearchJournal, Lawrence Erlbawn. Associates, IIlC., publisher. 
Orig inally presented as part of a symposium on "Psychoanalys is and Art Criticism: 
Reinterpreting The Avant-Garde" at the An/lual Convention of the American Psychological 
Association, New York, NY, August 13, 1995. 
Charl es Baude laire , "The Salon of 1846 ," in Baudelaire as a Literary Critic, eds. L. 
Hys lop and F. Hyslop, Jr. (Univers ity Park , PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 
1964) , 38. 

2 Donald Kuspit , The Cult of the Avallt-Garde Artist (New York: Cambridge Unive rs ity 
Press, 1993) iii. 

3 Kuspil , 5. 
4 Kuspil ,8. 
5 Kuspit , 12. 
6 Kuspit, 29. 
7 Kuspil. 
8 Kuspit, 31. 
9 Kuspit, 5 1. 
10 Kuspit, 53. 
II Kuspit, 97. 
12 Kuspil. , 13. 
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