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. This thesis poses the _problem of the failure of formalist
. > f

criticism to deal with artworks of the last ten years In Qrdel.; to
examine’ the root of f‘ormalistic attitudes there 1s ‘an examination of

different notions of time; H their relationship to notions of history,

imparticular art history; «<and o these in turn relate- to' the func-4

tion of the avant-garde}{ and avant-garde critiéism. ’I‘he conclusion

4

different strateg;ems of‘ criticism, and the pressing, need for the

critic to éxamine new critical approaches to maintain his gredibility -
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as interpreter of recent art works. . . > -
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CL » ‘
) g oo . CHAPTER 1° -«
. - INTRODUCTION -

w@:m- the last ten years formalist art criticism seems to have

' . reached a point of crisiLs The crisis, as witnessed by a break, not '
e _ only in the art forms produced but in the assurrptions and intentions of
! the artists involved, has only belatedly been felt within the dependent
: field of interpretation. ' Indeed, only certain writers. hax\re become elo-"
qxfent about the inadequacies of mefhods at their disoosal and attempted

4 drastic reappraisal < : .

Indeed Susan.Sontag in 1966 in her critica.l essay, A’g%.inst

Interpretation," expressed such doubts about the value:of interpreta-

, , tion at all , -~ \ X
oo In some cultural coneexts, int ?mretation i1s a liberating ‘
N act. It is a méans of revising, o transvaluing,, ‘of escaping
) . .. the dead past. In other cultural contexts, 1t 1s reactionary, °
. impertinent, cowardly, stifling . 4.
"’,\ . .. <. Today is such a time, when the project of interpretation
se is 1arge1y reactionary, stifling 1 .
K -

The most dominant and influential critical writing in tm,visdal
arts during the years imnediate]y preceding Sontag S. esgay was fomal-

ist., It seems probable then that the main directioncof.‘ her afgument was

‘_’- agalnst formalist criticism.. In 1971 Jack Burnham defined formalism as:
"Inherent]y a conservative theory of art, in the Hegelian sense, it
;o lSuszan Sontag, Against Inte_r_pretation and Other Essays (New York:
/-Earrar, Strauss and G:‘Lroux, 19 » P 7o
) 4} . . 3 . .




-

exnects a constant evolution of new and significant art images 1ogica11y

[

- connected with- the past. 02 ’ ' . B

- ” -

'Eevdescribed briefly its application by Heinrich WOlfI‘lin,
-~ ' Mawi'ice Denis, Gestalt psycholoiists such as Kohler' and more recently
' \;;. cr'itics such -as Clement Gneenl?erg. Generally , he found it to be a "v;‘-y
linear view of Hegel's dialectic which in fact, anticipated not the
"mildly and pleasingly unexpected but the radically unexpected. "3 Per'—
haps the most intemsting argmnent he. 'presented was his descriptq,on of
< i‘o ism as a mythic f‘orm, in that it depended on belief‘ for its con-
b "tinued* existence Reiterating %ontaé 's general dissatisfacticn with ’
existent formalist critical procedure he claimed that, "Its det ior—'
. ation began when su’fficient numbers of artists sensed that 1ts p mises”

had been exhausted ol | ' (’ .

' 'The bids of‘ this study is. ‘that of an ar'tist ’I’he 'views -held are
?those of an artist criticizing ce{tain aspects of criticism ‘ Briefly,
it is metacriticism,ﬂ)ut wi)th -a purpose that Sontag expx;essed cieérly‘:

Indeed we have an obligation to overthrow amy-means of

) defending and justifying art which becomes particularly -
- obtuse Or _onerous or insensitive to contemrorary neéds and
) Qr'actice.

- This, then, outli;ies the sg;ongly felt need to reassess the'\ﬁlace /f"

- . - ¢ -
-

<

PR Y ‘

. ' 2Jack Burnham, The Structure of Art (New Yorky

e, 197), P37

- 3tb.m. ‘
o S - .

. oid., p. 36, . : R

~ ~

’. / o . . co ‘ .. e

/ ~SSontapé, Against Interpretation, o. 5.

-

"

Georpe Bﬁazillier )

.




' problem, the

. refer!*ences in the second’ chapter, relfting to profane, sacred, actual

and virtual fime may at this point.clarify the ideas. - Profane time, as

. theo;:'ies genérallv" It relates directly, as will be discussed in a

- . , . . . - . Py
formalist criticism, e .

LY

Ina brie view of chapters subseque th:ls statementof . the

(writér wlll examine different modes of time, and give , . . -
examples of contemporar/; artists greater awar&ess and use of time with
their work. Following this will bes an examination of the concept of the’

avanft-garde,. in re’l/ tion to modes | of time, primarily its pr'incipal o
Q’
qualification as an historical phenomenon. ‘Renato Poggioli quoted

* Massimo Bontempelli as ;lefinirg avant— arde art as, "An exclusivé-ly ) .

- 5
modern discoverv, born only when art began to contemplate 1tse1f from a. .

»
historical point of view nb o ) . ' T oo

Following is a sectidénon avant—garde,'prjmarily forma'li‘st, - .
criticism as it has stood until recently. It willbe exanibéd how O\ - R

’

f‘Omﬁrlist crit\’ism relates to a pro. \

sense of time. A groundwork of‘

the anthropologist Mircea Fliade.] elucidated refers to clnronologﬁcal

evervdav, ordinary time As amode it is a sequential and "linear,

assumed by Darwin, and applied broadly. in other fielde, at later dates, .

A™

: for example, by phil,osophers such as Spencer and Marx 1in his dialect- ,

ical mater'ialism. It.seems to underlié the Mportance of developmental
3 i °

’ i
-

.- later chapter }:o the rise of the concept of avant—p‘ardism In Chapter 6,

-
<
- / N ’

i, . . ° . .
- 6 . ' N
. Renato Poggloli o The Concept of the Avantgarde, trans. Gerald e
Fitzgerald (New York: Harvard Univeraity Press, 1968), p. 1. o

TMircen Fliade The Sacred and the Profane (New York: Harper
Torchbooks, 1961) . RS .

* \

MY
N . ' Y
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ence), 1s postulated ) V . . 5 3

.. whieh still rema‘lnsiopen. So

. . . ) o s - : N
the thrust of previous arglments arrive at thgr most Amportant point. -

The assunption of an historical interpretation a8 the primary 1nterpre—

tatiye mode is questioned. The posgibility of a works transcendence of

’

the historicé.l time 'dontinuum (triggered-by a strong aesthetic experi—'

L

v

LN

In the last chapter, the context is related to the work, modify—

- L

ing the concept of transcendence The %mssiﬂg need ,f'or broadening of
1nterpreta€ive schema 'is expressed. in recognition of a need for’ .a new B

kind of criticism which Burnham called "post-formali‘st criticism

\ ).

Observing Sontag and others, who also feel the ‘gxhaustion of '

o

current criticisru, Burnham wrote:

. Within \\the last.Tive to ten years same art historians have -
begun to support an 'against intetpretation' dogtrine,. through

which works of art and perhaps tge 1ives of their originators .
are, studied as sacrosanct texts:

ﬁightl,;/ s he ch:r.iti°c‘ize'd their attitude, as an avoldance of a problent ‘
ptgowever, d1d advocate a returning to

the immediate sensuous reaction to the work. In place of a hermen- T

eutics, we need an erotics of art. I E _ .

“ It is f‘elt that ob,jective systems must be put in relation to a

subJective response. As Sontag stated: "Interpretation takes the sen—

sory experience of the work of art for granted, and proceeds from there. .,10

And yet, this has not always been so. An example is the English =
. X - . o

. ' , . . ,% D e
- . o (’} ' 5 "(/ c - b
4 "
8Jack Burnham, The Structure of Art, p. 37. :

\ ' -
~ ‘QSontag,'Against Interpretation, p. .

o

Co0m4.,p. 13.

4
—_—
.
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~ 7 eritic and painter, Patrick Her‘on in E[he"Chaﬁging Forms _of Art He
" used both descriptive and analytic langusge in a way that 1s rot .

', overtly systenatised and which relates to specific wo_rks. 'I'he rgsult

is that the reader has a desire to see the wark. A ase. in point is

S
&/ his dfscussipr of Vlamind‘c's work, La Gare d'Avers-sur-Otde (1920).1

}ﬂstorica.lly, this dissatisfactim with critioism generally . . ( )
followed a perioq of both formalist criticism aAd formalist art It ]
- rd .
" colneided, as Burnham indicated in the following diagram, with a mise
12 - '

in historical consciousness ig, the ma]d.ng of art.

1790 1810 #830 1850 1870 1890 1910 1930 . 1950 ,
‘'~ . y ° ]
N S . . . ’

f ° Rise of Historical Consciousness in the Making of At ~ | ‘
) T f ‘ o ’

With the rise in am}ireness of the' historical contimmin‘of

[

developing, art formg among artists, there is also a rise in historical. \

- .
< v

t

[N

o llPatrick Heron, The Chgggi_ng Forms of Art, (New York: The i‘
«Noonday Press, 195'5), p. 132.

- ' v ‘ ~
12 . - A

Burnhan, ’I’ne Structure of Art, p. 117.

.
. .
. . . .
\ -
¢ . '
- .
' . ]
* L4 .
.
.
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. “ . . i \
transgressions of that continuum. "... and qui’ce 6bviously, Duchanp Was

» l

the first artist to employ historical trahsgressions a,Sfa matter of
strategy." } Transgr'essions, Burrham eluctdated, ére mot1vated by the
reallization that srt: history is a mythic structure prolonged by “belief
" in it Fran the diagram, then, one could deduce that. presentj-day art is
“less fomalistically nredictabie » The rise of 'linguistic cgneeptu;s.lism
. 1n 1967 or 1968 has verified this. T e '
Burnhsm cited Br'ian O'Doherty as one of.' the first critics ’co
seriously question the present rupture between art and art history

O'Doherty s outline, in 1969,, of the possibilities confronting the Art

,World was: : >

- ' s

P .7 I. Dilalettical History and the pos‘c—modemism of (part:icularly)

color-field painting.’

{ . TI. Object and Conceptual Art, and the anti—historical landscape
+* -{also Process Art) on which order is circumscribed with
’ ’, Various modalities of chaos, &nd vice versa.

Art; generally. identiXied*ith the futire , ‘roughly grouping
- Kinetic and Technoirg%ilal l}rt in which the technoll‘ogical
. dmperative and soc deas are frequently cited
’ s ‘the rise in i?nportance of the second of these
categories is 'at the root of the realiazation of the inadequacy of

\present i+tmpmtative gystems. Pr'oportionately, there are 1ess sig—

nificant artists worldng withfn a recognizable aialectical framework
- N

tl’h-}\th;ege were, ten years ago. It is.in relatiom+to ‘this that Fliade's
' T & . © '

* - pg

ﬁay uBlgian O'Doherty. A panel discussion at the Universi’cy of Iowa,
10, 1969

(BEmphasis added).

.
. . ‘ i
» N - -
) & - l . . ‘
° - v
-
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.
.



b

sacred and profens time*became useful as descriptive tools. And it i
becal'zse of these non—historical works which are hanpening now, and
indeed because also of any sotent work done at any time€? that 1t would
seem that; the. artist, in his strength, tends to sacred t:ln_e as a
modality of his work, in soite of whatever histordical (profane) conno—
 tations it may have. ‘Concurring with this, Burrhem cited Gearge |
Kubler's observation: .., works of art do not exist in time, they have
an 'entyy phoint'."flé. ' S o | " o
" The contemporary artist, Mei—’Bocrmér'asserted in 19%11 that the
g aesthetic experlence exists outside ordinary profane.time. "When you'.'re
. .ipterested in art, you're mtemsted in the _éxchange that occurs when
you stand in front of a wark, alone ; ‘and look at it. It is atwral.“ls
Although Eliade's two modes of time were differentieted in orders
ta des.crilbe" cus‘tqns, beliefs and myths in primitive societies, there 1s.’ |
reason to be]ieveuthat the two/modes also exist in modern soclety,,
although in more corrplex formd; ari assertion that has been made oy
Claude Bevi—%trauss, and reiterated by Burnham recently in-a chapter in .

The Structure of Art ca_lled art History as a Mythtc ’Form " Tt seems

.clear' then, that although it 1s 1ess of a pure situation ’ pne can still

refer 0 the polarity of the/ two 'modes “of bej_ng R the sacred and the

4

profane within contemporary society <o . ' -

-

. Within an interpretgtive framewdrk the contertion could be phrased )

- ° -

R lsBurrmam The St dcture of Art, p, 36.

N

c e
v

~" 2461, Bochner,: Mol Bochner on Malevich: An Interview by John'
Coplans " Artforum (June 97“) 61.
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thus: for, critics to considemsworks & art, .either strictly as stages
- M ' -

in a dialectical continw.xm, or, as aesthetic items as part gf society's o

i \ ' o production, is to deal with them strictly on the level of the profane

art should be considered more in terms of a transcendent

Y

? 'I‘his is the’ crux of the argument .

- But-eur

1

" ~akperd

' - . The relatimship of interpretation to art education is at one and

the same time both extremely simple and'cmplex, tortuous and indirect.

On a broad level, the activity of criticisn plays a didactic role in

society: generally. It “provides references and parameters for critical

aporeciation.

THe production of sophisticated catalogues and booklets,

which are a regular part of a museum's activity, are made to make thé

. e work not only more adcessible but also to educate The critig 8 role, ;o
&
VR 4
. }both as- author of these booklets,: of newspaper reviews ard of books of *
(‘ ' criti\cal essays, is not Just to inform, but also to enlighten. And, as

. is stated by Arthur Koestler, interpretation is at the core of educa- |,

. <&
tion. -

-

N
U

o

-

o :

1

Ard in a narrower cdntext (and by this is meant tile context of

’

educational institutions rather than the public at large) the approach

. to interpretation as a problem bearing directly on art education; is o Ce

" paramount in both studio ard art history courses. Burnhan quoted

P . o Levi-Strauss s insistence tha.t the plastic arts rely upon organized

\ ' conventions in order to be unierstood as art.!] Learned systems of - Co
i " . 'plastic values aré a direct result of the idnds of interpretative
%;2‘: . schema used. ' The .f.’arm of the artf obJect is inextricably bound up with
',* . — - Ly | oy

- UBunhan; me Structure of Art, p.[8.,

“
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mental framewerks, sttitudes, expectations and both cultural.and private

backgrounds, and is articulated as commnication in the form of descrip-

e
~

tions and interpretations.

At .uni‘versity ie\?el‘,”at« the centre is theé subject matter. There —

 1s, 1deally, a mitual edubating of both teacher and students. Narthrop
. Frye spoke of the need o the teachers and students\to escape "ghe role
of teachers teaching and students 1€arning," in order to try to "came

together in a cammon vision of the subJect presented to them."18

. Artieulated interpretation may Be a means to open up sizclg a dialogue.

ArtkmrQl(oestlerZ reflecting this opinion, reminded us that: -"The )
essence of teaching is not in the facts and ddta, which 1t corweys, but
in the interpretations that it transmits in explicit or implied ways."™
But until there is a satisfactory and suitab}e interpretative approach,
much very recent art ma,v not be seen, or their' propositions even dis—
cussed within higher educational institutions. And this rna?( be to the
mutual :meoverisrment of students and teachers, and a cause of

unnecessary conservatism in such Institutions.

. . .
N .
» . .
.
. ’ .
. .
.
” 1 ‘.’ -

N -,

’ r
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Publications (Toronto, 1969): 6

. 8k Northrop Frye., "'mehhms of Change," C. B. C.

 arthur Koestler, "Te Et of Change," C. B. C.
Publications (Toronto, 19699: 7: : "
. ® - .. ' . N q‘ :
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CHAPTER 2 - e

T . SACR:EDNESSI,‘ VIRTUALITY, AND ART
. SN .

In his observatioris of p{-imitive societieé, the anthropologist -
Mircesa Eliade, developed the theme of sacred and profane time. The time
of festiva_ls (mostly periodical) he describes as sacred time E‘arly
man, through these festivals, rejoined his origins, began' 'anew'. Thus,
Elilade defined this mode of time as "circular, reversable and recover-

n20

able, In that thr‘ough the periodic festivals early man could reactual-

ize the original time. Further, he characterised it as an"'etema.l :
o, ) 'y .

mythical present."zl Tt exists in its\elf a.nd for itself and 1is con- N

ceived as a now that may expand infinitely. Man, to the extent of nhis"

regaining this state of being, has a religlous sense. '

S At the other enq /o‘ﬁ/ this polarity, he described profane’ time as
simpdy: .. ary temporal duration in which acts without religious

meaning have the:Lr- etting."22 Unlike sacred tin% it grows from past to
future, and 1.s therefore continuous ..

?’The socleties on, whgse observation he based this concept iden~
tified tota.lly this religious f.‘eeling of sacred time with the form of. the

]

®gi1ade, The Sacred and the Profare, p. 72. \
liyge. - - | " .'
22Ih1a ' L )
- 10 - ! \\.‘ e
L] \\ . ’
~
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f‘estivals One was a direct expression of thé other And the most

: evident way of describing and transmitting bellef's was hrough myth.

Burrmam on the basis of Claude . vi-*’-Strauss s-1dea that uncon-

p—

sclous mental processes are the same in both modern and tive

societies, sald that we also’ have mythic structures, but are more
complex and subtle: "We are ,just learning how they (!Wthic structures)

operate in our so\cie,ty."23 ' )

In-the same way, 1t may be postulated that' sacred timeé in our
soclety, manifests itself in suybtle and comlex ways. As Eliade has

i ‘.
obgerved, modern soclety has been successive]y desacrilized. Tradi-

‘tional and religious conventions have, genera_lly, lost thelr meaning*m

this society. ![he mode of 'sacred tj.me\with its religious sense 1s
much less evident But concerming a concrete manifestation, he
indica.ted that among other attitudes, such as the love of nature it 1is
in the practice of the arts that he found a sort of "non—sectarian cosmic
religiosity n2h
A

of his own psyche to free himself of a surface appearance of thirgs.

He referréd to the artist's adventures into the depths

Of the artists who risk these ‘intense plunges into self-search
which put into .question 7f‘amiliar ways, ’there are those who produ’c'e' what
subsequently 1s recognised as'avant-garde art. Linking this with the
idea of a "non-sectarian religiosity,’ it is perhaps no accident that Zen
Buddhism's influence has “been such a fraitml stimulus for many

£

/—-

3Burnham, The Structure of Art, p. 39.

ot

.
]

2t rcea El1ade, Myths, Rites, Symbols, Vol. I, eds. W. Beane and
W. Doty (New York: Harper, Row Publishers, 1976), p. 126. :

-~ .
- . »
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experimental agr'E'ists, such. as John Cage or Jasper Johns. For Zen, '
stressing the inwardness of exper'iencing,' has a broadness which goes
. beyond the outward foms that cha.r'acterise many THore conventional b
r'eligions. What Zen seems to propose,. 1deallv, is that ever-y ordinar;y
aeg\ake on an extraordinary and personal sig;nificance To realize )

1

this, it 1is necessary to attain Satori a word whose translation most

closely coz:r-esponds to enlightenment '.. Zen sugp;est:,s that the prefane

, can be jmpregnatgd by the sacred at any momerit, according to one's
_state of enlightenment. Indeed; Zen is considered by its followers to

. be a releas¢ from profane time. Alan Watts claimed that until this

A

becomes clear: o T %

. 1t seems that our 1life is all past and future, and that the

ent 1s nothing more than‘the infinitesimal-hairline which

them. From this comes the sensation of, 'having no
time', in a world which -hurries by so rapidly that it is gone
before we can enjoy it. But through 'awakening to the instant'

. - One sees that this is the reverse of the truth. 25¢ . . s

Carl Jung was quite definite that the experience of Satori can

!

«
and does pappen within dur culture. "I have no doubt that the sator;i

\

experien oes occur also An the West, for we too have men who scent
. N .

ultimate ends, ard will spare themselves no .pains to draw near to t;hem."26 .

It is because of his researches in psychotherapy .that he was able to .

qualify this‘-by saying: '"But they will keep silent, not only out ‘of

sh\;ness, but because they know that any attempt to convey their .

26D. T. Suzuki, An Introduction to 7en Buddhism, /foreword by Carl
Jung (New York: Grove Press, 1961), p. 25,




~

*

5

reverence for obd ective truths that rational materialism briru_z,s with

"
1t 'in our culture However, he hypothesized that certain works, such as

Goethe's Faust, Nietsche s Zarathustra, and Blake's works ‘were: "Ihe*

L] . m
first glimmerings of the breakthrough of a total experijnce in Sur
L BN

Western Hemisphere. n28

Perhaps the visionary. quality in these works

which was so far fram day-to-day considera},io prompted Jung to-quote
: N .

thése writers. - ' — ~

Within the visual arts in very recent' ye.ars, Burnham su:gested

. that the artist Dennis Oppenheim, was acting as -Shaman in an attempt to

return to a former time, analogous to the sacred time of reactualizing
.

origin,s in primitive socleties. 29 To subCStantiate his argument Burnham

)
quoted certain art works such as the video-taped transfer drawings which

Oppenheim made with his -son and daughter as +a method for entering ':lnto

‘ his own past, and also the verv Proustian work inc]uding a bath of tur-

pentine whose smell triggered memories of his days as an_ art’ student

: Burnham questioned why artists only now, seem to have been r'eleased to

explore.directly their’ own sublimations and psvchodramas and concluded '

that until .today, "... in retrospect it appears that the restrictions of
P} £ | = ‘4 \> ’ -
3 4 ' ~ 8 v
\
°T1pad.
281p4d., p. 26.
L 4 N N ' o ' »

?91ack Burnham, "The Artist as Shamah," Arts Magazine (May-June,

1973): h2. *
. L X

B -
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experience to others would be Hopeless. n2l .o oo .

! Jurg believed this feeling of hopelessness stems f‘rgm the great . s
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the art context never allowed for it." ' o \

o . 9 . R . . c
However, the analogy of ngenheim's procedure with primitive
. society is ndt meant to imply that these works are any more sheréd than
- others. Tt is simnlv used to underline the sacred asoect of all art. .-

2 _ ‘ Speaking of art works generall-,v, Susan Langer, in Feeling and

-~

For'm, develc’)'ped the concept of 'virtual' and 'actual' time and space.’
*
Actuality, ‘as 1ts name implies refers to prof‘ane time or space. " Art,

she stated does not treat this mode at all. Virtuality, on the other‘

e hand, could be described as the'outward m'mifesta\tion, grenerallly 1h an
¢ art context, of‘ the- inwa.rd feeling of sacredness > A sculpture or paint—-

ing inhab“its virtual ;s/pace ; a plece of music, vir?ual time Langer :

B
v ' ~ N

refer'red to this quality as: .

- <

/ ceo the nrimary 1llusion of all plastic art ... it is limited By
* the frame, Jor surrounding Blanks, or incongruous other things . N
. that cut it off .... yet. it cannot be sald to divide it from :
. practical space —— the created virtual space is entirely self” -
' - contained and independent 31 _ v ~ N

~

Describing earlv architecture such as Stonehenge in terms of its sacred—
3

ness, Langer called it, '... a religious space.' She identif‘ied it also
as a"... virtual realm ... the heavenly bgdies ‘(Q)uld be seen to rise——~‘-—~——‘~’—

and set in the frame 1t defined. w32 ) ] ~
A ) . .
Conventions about form ia art have been questioned successively

v

in this century Tndeed, has said that such formsdl trans- »
L3 k

gr'essions have been a necessary aspect of the myth of ,.art history. As' .
L - ¢ A “ ’

1

3%m14.

-

) . nlanrer, Feelinsr and Form, A Theory.of Art (New York Charles
g Scrqpner s Sons, 1953), p. 12. (nnphasis ‘added).

'.;' 32.Tbid., Pp. 97-98.° " ' ;

: ’; o ' | - ' |
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esult there hasS been a great deal of both playful- irony, and more

. . deter-mined radicalness in the approach to frames of any kind One has .

) only to I)E reminded of Rauschenberg s more agé%ssive painting, with ..
N \ oro,jec'cing or ha.nging obJects But this also. happens when Pir:mdello
o ) uses the whole t'heatr'e as a stage, or when Kaprow akes a happening

- . involving the audience In becdming participants, the audience becames

part of the work's virtuality. Although mary works seem to blur the
- :ooundaries between art and liff, Qften by introducing chance into the

ork or Wy work:mg outside convenﬁional bou.ndaries ‘> perceptive con- 8
. /‘/ "7 sciousness can .recognize the qualities of virtuality. But it has oo
| become increasingly true that artists o engage our i)erception of .
time in a way that his not been donéjf‘:m: Douglas Davis refem:'ed

- " 4o this in his ‘book, Ark @lt (1977) when ?xe wrote: .
. . Since Picasso and Gertrude Stein, it 1)5 banal to say that "
. the contemporary experience of the world is spatially lex.

| Our sense of timé is open and abstract — to the poirit ere.
we are willing to allow for reversals and clrvatures as\well
‘as sense the movement of time across sequences and spat
segments beyond our immediate experience. f'&m,ance, film
o and video -(most_of all) serve this cycling, ssing sense of
—y—--- " < time moving on. 33 .
' ’ . - 3 . ‘ N - ‘\/’\
. ~ «For' examole, Hans Haackej- has produced a body of works which
f X accept in their structure the ci'xanging of organic and inorganic/ﬂ s
materials through time. An example is his Grass Cube (1967).
Robert ‘/;ﬁorris elaborated.on a new attitude of using time within

art works: . s *

o . ’

Y

N
° 33Douglas Davis, Art Culture. Essays on the Postmodern (New
v 4 York: I-*arper arnd Row 19775, p. 37. -
s h 3
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Now images the past tense of reality, begln to giye way.
to duration, the present tense of edlate spatial '‘experi- . -
ence. Time is ¥n this newer work b a2 way 1t never was in
_past sculptura .... '}

Some of the thrusts of the new work to make these
perceptions more conscious and 'articulate 3%

o

And Michael Cain, in “his work; 4ihtended to:

. 'provide enviro lent phenomena which are flowing at a
different rate than the-phenomena that we are accustaned
to, s‘b that an altemative time experience opens up.

Even more clearlv, Ian Wilson, in describing his intentions, seemed to

be reinforcing Eliade s concept of an eternal mythical present ¢

.

And so the idea I'm concemed with 1s anscending par-
tlcular time and particular places.- I try o preserve an ° .
idea by making ig mnemonic, so that you car/ preserve it by . .
remembering it.3 J o g .

. N\ N ur . ~.

, .
L * -» 7y
- ’ A

*
: 3uRober't Morris, "The Present Tense of Q.pace," Art in America
(Ja.n ~Feb., 1978): 70 . '

3E"’lic'hael Cain,.Time, a panel discussion, ed. Lucv Lippard,
Art ‘International (November, 1969): 21.

36Tan Wilson, Time, a panel discussion, ed. Lucy Linpard,
Art Intemationa.l (November, 19( 9): 22.
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|

: Kierkegaarde‘ described internil hlistory as the only true 'his-

"? 37 ‘I'ne reason, he held 1s that internal histor'y takes Into account

-
tho freedom of vidua_'t to choose his actions The su'b,j ective

nature of eicoeriencing is considered only in this sense of, history.
Susan Langer gave as apn example the yiotlon that a {yric ‘poem 'Us
a genuine plece of subjective history. "38

D

At the beginning of this century Henrti Bergson developed the the— |
ofy known as Tﬁ;eative evol;ti-oz;\based on the power of the individual to

+ g’
choose between altemative courses- of. actio’ﬁ\ at different moments in

time thus consciously creating his *@n evolutior}f: Inevitably his influ-

ence: on writers and artists was ver'y gr'eat Byt whe’r'e action. for the

.individual is unconscious and conditioned, he is subj ect to external

4

’ histor'y ‘ -,

Bertrém Morris. exolained that the reluctance of philosophers
generally (éxcept certain ones such as Ter'bullian, Kierkegaarde and

Sartre) to give a’cten‘cion to 1nter'nal histor'yq, 1s due to the‘apparent

N
’

v

' - . . ‘o ’ .
- 3'soren Kierkegaarde, The Living Thoughts of Kie“rke$t_ie, pre-
sented by W. H. Auden (Indiana University Press, 1966), p. 07. -

33nger, Feeling ano Form, p.. 268.
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sensglessﬁess of experience. Consequently, the philosopher according

Y

Ny
to Morris, ,"seeks a model _for experience in 1ts most meaningful form ——

and that model §s [external] history. n39

‘¢ The theory of evolution, as expounded in Darwin's 1njf‘luentialr

work, The Origin of the Sppcies, being a tool for describing blological
o N ‘

develppment in general patterns, assumed exterrial history. Her:ber't

'Spencer » however, the first important philosopher to base his work on an

-

evolutionary sta.ndpoint foresaw the danger of this theor'y being con-

-

stnL_d teleologlcally, dr used to project determ’mist viewpoints Later

Karl Ponper pointed out how, as a general vision of the worlC, ‘the the-

ory of‘ evolution is incormle’te ' ’ . !

o v E - )

" of Darwin's theory of natural selection showed that it ,
is 1 clple possible to reduce teleologv to causatlon, ;
by exnlaini in purely physical terms, thé existence of '

design and purnose in the world. ho

A fossil, a residue of a for'mer‘living entity, is for the evolu-
tionary bioiog:ist, a code o'f in;raluable information on that lif:e's'for-m;y
at a-specific point of time in the past. Tr'aciné all these points, Vvhat’

1s deduced, pr-oyiaing there is sufficient inf‘omat;ion, is the extérnal
) hietory of an evolving life form. For man, a more cormlex. *form, thg
*cultural changes would also contribute to external history. Within the _
recent past, the social cultural and political changesdprovide the bulk

of information for constructing history. Claude Levi—-Str'au'ss contr'asted .

r ’
e 3der'tram Morrig, "Dewev's Aesfh%tics," Journal of Aesthetics
‘ and Art Criticism, Vol. 30, No. 2, 1971 192. .

o
- uoKar'] Ponner, Nbjective Know]edge (Nxford University Pr'ess,
197?), n. 267.

\ .
.
(o}
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e

P



- 19 ) | - ;
- ¢ - )
synchronic societlies which are pr'imitive and resistant to change with
diachronic soci%ies which are modemn’ and changing. "1 Biachronte
societies have a sense of their own history, afti feel the need to record
‘/o and ‘preserve their own past. This 1s, then, external, objective history.
Part of the recording and preserving ofocultural values is through
art, glving us art history. As Burnham has indicated in his diagram, .’
,reproduced in\Chapter 1 of thils study, artists today have rea'ched a

higmer point of historicél consclousness than ever before. He has

o

elaborated on art history as a'mythic“‘fom:
Chronological hamogeneity is equally necessary for sus—

taining fhe art historical myth. There carmot be more than -

orie art history, si_nce a 8econd would produce ‘oonflicting

" mythic structures.

r

But perhans the same fossil which has served as an examnle to
prcmpt this elaboration on extemal history C?‘l be considered 1n an \

2

altemative way If the vﬁwer sees it simply as a form, present and

0

K,,\;,e-"canplete, the signifiéatior? of 1ts past life does not obtrude on the

s present experience of it. Maurice Merleau-Ponty, 1f a similap exanple

en trace on a table, stated: )
This/table bears traces of my past life, for I have carved :w
initials on it, and spilled ink on it. But these traces in

» themselves do not refer to the past; they are present; and
Insofar as I find in them signs of same 'previous' event, it -
is because I derive my sense of the past from elsewhere,
‘because I carry this particuldr significance within myself. 43 -

‘,".j U1
.//' L

‘Ibid.

Burnham, A Structural Approach, p. U41. -

~ -

3"’Iau:ric:e Merleau—POnty, A Phenamenol of Perception, trans.'
Colin Smith (london: Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd., %5 ), . 413.
Q .
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N T Merleau-Fonty criticized scientific objectivity as both nalve

) and disl@nest because:

... they take for granted, without explicitlys mentioning it, the
other point of vdew, namely thdt of consclousness, through which
. . form the outset a world forms itself around me and begins to

exlst for me.” To return to ’chi.ngs therﬂﬁelves is to retum to N
that*world that precedes knowledgé .l

Concerning the domain of art History,. Leo ‘Stédrberg deplored’
restriction to cbjective criteria: . ' U
In protecting -art history from subj ective Judganenﬁs we
o proscribe the 1mpredic€able questlon into which-value and per-

2 © T+ 'sonality may enter, but which pertains to art because of art's
protean nature.g

-

¢ _ Thomas Muni*o t ught that the field of aesthetlcs either" 1gnores
or treats in an oyersimplified manner subjectivity in the arts. He said

that: "No one can dény-that the sub,jective phases of artistic produc—

. tion and appreciatiop are of central irmorbance nt6 .

\ . The artist, even within the most specif‘ic ©of contegts, is face to -
face with the subjectivitv of his own choices The result of the

choices he mzaices\I as internal history, becames a generator for what will

be elther considered as exter'r.lal history, or else simply is private, or
forgotten, or lost. Thus, where thert is freedom of cholce there will

J - always be an elemenht of unpredictability. And-histordians can easily

N '

4, Inadvertently falsify the metaphysical spirit in which works are produced

o r

MIpid.; p. ix preface. | 7 —— \ :
. \ L + g0 Stetrberg, Confrontations With Twentieth Century Art (Oxford:

University Press, 1972), p. 311. .

v . %Thomas Munro Oriental Aesthetics (Cleveland Press of Western

Reserve University, 19657, X <;{71

.
0 . 2
ey . 4
.\ . .
‘ M "
» .
.
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Byf 1;;nof'ing the fact that the ai'tist is 1in front of, to a cer'tain degree,

the urﬂfrx)wable which cannot produce an automatic response “As an -

exan‘ole of this kind of. distortion, 'I‘hanas Munro criticized the hiStorian

, Focillon for e’xplaining the sequence of styles as. due to art itself

('I'ne sequence he gave is from Giotto to Masaccio and on to Leona.rdo")

b

Munro ob,jects because from the standpoint of-the artist the traditions o,

|

.of his own ar't are "... parts of the soclal and cultural envirorment nli7

!

and. therefore need a more holistic consideration. . T . i
- - ' = ' ' /
Focillon's way of considering, art development in this .e)ﬁénblé -

‘seems very close to the nofion of apt history as a mythic forn that

Burnham analyses. In, the art -of this century, Burnham identif'ies for'm- )

alist’ cr':lticism as a criticism that reinforces the idea of art as myth

>

: ~
‘ Distinctions of what is, or is not 'modernist' or 'mainstream' or 'high

" school of Paris.

ICultural Histoxy (Cleveland: Cleveland M\iseun of Art, 1953), p. 132, .

#‘

art' bhecome crucial to f‘ormalists nBa_r-bara eRose quoted Clement

A ~

4 Gr'eenberg, one of -the most imoortant f‘ormalist critics as championing .

colour—t‘ield abstraction becéuse it is ".. the 'mainstr'eam' style, the

only legitimate heir- to abstr'act ‘exoressionism, and by extension, the

. €A - N . A}
"uR ' 3 . .

t Further, Burnham mentioned the failure of fé?malist criticism in
dealing w:lth certain aspect.s‘:f' .ar'tg" Thus he stated, -concerning Paul )

Gauguin s paintinv, the '~3)i,r-it of‘ the Dead Watching (1892)

»

-
<

. .
1] P <

a

u7’1‘ho'ms Munr'o, T‘volution in-the Arts and Other ’I‘heories of

P

. ! N - \\
- g,

Barbara 'BDSe, "’I'he Problems of Criticism Versus the Politics

.of Art " Artforum (April, 1969): L

Y !
] . s

o \
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Most cr'itics are content to descrilbe the valnting in terms of

its composition, and to quote Paul Gauguin s letters on its ’
ossymbolist :Implicatiotﬂs But clearly the two aspects have to - £

be brought together "

Burnham explained why formal transgressions ( transgr'essions of

T f‘ormal rules in art) are necessary in order for art tQ provide sustin-

-

*

' “Shurnham, A Structimal Approach, p. 71.

ance for a nythicé'.'l. form: "Fomal transgressions are based on literary -

and plastic imnovations which ptepetuate the illusion of histor:tcal

change."™® . .

With this kind of transgression, he contrasted another-that which
he ca.lled 'historical tr-ansgression' R

. histbrical - ‘transgressions are esseritially structural dis-
ruptions subverting the temporal myth of art; that is, they
destroy ‘the 11lusiont that art orogresses f'rom one stage to ¢
; the next through time. ol :

These transgressions, however, are not soclally accentable in the
same way as formal transgressions because they break the myth structure.

Burnham says that avart from Duchampo, conscilous realization ef the his~ -

" torical myt_h began to appear with linguistic conceptualism in 1967 or-

. P
1968. However, there was also the wark of Yves Klein in F‘-rancd,sf‘is’rg' .
Manzoni in Ttaly, and isolated works such as Bobert.Rauschenberg's

~ Erased De Kooning (1952) before this.

> .
The possibility remains that apart from these examples (and no
doubt qthers could be added) there are crucial moments of special sig-

nif‘icance 1n many ‘artists’ work which do not \fall easily inta

v
. -

\
- t

5OI{)':I.d., p. U47. (Enphas:‘ls added).j -

~
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introspective Tecords of painters' moments of truth.

_2‘3_: ) . ‘ 'l -

identifiable continuities. Moretvér, these moments often. grovide the
impetus for a body of important work iater They may be considereq as
significant moments of 1nternal history. The sudden breaks and
intuiti:re bursts of Malevich may 1llustrate the idea. And yet ever'y
artist must’ have experienced that moment, a.f'ter long frustf'ation, of
suddenly realizing k;ow a work should be continued. He acts on it with
an energy and assurance’ t;hat 6n1y the inner resolution of conflict ‘
releases. e ‘ ) | , ‘

Arthueroe_stler provided a poss;ible explanétiori for this i;k of
énphasis in critical circles on the mportz;nce of sudden changes of
direction, or accelerzated development in an artist's work. "Because
visual discoveries are so di,gficﬁit to verbalize, we héve hafdly any
n52

However, the avant-garde, the central generator and rejuvenator
>
of’ art in contemporary times, is contimually urged on by these
intultive moments of the most creative minds in this domain.’

'?

n
g+ ¥

52Arthur Koestler, The Act of Creation (London: Hutchinson,

1964), p. 395. _ :

v
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CHAPTER 4 - . :

\ THE AVANT-GARDE: A HISTORICAL ovm/vmw

' ) Gambrich, speaking of ‘the fallacy of equating change with pro-

gress in the arts, urged that:
! ) \
... we must realize that each gain or progress in one direction
entalls.a loss in another, and that' this subjectlve progress, -
. in spite of its importance, does not correspond to an ob,jective
¢ Increase in artistic values.

Only within specific short periods does i{t give the impr'ession
of being cumilative, of havingprogress. One might call to mind periods | .

such as that of classical Greecey or Ttalian Renaissance. (I.eonardo da
Vinel i_aid that it was a poor student who did not surpass his master).

However, whatever impression one might have of progress, it is

h N modified by owr response to the works vzi'th‘the passing of time, briefly, N
AN ' . :
\\\ by our changing consciousness. Far the works must have the power to
’ L4

elicit a strong aesthetic response in order to retain their distinctive

quality as art. If they fail, as Eltner stated:
) LY . . i
Tey, however rare and precious, however well-intentioned, how-
ever Interesting as documents, die, once their historical
noment has passed, and become, at best, fodder for historical
research. 5“

, ] ’ o ~ ’ . PR
53E. H. Gombrich, The Story of At (London: Fhaidon Press, 19;§3),
p. 3.° :

. - M ovenz. Eltner, "Art History and the Sense of Quality," Art Int.,
Vol /5 (May, 1975). K

-2l - i . _
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¢ ‘ Art, then, is under contimal pressure to reaffirmm its freshness

LA

/" of vision in chan@.ng cultural conditions. This freshness of visiqn,

LY

regardless of aesthetic or.'qther value judgements made, 1s the mondpoly
of those artists that are most ahead of their time. And where artj.sté

PR S ———

have a consciousness of this role of being at thé forefyont of artistic

search, formal invention or a new change in attitude, they are part of

£

. - the avant-garde. ,
' The avant-garde 1s a concept at the heart of the idéa of con~ -
3 ) ‘ temporary ar-t To 1t one looks for the nurfing and renewing of art

for-ms Before 1880, the idea of the .avant-garde as an instrument for

change, in oarticu;ar social change, was praminent. ‘At this point the

avant-garde notion was not just restriéted to art, but algo encompassed

ANy

the more utopic political movements. In 1925, Herri de Saint Simon, in.
an imagj_nary ogue between artist and sé’ientist, had the former pro-

. claim,*Fathey" idealistically: 2

It 1s we artists who will serve you as avant-garde ... the power
of the arts 1s in fact most immediate and most rapid: wherd we
‘wish to spread new ldeas among men, we Inscribe them on marble
or on canvas .... Wwhat a magnificent destiny for the arts is that
L ‘of exercising a positive power over soclety, a true priestly

' furiction, 4nd of marching forcefully 1rLthe van of the intel-
lectual faculties ....D0 .

. After about, 1880, the idea of the avant-garde remained only
within art. At times, as with the surrealists, in particular the poet

Aragon, there was an attempted merging of artistic ard political avant-

s ) gardes, but in general when we speak of the avant-garde, we are
& b \

S -

" ‘SHerrt de Saint-Simon, Opinions litteralres philosophiques et
industrielles, Paris 1825, cited in Donald D. Egbert, "The Idea of
Avant-garde in Art and Politics," The American Historical Review 73,
. No. 2 (Dec. 1967): 343. (Pmphasis added). -
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referring to the artistlc avant—garcie. Cr ‘ (,,»
Renato Pogglold has: oittlined the devel pment of the avant-garde

in art as starminfg‘ from the romantic idea of E movement. A movement, he

stated, is an ongoi.ng. dynamic warkshop, whose’production relates to a.

central idea, attitude or l1deology, which tends to as yet unknown ends.

It is a centre of activity and energy.. Contrastingly is the older idea™

of the s ool‘ which, belng static, classical, and offéring a system to
work by, is the antithesis of the avant-garde
Poggloll insisted that a central 1dea to "avant-gardism" is its

own self-consclousness as avant-garde, and of seeing itself from a his-

. .
torical viewpoint. The consciousness becomes a conditioning factor.

Further, he identified four major motivating forces beh:md ava.nt-;
g;ardism These are ¢ activism, antagonism, nihilism and agonism
First 1s activism, which he said, is just sheer energy exploding

P

in a particular way.

Indeed the verly metaphor of "avant-garde" points precisely to
the activist moment (rather than the antagonistic). Within
the milit:ary cornotations of the image, the irrplication is
not so much of an advance against the enemy?® as a marching
toward, a reconnoitreing or exploring of, that difficult and
‘wknown territory called no fien's lend.> 56

Second 1s antagonism, a reaction against something before, be it
?revious art and its values, or be 1t against bourgeois and socia.l

- %ﬁa],ues

Third 1s nihilism, which he describes as a transcemdental

- antagonism. It is the bellef In the worth}lessness of all present

Ky
<@

<

56Poggioli , The Concept of the Avant-Garde, ﬁ) . 28. ¢

~
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®values. Tt involves the effort to subyert and overthrow them. S
Fourth and last is agonism, which deals ﬁith the 'self—r{lin,or
self—destruction of the artist. .

Tt would seem .to me that the first two, activism and antagonism,

must relate directly to particular historical contexts, especially

a

- antagonisrﬁ. The last two, nihilism.and agonism, seem relatively more
u'rational.

a As an example, one might find a high degree of nﬁ:\ilism and
antagonism in many of the sax‘donic and outrageous Dada gestures, prin- .
A

r T
cipally in their performances in the Cabaret Voltaire during the first

World War. A certain work of Francis Picabia consisté,d.of' a toy monkey

\Yl with the words "Pertrait of Cezanne, Portrait, of Rembrandt, Portrait of

“

Renoir" written gro:m'd it. Marcel Duchamp's readymades, in this con-
text, also have been nihilist and antagonist, although in the light of
subsequent developmehts in art, that nihilism seems less 'r'xovi. Agdnism;
one may particularly find in the se —tor*tufed angst of different forms -
of exnr%sﬂonist art. Vincent Van Gogh' \%elf—portr'ait after cutting
off his ear can be lifked up with self-mutilating perf‘onnancez:.?thin ,
‘recent years of Chris Burcien, Auschwager and Gina Pane. Activ{sm is
stronély chai*acteriéed by Marinettl in the first Fut:,uris‘c manifésto,
* with its glorification of speed and movement. gener'ally; and his

celebrated declaration that a modern racing car was more beautiful than

the Victory of Samothrace, in particular. o

_Experimentalism underlies these rejuvenating art formg:

One of the most important aspects of avant-garde poetics 1s what
is referred to as experimentalism, for this, one easily recog—
" nises an jmpediate precedent - in romantic aesthetic
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. N - F
exper:!mentafion, the anxious search for new and virgin forms, with
the aim not only of destroying the barbed wire of rules, the
gilded cage of classical poetics, but also of creating a new
morphology of art; a hew spiritual language- 57 »

_ N This visior of r-ules, or norms as being restr;ctive and urmeces-
sary are probabiy the qatural result of p'oliti'cal and soclal 'ass'wnp-,
tions of ,a laissez:—f‘gzim stage ¥n capitalist democratic evolution.
Thomas Munro, in talking of a naturistic view of the arts (in avoiding
preset p\.l_r'pbses) says this was particular{y true of Romanticism within
our own cultural tradition, and Zen Buddhism outside this traditlog.

. This encourages Impulse and intuition in the arts. Polltically, 1t
demands rpox;e laissez-faire, and a hands-off policy by gover'rmgént and
institutions (in determining art's content, not in its financing).

‘ * This tendency within the social structure is that o;‘ fhe individuaql
breaking away from a collectivity, which is seen as a conformist and
bourgeols monolith By -the artist. Yet, avant-‘gérclle art, as Poggiol}

‘ _has so astutely ir\dicated s en.joys the paraﬁoxical situation of uncon-

/%, sciously paying homage to the ideals of freedom in democratic capital—

1sm, in taking up an anti-—democratic, anti-bourgeols stance. , He

claimed - (although for the more aware artists this is probably fa_Ls,é)'

, “that the avant-garde does not: " '
... realise th;t it expresses the evolutionary and pi'ogr'essi‘{é
principle of that soclal order in the very act of abandoning
1tse;f' to the opposite chimeras of involution and revolution.58

Avant-garde art generally is only possible within lalssez-falre
. -

A )

P . L]

Tmid., p. 57. : : ' .

5814, , p. 106.
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bourgeols socReties with 1ittle direct govemnent coritrol., . One has onlj

; to refer to the Chinese or the Soviet's use of the arts as a direct

N

political tool, or Nazi Gemmw s repression of avant—&arde artists as
'decadent', to realize this. However, the recent overnight razing of
Montreal's outdoor ar't/exhibition , Corridart, in 1976, by the City of
‘Vlontreal/sﬁould be enough to erase canplacency of our own soclefy' s

s

cultural impermeability. : . -

e

Experimentalism, therefare, according to Poggzioli, is the main

. internal lever towards change, and renewing of the avant-gardes'

vigour. 'I'1:1e art movements of the first twenty-five years of this cen-
tury, following one after the other in quick succes;sion, seem well to
bear out this judgement.

" However, this has been*questicned within the last twenty years

by the artist, Allan Kaprow, who claimed that some movements:' clainsbto .
expormentalism are but a masquerade. True experimental artg acoording
to .his definition, rr‘n.tst start in a sort of personal chaos, and, in fact,
1s rare. It must'start in a pecullar qualify of not lmowing, a sort of
inspired i‘gnoranoe. Resuming more recent art movements, he contends

that most . contemporary art is 'developmental' rather than 'experimental" ’
since 1t develops ideas that have already become art histor;y. He seems
to claim that it is this very self-consciousness as art history which is
inhibiting true experiment‘alism and true avant—'gardism. "Buf if some-
thing werd to occur in Erhich the histo'ricai r'efe;'ences were missing, even
E‘or a short time, then that situation would become experjmental:"59

.
’, U
M )

L% -
59A11an Kaprow, "Experimental Art," Art News (March, 1966): 62.
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Later, he prescribed a method of working to the ’artiét,’ which
seems, perhaps, to be an anti-method. l E \
The thing to do is to take the bull by the tall and try 4b swing
it. Instead of 'beginnj_ng with styles and techniques,, becomes
necessary to violate one's bellefs regarding the very nature of
art, 1t becomes necessary to destroy as many distinctions as still
exist in the idea, necessary to let loose with confusion and
insecurity. 60 . ' >
8 It is significant that these two contrasting views of avant—garde
“art that of Poggloli and that. of Kaprow, come from a theordst on art,
' on the one‘hand, and from an artlst, on the other. The ax'b.ist, Kaprow,
senses the great danger of the artist proceeding rationally, with an
inord;lnately/high consoiousness of art history, and prescribes a rétur_’n
to sources at all costs. The unconscious, the unknown automatic ‘pro-
cedure are seen as necessary, part of the exterior:i?ation of the self,
which must be carried through to the very fom, the reforming of the
lapguage of art itself.
More recently Burnham has observed that certain artists, éuch as
. Kosuth — 1ike Daniel Buren and a few others — has partially
revealed the barﬂ%.t’uptcy of historical avant-gardism mainly by demon-
strating that avant-garde art operates by transparentlys logleal

mechanisms. nb1 "’

°
Y ' N .
In what sense,‘%hen, J1s the ava&;t-garde historical? Is 1it's
4. ° o
Nawotivation strictly historical, as is stated by Poggioll, ar is it a sum

of camplex motivations? Tt seems that the most fruitful area of probifg

~

6O:rbid.,, op. T8-79. ‘

61Jack Burnham, "Problems of Criticism, IX," Artforum (Jan.

1971): bo.

]
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might be in the motivatiori~Some-art 1 developmental because 1ts
intention 1s to consolidate. For example, it is difficult to see same
minimal painting without referring badé to Mondrian or Malevich. This

might be 2 faulty projection on some artist's work, such as Bdbnett

’

Newman or Ad Reinhart, but others, such as Fritz Glarner, or Guido .

Molinari, refer openly to Mondrian as a root source.
s LY .
. . i -~
Other art 1s motivated more by sqc:j.ety, a more personal or meta—
physical vision, or life gene®ally. The form it takes on 1is a function

of the motfvat;l.on. The ‘:mfluence of the past is more.taken for granted.
' ‘ N i ’ :
Dr. Dubgs, extrapolating from the field of psychology, claimed that,

anyway, the past- survives within us, independently of will. Speaking of
a culture generdlly, he said: "It incorporates in its structure, a’ll\.

-

its past; and its responses to any new experience is therefore con-“‘.

ditioned by the pa',st;,"62 » o -

On an individual level, Dubos held that this assertion also holds

4

true: © ° ) <7
The historical accident that Freud dealt mainly with a certain
type.of patient whose illness originated fram subconscious o
mental processes has obscured the more interesting and more
Important truth that the past survives in all the attributgs o
of the body and the mind, in health/as much as in disease.®

So, experimental art,-although not concerned with prolonging any

myth s X.;ucture of art history, does, in retrospect, fit into a historical

scheme wijbte an ~ex\clusfl.veyl historical :L'nterpretation is pressed.

n

-

- ,62Dr'. Dubos, The Ethics of Change,'c. B. C. Publications oot

(Toronto: Best Printing Co. Ltd., 1969), p. 65.

' 311d., p. 23. (Buphasis added). ]



.- 32 -
) - ‘ F] " .j: 'J
Moreover, the impression that art is either wholly "developmentai" or

. wholly "expérimental," is, for the most part, false, where there is an
- -

easy dlalogue between the inrer and the outer parts of the artist's

being. The artist, Robert Barry, in-1969, implied in this written

statement, that life 1s the important influence on his work, not pre-

vious art.

Makdng art is not really important. Living is. In my mind art
and living are’so closely interlocked ... Fortunately — in
recent years - the term "art" has lost any solid meaning. I-
guess i% I call samething art, I am saying: "Look at this
thing, coflsider it- carefully and that is .all it means."64

And yet Barry camnat be unaware of the art context, and by extension art
- -4

historical context, as the parameter within which he works.

It seems that the evolution of the arts have, according to »
individual personalities and differing histordical moments, been, by
turn, influenced by dlfferent factors; art hi§tory, sq.cia.l or pol:l_..tical .
problems, pe;r-sonal crises, or-//rriore general influences. On the one hana,
an artist may‘ look on art as his professign, and on the other, as hils

way of 1life. The question 1s of the greater or lesser magnitude of the

separation the artist holds, psychologically, between his art,'and his

living processes. As Rosenberg and Fllegel suggest, there camot be a

total separation without ippoverishment. "..s aesthetics implies P
65 v

ethics: abdication of one spells sbandoment of the other.!

The fleld of interpretation, thei'efore, must be careful, in the

-

6“Robért Barry , Conceptual Art, ed. Ursula Meyer (New York:
Dutton, 1972), P 39

-

“65y’ Rosenberg and N. Fliegel, The Vanguard Artist (Chicago
Quadransle Books, 1965) p. 238.

L
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application of its various mthoﬁéiogie_s, not to overlook this, some-

' ]
times self-evident, and yet other times tenuous, connection between an

. Gartist's work and his 1ife, in the often too-easy projection that art

.

proceeds according to 1ts own exclusive rules. -
; .
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CHAPFER 5 -

YL . INADFQUACIES OF FORMALIST ART CRITICISM TODAY *

The proper object of criticism is n}b,zhe thing, the art object,
<but the entire aesthetic field. The critic is mot a particip-
ator in this fleld, but stands outside %t, and performs an edu-
catlonal rather than a judiclary role.

& However controversial this may be, presented hebe is Berleant's
’ . .
summary of the critic's role, as reflective of this writer's premise

" that By definition, it should not impinge directly on the artiit's

A

activity. Renato Poggioli wrote:

. Unf‘or'tunate'ly, avant—parde criticism, instead of working auton-—
omously alorgside avant-garde art, has too often let itself be
deter‘mined in both the negative and positive way, by the avant-
garde spirit.67 . _ )

The avant-garde critic, he said, far from being a_‘passive exten—

sion of the art he observes, sees his own ‘writing as part of the

activist thrust. e amplified: ~ .

) . —
as Critical judgement ... instead of tending toward a consclous

reconstruction of the amblance of the works, or tgwards an

' intelligent interpretation thereof, has preferred to develop
the subordinate tack of controversial polemics, of propaganda
for, or against. A

Poggioll, writing these words in 1968, about the time of,the

¢

\

66Amold Berleant, The: Aesthetlie Field: A Phenomenology o~f"

Aesthetlic Fxperience (,pr'ingt‘ield Charles C Thomas, 1970), p. AL.

]

67 poggiol, The Concept of the Avant—Gardé, p. 150.

681p1d. (Mmphasis added). ' ’
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f'irst widesoread a‘ppearance of eonceptusdlism, might have been referring

to the exhaustion of I‘onnaJ_ist criticism as the current criticism of’-

The formalist gradition of criticism, as described by Burnham, 1s
essentially a mechanism for reinforcing art history as mytrr. The premise
of Maurice Denis, in 1890, that a painting was simply a flat surface

. ‘covered ‘with colours arranged in a c‘er't\ain order, preceded (with Wilhelm

of sustaining art h:Lstory as myth. . ’Ihe reason is%imple. Without

/}' - .
Worringer's Abstraction and Empathy), and prevared the way for early

abstract art (Wassily Kandinsky, Kasimir Malevich, Piet Mondrian). This,

later, allied to Gestalt pss}chology, “emphasized the perceptual relation-
ship of the parts to the whole, and pzcﬂded the justdfication for "
formalist criticism. However, Burnham claims that this actually pro-
vided the framework for the strengthening of a mythic pattern. As with
all mvthic forms, it depends on belief. Further, he says, later abtists
themselves began ta instinctively formulate the rules according to -the

historical myth, and started, "f‘illinfz in necessary terms of the logic~

69-

struc’curé " What Allan Kaprow called "deve]aognental art"™ (see Chapter

5)s would seem to be ‘this filling in of the missing pa.rts of a logic
structure of re t art history as a nwthic form

- o R -

: mrnham thinks that c.‘m'onological homogeneity is a necessary oa.rt

>

o

homogeneity there may be conflicting rrwth structures which would cancel
each other out 'I'here%‘ore, to work as myth, there can only be one rrvth

y structure and the simnlest one is hanogeneous In being chronological .

I
v
N 4
— B 9 . .

-

69Bur'nham, A Structiral Approach, pp, 32-13.
. B2 ¢ h \

. . .
o ) ) .
. . . . \

o ‘ .'



RN

’, o - 36 -

and hamogeneous it reinforces the myth of progress. Certain;.y s In

" North America, the dominant critical influence in the years immediately

preceding 1968, was formalist.

Clemen t\Greenberg, probably the most influential formalist art

. critic within the last twenty years, :Ls rich in allusions to the chron-

4
ological hamogeneity of art, in fact ‘he consistently emphasizes its con-

timuity." "Art is, among many other things, contimity."’C "Modernist
art develops ou\of the past, without gap or break, and wherever it ends
up, it will never stop bedng intelligible in terms of the contirmity of
art.""L He referred to the art of the last century for tracesble influ-
ences of a _s_i_n_gl_e_ direction. h ‘
. by the middle of the nineteeMth century all ambitious

tendencies .in painting were converging (beneath their - -

differences) in an anti-sculptural direction. 72 |

‘ However," when /ne remembers that he i{s somehow ~:!.gnor-ixi')g Corot/,

Delacroix, Gericault ard Courbet , s “one 1s broug;\ht back to Burnham's -

reminder that ]ikeallnwths - , -

.. the concept of style and art history possess vitality and
heroism as long as they remairf lived 1deas; once opened to
close examination in the face of contr'adictions, they dis-
solye before our eyes. /3

In the present context of art, of ?he many sudden historical

-
% —
3

3 ﬂ .
¥9¢1ement GrZenberg, Modernist Painting: The New Art, ed. by
Gregory Battcock (New York: Dutton, 1966), p. 110.

7111:1& , p. 105. . o » ‘ -

Ibid\ . - :

\ 4 ! . M 6

Taurnnam, A Strftural Aporoach, p. 43. :(Emphasis added).
. < ‘ ' l

L 4

transgressions of artists within the last” ten years, Greenberg's thesis |

~
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'1s no “longer tenable.: Indeed a careful observer would realize that his

out-of-hand rejection of Marcel Duchanm a.s an :meortant artis’c was sus-

pect. Typically, his reJection is related to his notlon of "quality."

’Ihe notion that the 1ssue of quality could be evaded is one that -
never entered the mind of any academic artist or art person. It
was left to what I call, the 'vopular' avant-garde to be the
first to.conceive it. ’mﬁt kind of avant-garde began with
Marcel Duchamp and Dada.”

Certainly one camot reproach Greenberg for his consistency in__

‘the expression of his belief in the primacy of "quality" and "taste" as

a measure of pérticqlar artist's contributions. Within writing, and

verbal statements, phrases such as these are not just common, but are
the basis of elaborate dlscussion. "Things that purport to be art do
not funcgion, do not exist’, as art, until they are experienced through
taste."? "ha counts firsi and last in art is quality; all other

things are secondary."T6

search for quality in a broad sense, but is, inadvertently, a means of
matntaining and strengthening belief in a mythic view of art history.

His rejection of Duchamp seems to be less concerned with quality than

* with maintaining hamogenous continuity in His view of art history.

Other art which he cannot account for in tams gf' continuity, he simply

&
i

N

v . 1
el

%
.

41 ement Greenberg, "Avant-garde Attitudes: New Art in the
Sixties," Studio International (April, 1970): 145, -

TSmbid., p..142. ° -

76Clemerxt Greenberg, "Abstract, Representational, and so Forth,

Art and Sculptude," Criticaly Essgxs, 1961 (Boston: Beacon Press, 1972):
133 '

Lt | . . . -

\
This form of approach to the work does not however, seem to be}a

+
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calls "novelty art," or ".\. . Just phenomena,’lnot arit."77

In view of this, he seems to be usiné the term "quality;', to
define and underline continuity. If this is so, he is éef‘ining
"quality" in terms of profane time, of duration, of linear development.
But surely "quality" should be used, nr.Jt to reinforce a concept of prq;
fane time, but rather the work('s sacredness ; an important point.

Burmham, in his critique on the notion of "quality," concluded:
The word 'quality' seems to be used as 'beauty' once was; as'the
veritable 'last word'. You had to be sufficiently perspicaclous,

sensitive, Intelligent and moral ... to know what it meant ...
the word is thgref‘ore a cop—out, and put down, and code term for
Gunat 1s "in'.7 .

2

The following quotation from Greenberg, referring only to those
works with "quality," orojects a sense of easily intelligible chronol-

ogy of events which, in its oversimplification, simply reinforces a

¢

°

mythic of art:

Tt would take me more space than is at my disposal to tell how

the .norm of the picture's enclosing shape or frame was loosened

then tYEhtened, then loosened.once again, and then isolated and .
. tiphtened once mort by successive penerations of Modernist ~TTN

painters; or how the norms of finish, of naint texture, and of

value and color contrast were.tested and retested. Risks have

been taken with all these not only for the sake of new expres-

sion, but also in order to exhibit them more clearly as normms. 9

\ ' TIndeed, in his reference to "normms" and "testing" and "retestirig"
/ .
here is the added suggestion of the scientific myth in art }ﬂaldng, \
\ ich, for most artists, is highly misrepresentative of their procedure.

. N
77Gr‘eenberg, "Avant-garde Attitudes," p. 1U5.
\ )

T85urmham, "uality and the Art of Hitchhiking," Arts Magazine
(April, 1975): 64, . . '

“‘796reenberg, Modemist Painting, p. 106. -
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Another critic of this period, Harold Rosenberg, projects a

-

. {
similar Imoression of hamogeneous chronology in his simplifications,
© L2
which cari only be seen as further reinforcement of art history as mythic
form. Roenberg often seems to see the avant-garde as an instrument to
reinforce the 11lusion of continuity. . ’
Oriented towards t}% future, avant-gardism is a mode of sensibility
that experiences existing entities as foreshadowings — it sees in
Cezanne an anticipation of cubism, in a cubistic painting8 an earily
phase of an art that will grow Increasingly mathematical

The speculative spirit within this sta@:errlent 1s strong enough to

'leave the unspoken question, "Of what is our present art a foreshadowing?"

lingering in our minds. This tendency (t;o consider receﬁt art as pattem
rather than a number of trgnscendent experiences) seems to confirm that
the crdtic, at least, the formaiist critic, 1s by the nature of his pro-

fession, situated in pMfane time. ., ° '
| _
Elsewhere, Rosenberg's projections terd specifically towards the

~

unknown future.

A vanguard palnting i1s not only itself; it contains the paintings
that will be influenced by it. Should there be n gne of these,
the significance of the painting shrinks to zero.

If one accept;s this_, one can never know what a vanguard painting
1s, as one never knows if it will influence other paintings o;"not. One
can only know what a vanguard painting was. But the implication is that,
with sufficient information and understanding, one might.attempt prédic—

tions of at least the next logical step. Burnham claims that Greenberg
4 \ &

80Harold Rosenberg, Discovering the Present (Iondon University
of Chicago Press Ltd., 1973), D. 77.- .

8lpd., B 78, ' . _ '\ -

&
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t ems" defined by the

approaches this.

]
Thus given the experience, sensitivity and insight to be able to
deduce the causal course of art history, even as a dialectic,
one could, without claiming extrasensory powers, anticipate the
future. But, as a Quality-monger without equal, Clement
Greenberg has come serlously close to it.82

To accuse Greenberg of a Marxian or Hegelian view of history does
not in the “least refute his success in choosing artists who "do solve

-

storical succession of styles.

insistently on his view. "The twentieth
century artist acts on thef basis of a conscilousness of history- n83 "In
the sixties, meaning 1
Consciousness of art history\rules the art of our time, and is
the key to what takes place the galleries of New York, Los
" Angeles, Paris, Warsaw, To ... often, as in over-all

abstrgetion, the art-historical reference is the only refer-
‘ence.

These statemem;s, representative of much of Rosenberg's thinking, can be
discussed !f‘rom 1;wo polrits of view: those of the artists-who conform to
this notion, and i:hose who do not.

Mt, 1f artists were interested in gaining a place in art his-
tory, they are, as Burnham Says, "f1lling in the necessary terms of the

1o§i‘c structure" of the historical myth. Second, is Rosenberg right in

assuming that consciousness of art history will unfallingly motivate an -

S

o 82Bu.‘v:'nham, "Quality and the Art of Hitchhiking," p. 65.

§?’I-Ia::-old Rosenberg, Discovering the Present, p. 318.

81‘I-I:alro}.d Rosenberg, The Dedefinition of Art (New Yark: Collier,

1972), p. 232. N ‘

85Haro1d Roserberg, The Anxious Object (New Americah Library,
1969): p. 26. -

-~

/
i1dea of winning a place in art hisﬁc::ry."&l

M
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artist to want to win his place within 1t? Evldently, Rosenberg is

assuming more passivlity in the artist than he should expect.. For e're
there 1s consc@ousnésé of somethiné,. one cannot eount on passivity.
Indeed, recent years have born out that the high &egr'ee of art his-
torical consclousness has resulted, on the contrary, in the artist's
excl_\@_ng s far as po%isible the art historical reference, anc.i strength-
ening gwg%\

gressions of the linguistic conceptualists, and other artists who refuse

ds of references. Hence the recent historical trans-

to reinforce the mythic aspect of art history.

But quite apart fraom these recent hist;rical, trarlsgr'e‘ssions X
(which simply serve to make this critical problem unavoidable) the con-
sciousnéss of the artist is at least partly "anti-historical," at t;he\

inception of a new thought, insight, attitude or procedure. It is this

“which allows him to break away; this is also affirmed by Pogg:lgli's
" "antagonism," as part of the avant-garde motivation. At the precise

moment of action, such art can only be seen as "anti-histopical." Its
later implications cannot be known. '.lt\vs the sociologlist Jear' Durignaud .
stated:  "Art is only rarely the‘repreesenta{tion of an order.. It is
more the permanent and anxious cont:est:at::l.orx."86 .
. Rosenberg tries to overcome this by seeing this revolt as part of
a tradition which, once again, suggests that behind the revolt there 1s

hamnogeneous chronological continuity. He stated:
M
86

Jean Duvignaud, Soclologie de 1'Art: (Presse Universitaire de la
France, 1965), p. 34. : -
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Within the tradition (of the New in Art), there exists a con-

tin strain of revolt, against society, against the orders

of the{mind, against all existing conditions of 1ife and wark.S7

| For\ senbe;g to identify each révolt as being part of a tradi-
éion, is perhaps to tan;e;_ggi revolt intellectually; but, in reality,
these revol'cs][ did exist as breaks, not as the continuation of a tradi-
tion. Can one cail a revolt traditional without devaluing the sig-\
nific;nce of words? Perhaps the real 1ssue 1s that the admission of
br'egks @1d threaten the mythic 'Iform of art‘histor:y.

‘{As has been sald earlier, recent artists have pro?rided a break
‘/w.ith‘ this form in trying as far as possi'thle tcs exclude the historical
réference, and strengthening other Idnds of references. This threatens
the mythic form because-as Burnham stated: "The more the history of art
1s comected to other areas of human development —— the more unsatis-

factory 1t becomes as a mythic c:reza.t:ton."B8 . ‘ v

Lawrence Alloway, speaking of formalist art criticlsm generally,
4
and Clement Greenberg 1n particular, considered the exclusion of the
artist!s statements as indicative of the tendency to also exclude refer-

1

ences to other areas of human‘development. ' -

The words of artists are not_iritroduced as evidence, because
individual intentions ard opinions count for little compared
to thggmanentum ascribed to 'modernist' art as an evolutlonary
line. )

. L
-~

. 87Har01@ _Bdsenberg, Concepts in Art and Educatlon: Art Crigicism
ard Its Premises, ed. George Pappas (U.S.A.: McMillan, 1970), p. 369.
AN - .

88y, rrham, A Structursl Approach, p. 37.

A\

89Lawrence Alloway, "Artists as Writers, .Part One, Inside
Irformation," Art Forum (March, 1974): 28.
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Once one has identified certain formalist critics, certainly.
Grez-:‘nber-gf ard Rosenberg, asJessentially critics acting as nwthnakers,
their statements bec ”aimplep to assess. The necessity to assess /
them arises at this point in time because the critic can ¥ longer rely
Qn the artist's compliclty in the process of maintaining the myth. One
has to admit that, after all, the development of art does not hpvg an .
intecl?nal logic which 1s independent of other areas of human developme‘nt_.
More broad, more valid today, 1;.4 Leo Steinberg's attitude:

Considerations of 'human ir{temst' belong to the criticism of
modern art, not because we/are incurably sentimental about
humanity, but because 1t 1is art: we arg talking about.90

1
Hirsch, in the context 1of.‘ literrary criticism, wrote in 1967 of

. the danger of the exclusion of the writer as Interpreter of his own

work, also in an ef‘f‘ort to broaden criticism.. . o
\ F‘or, once the author had been ruthlessly banished as the
determiner of his text's meaning, it very gradually
appeared -that no adequate principle existed for judging
the validity of an interpretation. By an inner necessity,
the study of 'what a text says' becomes the study of what
1t says to an individual critic. . It became fashionable to
talk of a critic's 'reading' of a text. The ward seemed
to imply that if the authar had been banished, the critic
sti1l remained; and his ‘new, original, ingenious, or
relevant 'reading carried its own interest.

Yet this 1s a reality that artists also have had to deal with, and as
Rosenberg admits: ' . P

<

-

90145 Steinberg, Confrontations With Twentieth Century Art,
p.' 81- ) -

3

g, D. mirsch, Validity in Interpretation (Yale University
Press, 1967), 2. 3. - Ny )
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Such 1deas [the submergence of the artist's experience] are, of
course, the specialities of critics and art historians, gnd the
basis of their status in the art world.92 o

Museums also are reinforcing the active role of the critic as a
determiner, not just of meaning, but of decisions about new &rections
insart, in glving them power of decisions about who should exhibit.

Sameone in Artforum discussed an exhibitlon arranged by a female
critic that achieved a 'total style', ard thus led to the con--
clusion that it i1s the critic who is in fact the artist, and
that her medium i1s other artists, a foreseeable extensio / of the
current practice.of a museum's hiring a critic to 'do' ashow,
and‘the critic then asking artists to 'do' pleces for the show. 93

Gombrich claimed tﬁat eritics are inclined to see art as

"specimens" for future museums, asking only that an artist's work r-epre—
sent a new style.. He added a sober afterthought: "In the absence of
any more concrete jobs, eve:n the most gifted modern artlst some"qﬂnes
falls ih with these demands." "

- Recently in an interview, Jime Dine, with great honesty, revealed
that the origin of his fif.‘t:een year preoccupation with the bathrobe '
paintings, was influenced by his pretentions as an avant-garde artist.

Tn the 60's T had achieved a certain notoriety as a so-called
avant-garde artist, and a lot was expetted of me. So you see,
if I was going to do a self-portrait, I had to find some avant-
garde way of doing it. Well, I just couldn't put the figure in
it, because I was afraid of be:Lng called retrograde. It was a
fear of be called a sellout. So I found a different way of
doing 1t.9 . )

92Rosénberg, Dedefinition, pp.' 195-6. /_"\ i

B1p1d., p. 198.

e
1963), p. M6

. Gombrich, The Story of Ar't: (London: Phaigion Prqss,

953ohn Gruen, "Jim Diné and the Life of Objects," Art News News
“ (sept. 1977): 38.
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A few years further back in time, Hodlin mentiched_the 1nf1}1ence
of Ethe pelemics of abstract versus figurativé Qon Oskar Kokoschka. "This
kind of criticism has unfortunately lufed such an artist as Oskar
Kokoschka into the area of frultless polémics."gs )

As well as the art historq.cal myth, the consumer-soclety ethie,

Leo Steinberg suggested is at the heart of the polemics of the avant- .
garde cnr'itic. ‘ -

the reductive terms of discussion that continually run them
(Pollock, Louis and Noland) series, are remarksbly close to the
ideals that govern the packaging of the All-American engine.
It is the critic's criterion far more than the painter's works
which is ruled by a stre efficiency :Lmage
The artist, ponsequently, until he banishes the critic as deter-
miner of the meaning of his work, 1s in a f‘ragile position. Before,
%
the artist was left more,in his private world of ignages. But now there
" 1s a hyperactive system of cammunication. With every exhibition there
is a catalogue; with every catalogue, a statement; ~wlth every statement—
and exhibitioni, a critique, or article; and all this, with slides and
photographs become the means to further exhibitions. It is hardly sur-
\ apris:l.ng then, in these more arnd more elaborate interpretative structures,
that the artist has felt it necessary to include wfitten statements '
within the work itsel{', as have done many conceptuallsts in recent years.
Nor is it hardl&r euzprising that artists are using the media‘as an art

form, in face of'the choice of accepting 1ts implications passively or

‘o

! .. ,
- %;. P.m, VGerman Criticism of Moder Art Since the War," S
, College Art Journdly Vol. 17, No. 4 (1958): 376.

Stetrberg, Confrontations With Twentieth Century Art, p. 79.
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participating and subverting 1t‘a'§ a éeconda:cy structure. This more
receﬁﬁ "tougher" stance in attempting to banish, or at least "_shQrt—
circuit" the critic as interpreter, only confimms the s’x:lspicion that
the arti's’c cannot be considered as a totally passive participator in
soclal structures. He has in part re]J.r‘xquished if belatedly, the
y possibility of presenting and interprefiing his own work. Simultan-
eously, he tends to ré;ject the f‘oma.us\t rg;Lnforcing of art as myth,
to strengthen references to human development in other domains, and
in some casés to reach over recent art history to more root or. primary

sources of experiencing. - -

This more r-ecent art has, consequently, made more demands oh

. the spectator inbued with the historical myth, in asking him to dis— :

.card previqus 1deas about art, and in many cases to retum to more
‘ primary kinds ‘'of experiencing, just in order for him to perceive what

P

the work centains, or 1s.

]

Q
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There 1;_ a quality of looking that separates the ge e ‘experi-
ence a learned, conditioped, or stegﬂeotyped reaction. fying

this, Lucius Garvin wrote: , \
¢ /

AESTHETTC EXPERIENCE AND TRANSCENDENCE|

©

, \

The aesthetic attitude 1s passive and receptive, course,

but it is, to use Gotshalk's phrase, more than a 'stupid ,

staring'. His staring which is emotionally oriented, o
inviting the object to present, not Jjust ltself, but its

charm or repulsiveness,.its warmth, og its coldness, its

speclal import for the sensibilities. 8 ’ ’

y Evidently the viewer's mind mist be open, or such experiencing

‘cannot happen. He must approach with the attitude 6f wcting nothing, -
and with the risk of having to discard, or \sﬁspend, some ‘previous

~ g Fe
notions. '

Elisa Steenberg identifies two predaninant‘asswgpt;t ns on

*
aesthetic experience: .

o M ) { - . ~
1. -The aesthetic experience is a psych;c event related to an

. object.
2. The aesthetic experience involves an experience of value,

category of valuation (meaning to value, to enjoy or not
to enjoy, as different fram, to, evaluate, to judge) pof an
object (from positive to negative). . o

peod - / A

98] 1cius Garvin, The Paradox of Aesthetic Me

Art Educdtion by Suzanne Langer (Oxford University pPress, 1961), p. 70.*

AN -
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_As used in this discussion, an experilence of an object
means the perceptual content of an object. An object 1s -any-
’ thing that can be seen as an entity by a subject. The term -
thus applies not only to physical objects and simple stinuli,
but also to mental es, acts, ete.
The perceptual content of ‘an object 1nc1udes what is° o
denoted as sensuous and as cognitive elements respectively 99

Although perceptuall content may include cognitive elements it
nmsﬁ be f‘urtﬁer clarifiéd that cognitive elements that are 1nterpret-

ative are secondarg to the initial exper’ence. Further, 1f interpret- ~
<
ative t‘ramewor,ks do not gr'ow out of a r-eceptivity as to what the works

has to of‘f‘er, they ma,z/ be prejudicial to 1t.

{ Arnold Berleant argues for a point of view which ér'ant‘s the ,
N ’ !

primacy of per'ception over cognition in aesthetic exper'&ﬁnce.loo He

.

considers art non—-cognitive and pre—analytic, and that it denies a.
place in the.imediate aesthetic experience to “meaning " For cog- = 4

(
nition forms the basis of a complex of congpar;tsons, classifications and

value Judgements:
~ ]
'I‘he question of receptlvity raises the problem of previous know-
ledge.“ For, to be perf'ectly r'eceptive it is :lmplied that one would have

- . 4 a
to have no knowledge. The quality of receptivity would, rather, have to

' be; arrjved at through e' tenpora:r'y suspension of previous knowledge, a

capacity of perception, which, if.not nalve, may be consideredechild- -
like. That this capacity is a great rarity can be witnessed by the ™

difficulty with which major breaks in art. evolution ,have been_

o
99Flisa qteenber'p;,' "The Scholar's Object:- Experience Aesthetic

and Artistic,” Journal of Aesthetiddeand Art Cr‘iticism, Vol 30, No. 1,
n971: 19, RS

-100p101d Berleant, Aesthetic Fleld. s

.
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" assimilated. Tt has even been noticed that 1t has been artists who have -

been the' initial and the most vehement; repudiators gf‘ another arbist'

breakthrough )
But, returning to the idea that opemness in percéeption requires a

sﬁ'spér-lsi‘on of previous knowledge irrelevant to the reading of the work,
Fallico stated:

Q

To see the art-object, one must be able to not-see the world.

To see the Mona Lisa, one must be able: to not see the wood, . ’
the paint, and the canvas.as such;‘to hear'the music, one

must be able to not hear the sounds’ as sounds; to see Hamlet,

one must be able to not see the stage as stage,-nof see

Lawrence Olivier as Lawx\'ence Olivier. 101 ~T

’ In the light' of the n’ce}?al character pf works such as John Cage's
three nd.f’mtés,of silence, o‘r,PoIloék's drip paintings, one must disagree .
with his thesis of not Hearing sounds as sounds, or paint as palnt. ~ But
the principle holds trué that, in spite of blurring of boundaries, the
art work ;axists éepa;'at‘é from the everyday run of ordinary events, -even

if it may }iclude them, as does Cage. This has been characterised

earlier by the dlichotomy of actuality and virtuality, as described by

Langer, or the analogy of profane and sacred time descr{bsd-py Eliade.-

' Vir-tua.ljt:lme, or place is sacred and 1s that which includes the art work.

.

One mist, then, be able to perpeie the work in its most primary -
state, as basic sensorial information about itdelf. To see 1t only as’
either a conﬁmatim or rejection of scmething outside itself, or any
other assocgyéon, q1s to question its possibility as stimulus for a 0
pure "psychic event," as Steenberg calls it. ‘

101yt Fallico, Art and Existentialism (New Jersey Prentice

Hall Inc .» 1962); p. 31. .

o a e '
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_ fronting these paintings 1s the :hrmediacy of confronting another mind.

] : , _ 50 - . .

\ VIerleaiz—Ponty recognized the necessity of suspending relation-

" ships, in order to perceive purely. ° - .

. It is because we are, through and through, compounded of

relationships with the warld that, for us the only way to

become aware of the fact is to s uspgnd the resultant

activity, to refuse it on complicity . or, yet again,

to put it out of play.l02 ‘ e
Speaking of the aspirations of phenamenology, he said ear]ier:\/l

It tries to glve a direc i\description of our experienoe as

it 1is, without taking/account of its psychological origin,

and the causal explanations ch the sclentist, iag his-

torian er the s ociolggg may ba able to provide

As an example, the contemporary Amerlcay artlst, Mel Bochner,

speaks of the impact of Malevich's paintings: "The immedliady of con-

But, to Malevich's notebooks he obJec’ced that: - °

I find all those charts to be a wmental whirlnool that suck

- you down into didacticism. It's remarkable to me t unt
of :erelevangy when app]_}ed to the immedlacy of the
paintings.l

Never as mich as today has the naked experience baén lsubverted so

widely by . the use of' the media, catalogues, slides, verbal descriptions,
whose use, with the kind of critical writing discgssed in the last
chapter, very often project art = a kind of mythmaking activity. The

’ obﬁohs counteraction to this tendencl is the return to that; direct

\

~

l021\'lx=:x'1eau-Pom:y, A . Phenomenology of Peroeption, pp ﬁii and
xiv preface.

P

103Ibid., p'.' vii -preface.

-

104

Bochner, Bochner on Malevich, p. 63. I

10514,

104
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experience. ’/ Bochner right]& said: .

- You can't stand in front of a work of art, and speak, even to
yourself, about that experience. There 1s no instant replay.
There's a direct interaction. Now that direct interaction, .
in a’lot of art theory today, is being denigrated — because,

I think, there appears to be the possibility of surrogate
experiences’of thdt interaction — you know, reproductions,
multiples, media.l06 ‘

«

Perhaps an older form of surrogate is that of verbal and written
1nterpretations, limited to thelr own language’and method. Surely these
mterpreta’cions, in order for them to be Luxierstood as cdamplementary to

\ :the direct experience, rather tha.n surrogates, must be related to “that

initial experience. i

Berlean’o; talking of theories stressing ﬁhe -camunicative, sym-

. bolic, emotive and cognitive aspects ofﬁ art, objected to this practice

2’

on the grounds that:

*

Each theory commits the 1déntical logical error of equivocation,
by replacing the explanaraum, that which is to be e)7cpla.1ned,
with a surrogate that represents it inadequately .l

Jean Cassou, former chief curator of the Musee Nationale d'Art
Moderne, saw this tendency on a social level , as the projections of a
"consumer soclety":
, Its merchandising culture treats works ofx.rt as objects, alien-
ates them from the subjective experiences that brought them imiBB
being, and packages them for consumption, as 'cultural goods' -

But in front of the work, what may the spectator experience

through this "staring" (in Garvin's phrase) that is emotionally

106114,

- 107perieant, Aesthetic Fleld, p. 20.

- 108g ‘enberg, Dedefinition, p: 20L.

£l
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orlented? What emerges? Some works instantaneously may elicit

respo}ses of pleasure, curiosity, ’discanfor't,- frustration, or a host of
other responses, varying with the individual viewer. Others, probabl;( '
the majority ’,‘ may not registez: an}f conscious or notié:eable reaction.

Of the works that strike strongly, there may be a process of
response, perhaps astonishment, \curiosity, achniratic;n, and pleasure.
Maybe the process might work slowly in @ne's layers‘ of consciousness,.
until one 1is drawn t6 go and see the works again, to see if they will

shed same of their mystery. (Leo Steinberg told of revisiting

st exhibition muich 1in this spirit).i°2 And a work

work that, everhin revéaling more, withholds a store of future experi-

ences, must s y be considered the normal process of perception of a

.f\
. But 1t 1s through the initial experience, and the internal
reflections which it calls up, not through the secondary stimili of

inz:?;ative writing, - that g work may be sald to transcend its con-

texts” It seems, as one views a late Rembrandt self-portrait, that onhe

does not need to know anything about Dutch burghers- to react positively.
Arthur Koestler proposes a period-frame through which one may view a
work of art. .

Y

Thus we’ look at an old picture through a double frame; the solid
gllt frame which isolates it fram its surroundings, and creates
for 1t, a hole in space; and the period-frame in our mind? which

-
e

109Leo Steinberg, The New Art, ed. by Gregory Battcock (New

" York: Dutton, 1966). - -

’
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-utterly unimportant in comparison v';ith what it has came to mean.

creates for it, a hole in time, and assims its place on the
stage of history 110 .

Now the notion which is being proposed 1s that the period-frame
disappears for a wark that, to the spectator in his one~to-one ‘confront-
ation with it, truly transcends 1ts historical origins. It.becomes
immediate and contemporary in-impact. . |

Hielsenbeck's remark is 1h accord with this, referring to Dada
generally: '"What Dada was in the beginning, and how it developed, is
wlll

When the term "contextual transcendence" is used, it may be
ur;derstood to stand for the transcendence of histarical context. The
term, historical context is used, both incllzsive]y of the general his-
torical moment .;Ln which a work‘ was made, and the particular art-
historical context, in the sense that a movement is part of art history.
It can be seen that the idea of context relies on g continuous everyday,

H

in a word, profane, sense of time. The possibility of transcendence

1if.‘ts the subJect into a state of-mind more akin to a religlous attitude )
which one can call sac.r'ed

Eliade has referred to "The eternal present which precedes
temporal experience." He refers to celebrations \and rituals in archaic
cultures as a means to reach back, in a n:iythological\ sense, to the

110

Arthur Koestler, The Act of Creation, pp. 4o6-407.

:
v

g hert Motherwell, ed., Dada Painters and Poets. Did Dada

Die? A Critical Bibliography compiled by Bernard Kaysel, p. 321.
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offginal time, in order to be renewed. 112 -
i, -
In a chaptenwhich may prove to be prophetic in one of the

~

possible directions of theoretical discussion on art, EJiade refers to

the mdemé'tipf/ as: : -

L1

One force in our soclety where the areligiosity 1s now balanced

by a return to more primary origins, archetypal conf%gurations,
and, I1rndeed, a non-sectarian 'cosmic religiositx'

f:liade refers to the artist's adventuring into thé depths of his
own psyche to free himself of surface appearance of things. He, in
particular, singles out Brancusi for his attitude of veneration towards
stone (in which he finds a strong parallel with attitudes of neolithic -

A

man). - _

Similarly, Burmham refers to Denris Oppenheim as an artist working
as shaman because Oppenheim recalls, through his work, an eara.ier pri-
mordial time, symbolically an act of transcendence. What Remembrandt has

sﬁl‘cceeded in doing with the spectator, in transcending a time span, -

Oppenheim acts out himself. Thus contextual transcendence may be

\ described as a relationship between the viewer and the work.

For example, African masks had a significance for Picasso and..
Matisse at the beginning of the century , which was not the same as fc')r,
others 1iv1ng in Paris at that moment. So the contexﬁ:al transcendence
of the masks was not samething absoluté, but a description oi“ tr\1e

relationship between the particular viewer and the particular work. The

.

&

llZMJrcea Elia;de, Mnhs, Rites, Symbols, p. 220.
~

13m1a., p. 126. (Buphasis added).” | AR
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first example of a late Rembrandt se}f-portrait as having contextual
transcendence, 1s then a personal relationship between the spectator and
a Rembrandt. But this relationship may be such a generally ‘agreed upon
' r‘élationship within a certain soclety, or sector of a society, that it
beccmes assumed, and could be called a cultural image. Now where this
1 ,assurption is not questioned by a renewlng and reassessing of the

K initial experience, there is a reinforcglg_of the mythical form of art

history. —

To demystify the work, one is called back to the experfence. A

personal viewing of it 1s necessary. Merleau-~Ponty, insisting on the’
personal qualitfof this relationship, writes:

“The very experience of transcendent things is possible only
provided that their project is born, and discovered, within
myself. When I say that things are transcendent, this means
that I do not possess them, that I do not circumambulate
them; they are transcendent to the extent that T am ignorant
of what they are, and blindly assert thelr bare existence ...

The fact that I am capable of recognising it.as attributable
to my actual contact with the thing, which awakens within me,
a primordial knowledge of all things, and to my finite and

determinate perceptions being partial manifestation of a
power of knowing, which i1s co-extensive with the world and

L - unfolds 1t in Its full extent and depth. 11 _
/\ Generally, the problem of interpretation which emerges from this
discussion could be formulated as the distance it creates between
spectator and object or event, as a unique exchange. In the last .
chapter‘, 1t was argued that formalist criticism in recent years was
taking on a myth-reinforcing role, emphasizing continuity rather than

transcendence, upheaval or any kind of a break. It tends to represent

»

lluMer'leau-i’onty, A Phenomenology of Perception, p. 370.

o
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5
a/ gloss which creétes, as Bullough cal‘ls it, "psychical -distance,"
between the ‘spectator and obj ect or event. The restilting "overdis-
tancing" tend; to prevent the possibility of a unique experience.
Lr?However, /contrary interpretative str'ucvtures, as Burnham pointed
out, could break down the absolutist inature of formalist intérpreta—
tion. For there cammot be conflicting nw{:h fo;ms within a culture. ‘ It
is in this' sense that there follows a discussion oq the possibility of
multiple interpretations. ‘
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o . CHAPTER 7

IMAGE AND M'om'n@

In a theoretical passage in Hirsch's Validity in Interpretation,

discussing the difference betwedn significance (response) and meaning,
Hirsch projected the problem as one of great simplicity, giving as

-

example: , . ‘ -
When sameone says, 'my response to a text is different every time
I read it', he 1s certainly,speaking the truth; he begins to
speak falsely when he identifies his response with the meaning he
has construed.ll5 :

‘ O . .
Meaning, then, Hirsch asserted, 1s something inextricably tied
! °

o

to the object, a sort df constant.

The goal dlrectedness of mental acts, by virtue of which something
can remain the same for consciousness even though one's per-

spective, emotion, state of health,~ma~¥ gary, is particularly
important in consideration of meaning.ll

However, in application, it may be seen that what 1s theoretic-

ally simple may be practically very cquplex. The difference between

meaning and significance becomes indeterminate. The problem opens up,
as towards meaning, where there 1s no convenlent key to unlock the.
door. Does a work of art have a specific meaning? If so, whose?' Is °

. 1t the artist's? If one accepts Marcel Duchamp's assertion that the

°
LY

136, D. Hirsch, Valldity in Interpretation, po. 38, 39.
» L ’ ,
. &
Ibid., pp. 37-38.
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artist works as a medium drawing f.‘rom his depths, or T. S. Eliot and
+Ezra Pourd, who say it 1is independent of the author's control, and leads
an after-life of 1ts own, then the artist or author ca.nnot be the final
authorlty in definition of meaning. Is the meaning changeable even for
the artist? Or does the artlist's meaning matter;? Bochner's statement
on Malevich, in favour of the "immediacy" of the p%intings, over the
writings, seems to indlcate that Malevich's written revelations of mean<
ings do not matter, at least to Bochner. And what if the aufhor's mean-
ing 1is.lnaccessible? It seems that the power of suggestion, of the
unclear but potent synbol has its own arguments over the specificity
that meaning seems to suggest as necessary. It is the %nxplication of
footnotes, referencesthdf critiques that are outside the works natural
franework,tha:t ralse the problém.
Garvin stated: v

To transgress the bourdaries of the work of art 1s to destroy

'aesthetic immediacy'. Thus we are told by Mclelsh that a

.poem should not mean, but-be. If meaning is to be aesthetic,

then it must perforce remain within the opject. But in that

¢ase, paradoxically, it ceases to be mea.ning - or at least

meaning, meant by the object.ll7

In the opening page of Saint Exupery's The Little Prince, an

‘v

inter'es‘cing example of this problem of mmediacy versus meaning is-put
forward. As a child of six years old he drew a picture of a boa con-
strictor swallowing an elephar;t, whole, which he reproduced thus:

v

ll?Lucius Garvin, The' Paradox of Aesthetic Meaning: Reflections
on on Art, p. 64. .

< "
. .
’
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The grown-ups, on being asked if the drawing frightened them, -

answered, "Frig_hteh? Why should anyone be frightened by a ha.t‘?"ll8

Forced to explain; he drew this:

In effect, his second drawing created the context in which the
first one was to be seen. It actt_ed in the same way as written, and
verbal information associated with art warks, which become a condition-
1ng factor in the perceptign of tﬁe work. ¢ _

Referring ti‘) the phencmenologist assertion, mentioned in the last
chapter, of the necessity of the suspension' of outside knowledge and
‘ rg}ationships, in other words, the Qtaﬂmsnt of a child-11ke state of

perception, in order to contemplate th_é work, 1t seems that a tremendous

. 1183 toiné de Saint Exupery, The Little Prince .(New York:
Harbrace Paperbound Library Inc., 1971), pp. 3~U.

‘
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problem arises. It seems that the phencmenologist point of view can
only be ir:lealistic, and rarely a‘ctainéble. This has been underliged by
Nicolas and Eleﬁa. Cafs: ( ‘ ’ |

As Gilbert RyMiias pointed put in his devastating criticism of

phenomenclogy: 'When someone looks at a plate, tilted away

from him, and sees it as elliptical, all that_he 1s doing is

seeing a plat1that has an elliptical look'.119

It 1s the respective due of certain conceptual artists to have

recognised that‘the role of art writing i1s a problem ;:ithin, if not all .
recent art, much of recent art criticism. Any context-making writing
performs the same function as Saj:nt Exupery's second drawing. % 18 a
demystificat'ion of the first drawinq. It clarifies megning. But it ]

could also be a mystification. And this is the crux of the problem.

Imagine the case where Saint Exupery, instead of ‘maldng a.second Eraw-
ing, had left the room, and another child, for whatever mischievous

A
reason, had filled in thus:

Figure 4

/

S

then the adults could only fee/{ confimed in the opinion that -1t repre-

sented a hat.

-

*

. . . , .
llc‘,N:I.co:{.afs and Elend Calas, Icons and Images of the Sixties (New
- York: Dutton'71), p. 252,/ quoted in Gilbert Ryle, The Concept of the
Mind (New York: Barnes Noble, Inc., 1959), ch. 7, No. 3.
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The analogy 1s clear then, that the ambiguous art work, like the
drawing of the elephant, 1is’ open to -context—riaking. And it is he who

succeeds in making the context who will condition how the spectator

views the wo;'k.

\ -
Certafn conceptualists, for this reason, try to keep the context—

the work. They. attempt, in being thelr first interpreter,
to focug on the problem.of interpretatign. Saint Exupery, if he had
operated in tﬁis wéy, might have incltidéd his second drawing with his
& . .

JFirst one.

In 1968, Douglag Huebler made this drawing:

It seems clear, in descriptive terms, that one 1s looking at a-

se;:'ies' of points, and l;.hes of various lenéths, arranged in rows. How-

" ever, he included, beneath the marks, the words:

r

© ]

\
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Top Row.  The ends of eight 1" lines positioned at 90° to the
picture plane. .. » “
: ' 3
2nd Row. Eight 1" 1ines positioned at 30°.to_the picture plane.
e
: 3rd Row. Eight 1" lines positioned at 60° to the plcture plane.
. Bottam Row .- Eight 1" lines positioned on the surf'ace of the picture
‘ : plane.120 5
Once one has read this, it modifies totally the perception of the .
o . ‘ signs, and is a clear indication of how a few words can provide a con-

Y

.« text which may determine how an art work is read.

About his work, Huebler saig:

Ve

What T say 1s part of: the art worke» I don't look to critics to
say thir).gs about nw work. I tell them what it 'is about. Peéople

" “deny words have anything to do, with art. T don't; _accept that. .
They do. Art is a source of information.l2l . .

. ) The ddea ‘of art as information is dependent on the diminishing to

zero of the aesthetic response of the spectator. Burmham claimed that:

The conceptualists have objectifled the dissemination of art

. information — that 1s to say, the best have rethought tkzs
- artist's role relative to media, museums and collectors. 2

"The problem up until recently segins to dwell in fthe openne?s or

ambiguity. of much gbstract art%eing done. The spectator, under these .

«

oonditions, feels the need for an intermediary; if not to describe, -to

1r}terpret ation.

1972), p. 136.

at least reveal gsame hidden relatlonship, or provide scme kind of

) .. - o . -
What he wants clarified is'the meaning.’ It 1s-the
. ‘ A

’ .
4, -
T . . s

¢
¢

¢ . )
0

120Ursula Meyer, Conceptual Art (New York: Dutton and Co. Inc.;

-~
1 -

H -

2lm44., p. 137.'

122Jaok Burnham, "Alice's Head Reflecbions on Conceptual Art,"

Artforum (Feb 1970) 43.
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ideall:onditions for critics to flourish As Burnham stated: '}.&L’L non-

ob,jective art depends on a neta-]anguage supoort in the f‘orm of "the

artist's or critie's elaborations as to its meaning or intf'insic can-

t'en‘ n123 ’
: Qxite apa.rt from the more serious writings ‘on art, one has only

to observe the plethora of publica,tigns conferenoes ard ccmmnications

’

of various sorts to surmise that the works have becane the (°sometimes -

out-of-f‘ocus) focal point of a fast-groning media network within the con=-

text of art It nay be that this is reflective of consumer-societles

. generally, in that the packaging tends to outweigh the product.

It seems, however, tha.t the reaction among artists to this situ-’
ation could be &fined by two very different attitudes to the n«gtion of
"immediacy." On the one hand, there was the sudden amplification of

this :notion. Christo';s wrapped cliffs on the Sistralian coastline,
Heizer's desért earthworks, or Smithson's spir_al Jétty -seemed so breath-
ta}.d.ng.in dimension that the initlal response was to preclude the need
for intetpretation. Their intention- seems to be for thetr work to' take

* on the. vastness of natural phenomena. 'Ihe§ tend to McLéish's descrip- v

tion, "they do not mean, they are." As Gregoire Muller pointed out,
b POSY H

referring to Heizer and De Maria:

Their art, even when suftable for the artistic system as it now 1is,
} does not uire the understanding of the artistic tradition to be
apprecia > rather, it is necessary to forget canplsﬁe]y what one
knows about Art in order to experiénce their works.l .

>

o

123B\u111m,18tmctural Approach, p. 59 . _

a \

s lzuGregoirg; Muller, The New hvant—garde (New York Praeger

Q
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’ I

' J Or; the other haﬁd, other artigts, such as Huebler, Haacke\
N Kosuth, Ramsden, On Kawera, have diminished the "immediacy" to seemingly
Innocuous lists of dates, typed wordz;, on paper, postcards. Huebler sr\
* drawing is_an exanple. Mel Ramsden, 1 19?7 » raises the pr'oblem of
- rambiguity and context—maldng even while satirizing previous paJ:nting,
by presenf:ing a square canvas péinted uniformly black beside ; text |
sayiné: "The content of thi§ painting 1s invisible; the character and )
dimension of the content are to be kept permanenglv‘ secret, known only
to the artist."%>
' ”The question of context dng, by notes, t;:;xts and critiques,
: whether it is by the artist or another person, also questions how
‘sepaz-ate or "sacred" a work can be,.in relation to dally events. How—
ever, the contexf c}mges ‘with time, and when the work,remains interest-,
ing or important, it is digested by and becomes part of the context-
making mechanisms. The radicalness of the step that the. linguistic con-
ceptua.lists took is that, 1f the work does survive, part of the context-
naking such as the words under Huebler' s drawing, will stn'vive with 1t,
mich as the yords on-the shovel of Marcel Duchamp have survived with the ®
shovel. Duchaxrp S reasons for’ the words may have been poetic. But one
cannot say that of the conceptualists menticphed above, whom one can sense,
want a purge within the art Pysten.
The intention seems to be to redirect the attention of the
spectator from the work's pt&sical immediacy (for what :Lumediacy is there
in a papebr@j;nned ona. wall) to the context_ in whichrit was done. In

~

125yever, Conceptual Art; p. 20l.
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o £
other words, an examination of the cantext- of how we read art, has been
glven primacy over the sacred object. Because they are no longer bring-

irfg us to worship at the shrine of‘ the temple, but raﬁher, W a

ing the mundane and secular operations of that temple, both in its
social and political 1mp11cations, they ‘seem to be acting as artists as
social scientists, even as the Dada artfis@s actedl as artists as soclal
aglitators. Incieed, Hans Haacke's worke, investigat:}ng soclal and econ-
‘omic systems, using visitof questiormrxaj_t'es and econamic charts, with
political j.nplicatims: "... resemble those ef‘ soclal sclentists suf-

1126

ficiently to make ccmparism both provocative and illuminating.' But

the problem mist be urgent if the artists owe their importance uniquely

to asking the right questions at the right moment in time; all questims,‘
C,

/lt is to be noted, which insert themselves ordinarily into a "profane"

’

" rather than "sacr'ed" schema. Revealing art's mixed nature Geoffrey

Hartman gave as an example, Kafka's story of leopards which repeatedly’
broke into the temple to drink the sacrifietal ofl in the chalices,
until finally, this became an acoeptca\d part of the ceremony.’2! Prof-
anation had becane part of the sacred, in the same sense that questions
on the nature of the context had penetrated the irmmer sanctum of that
context. Everytm,ng seems to indicate then, that in the short r‘t.m, the
context 1s an unavoidsble supporting determinant, in spite of whatever

impressions of natural phenamena that works of Heizer, Christo or

126y mard Becker and John Walton, Hans Haacke. Framing, and

Being Framed (New York University Press, 1975), p. 145. 1

127Geot‘f'rey Hartman, Structuralism, ed. Jacques Ehrmann

. (New Yark: Doubleday and Co., 1970), p. 157.
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Sm:lthson may oroject.

A

In view of this, the last chapter s discussion on "contextual

| transcendence" must be made more ccmplete. To recall the example of a

late Rembrandt self—portréit, if one says. it has contextual trans- '

Vi
cendence, it seems that this is another way of saying that it has, for
the viewer, a present significance, and 'furthermore, that he is able to

perceive its meaning. Perhaps its very distance from him in time has

made it possible, contrary to the works discussed above, to see it not
Just in ter'ms of 1ts tightest and‘most immediate context, but in a more
holistic way, in which a kind of total symbol or spiritual essence 1is
more obviously disengaged. Picasso and Matisse, in spite of the general
opinion of their time, were able to find a sig]ificance for the Af‘rican

. masks they saw within their vresent cultural and historic mament. It

would seén, therefore, that Historicism, which has now evolved an .
emphasis on the unbridgeable gulf between one culture and another, s,

'ta this extent, erroneous. . Hirsch con with this in stating:

"The radical historicist is rather sentiment ttached to the belief
that only our own cultural entities ha "authentic" imedlacy for us.

If one considers a text or a painting, or indeed, any art work of
another epoque, and one's relation to it through whatever it might offer
in terms of i.rrmgdiacy or thought or reflexion, one is always faced with

some aspect of a camtemporaneous view of it. For we, the spectators, in

~

. spite of our efforts, cammot totally abstract ourselves from our own

preéent context. Pushing this idea to its logicai conclusion, Hirsc\h,
! .

1285 p. Hirsch, Validity in Interpretation, p. 43.

1t

(1] 128
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)
referrihg to the vhilosopher, H. G. Godamer's theory, stated: "For in
view of the historicity of our being, the rehabilitation of [a text's]

. original conditions is” a mtile undertaking.' nl29

-

One might theref‘one question the notion of restoration of art
works; that wha{ 1s being restored is not necessarily the original

appearance of a work, but thmixgh contemporary scholarship, the idea of

: how the original work might havé looked. The greater.the need for

'restoring, the-greater the scope for remodelling it along contemporary

thought. And, indeed, some of the changes may have been very great.
(Ir} the extreme, Marcg;.\goamp, in pinning a moustache on the Mona
Iisa, and adding some letters below, could be regarded as having made a
pastiche on rehabilitation). | b
Somehow,, then, when work transcends 1ts context,, 1t {s not per-
ceived in quite the same way, for the viewers are hving in a different
/social and historical reality, whose perspectives academic research can
only try to correct. One can be informed of the reality in which the
work wee produced, but this is already being once z;*emoved from an
"dmmediate" aesthetic reaction.y The "fMnediate" aesthetic reaction 13
a present contempcrary relatiopship. Yorks of primitive cultures, pre- °
sented as the "art" of this or that people, were actually seen by them
as objects fulfilling deﬁnite functlons, more closely interrelated to

" the essential belief stmcttme of their society than "art" is to us.

The masks that Picasso and Matisse so much admired were, for them, a

contemporary event. The transcending relationship, therefore, does not

~

»
129Ib:Ld., p. 247.
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a
mean that the same object will denote the same psychic event for con-
temporary viewers. Borge“s in one of‘ his stories, relates how a certain
Pierre Menard set out to rewt'ite Don ggixote word for word. His inten—-
tention was far the text to be identical to that of Cervantes, yet not a
copy, but a new creation. And different it was, for as Borges said:
Cervantes' text and Menard's are verbally identical, but the second
is almost infinitely richer. (More ambiguous, his detractors will
"say, but ambiguity is richness) ... The contrasf in style is also
vivid. The archalc style of Menard — quite foreign, after all —
suffers from a cértaln affectation. Not so that of his forerunner
who handles with ease the current Spanish of his time. 130

In this light, then, one could agree with De Nicolas s who said
that man is, "... understood as the context-maker, and context-knower:,

" culture is the institutionalisation of sets of contexts."l3l Indeed,'

the example of Huebler's drawing shows conscious reéo_gtﬁtion of this.

, | | K

2l

.
[ Bk

13

A305r, Borges, Lebyrinths (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1970), p. 69.
131

Modern Thought (Nov.-Dec. 19714) 48.

Antonio de Nicolas, "Ciisis in Identity,” Main Currents in  /
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. CHAPTER 8

THE DITAMA IN ART CRITICIM

What .see;ns to emerge from this discussion is that, as well as the
mythic farm of formalism, there 1s the appearance of a second and oppos-
ing nwthic’fom,( generally denoted by a conceptual approach. The first °
assumes'historical continuity, e;ren where there are breaks, tends. to

X{er to former art for sanction, works within Dureh\; "risual" bound-
aries, and’ﬁacit!.y _aclmowiedges authority on same other level, such as’
ci-it;cs, writers and historians, to determine the work's meaning. The
second tends to be anti-historical, espouses readily knowledge from all
‘other areas of human, endeavlour' towards a clarificatlon of “conten
tends to question or even lgnore boundaries\ of what is, or is nc;t
"visual," tends to reject or short-circuit #ltside authority on inter-
pretation of the work. On the one hand are artists such as Cezanne,
Picasso, Matisse, Miro, Kandinslw‘ doﬁdrian, Pollock, Kelly and Stella,
to glve a few eiéxrples. On—the o zj;}:;.and are Duchamp, Yves Klein,
Manzonl., Christo, Kosuth, Obpe,nheim, Ha%.cke and Huebler.

It seems that tﬁe seéond mythic 'structure grew very r/apidly into
praminence, within the last ten years, while the first seemed to lose
ground. This did not concern the artists so much as the 'crif;ics and
historians generally, whose task it was to make some sense out of

developments. Evidently they had grown used to more certitude, more

A

- 69 -

o,

;\s

e e



e e st e iRt 8 ey e,
- TT e ATEIERTTTTTYTT LT R

- 70 -

stabllity, and a feellng of cbjectivity in ‘thelr capacity to‘ma‘ke Judge-
ments, and, in that sense, either ignored the change, or were dismayed
-“enough to cast arcurd for new critical approaches. .

3 The assertion that there were two mythical struc‘tures seems to be
confirmed by the very fact that there were so negligibly few artlsts who
spanned both simultaneously (although several have changed fram the
first to the second after minimalism). .

" It seems that this appearance of radicality was strongest at the

/ emergence ard first recognition of conceptual art, ten years % . But

since then both nwthic, structures have tended to weaken, ‘and ’with it the
idea of the avant-garde. There has been no new avant-ggrde mov;_ment

d since the%, simply nbre-’perfomanée art, more video a’rt,‘ more art books,

more post-modernist sculpture, as well as more formalist work.
Genérally, éonceptual artists contime to do conceptually-orien‘éed art,
and formalist artisfs .continue to do formalist-oriented art. Thelr
premises do not seem to be deflated on either 3ide, and the outcome is
certainly not clear from this writer's point of view. Each seems to
act, to a certain degree, as a measure of the other's shortc‘omizgs. It
is to be speculated that with tht;.‘ gradual loss of a general belief
structure in either conceptual or formalist art per se, there will be
more cross-fertilization. Indeed, thgre 1s evidence of this. Klaus
Rinke's drawings and performances unite both irpulses. ‘Robert Morris'
work has had, also,‘ elements of both. In certain geogréphic reglons,
for particular reasons, one might predominate over the other. For )
instance, in Italy the political and social climate has favoured a pre-

L

;o

dominance of conceb’cua.} art,

N\
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In view of this, it seems that the critic must search for new

seem that mythmaking must be replaced by dawstif‘ication, an observan't,

* holistic view of events and attitudes. Each critical approach, taken
by itself, seems, somehow, to only denote part of the mea.rxingi and,
where applied insensitively, may miss the meaning totally.

Carl Jung has written: -

A story told by the conscious mind has a begiming, a development,
ard an end, but the same is not true of a dream. It's dimensions
in time and space are qulte diff‘a'ent to understand it you must

. examine it from every aspect.l

The possibility of approaching art work in this spirtt might be con-
templated. And shortcomings of present methods mustlbe examined.
It has been seen how certain formallist criticism functions as a
- reinforcement of a mythic view of art, and simultaneously has been
instrumental in context-making up until the recent refusal of artists

to continue working within this asstmptioh of context. Hence, form-.
alisfn's failure as an absolute method. As a single interpretative ’
appr"oacfl, 1t becomes tyrannical, final]y, in its insistence on the
autonamous Eevolution of art, lgnoring link; an;l Interdependence with
other disciplines s and indeed, of society generally. Would the most
ardent formalist critic dismiss‘ Barnett Newman's "'Iace Curtain for

|
:
;

Mayor Daley" as 'Just'p}ienomena?’ This work reveals the limitation of a
purely formalist reading of his production generally. It seems to be

g : 1
‘ most benefj.cial when considered cne apnroach among many, which means a

>
-}

LY
.

J ) ' N N
1320ar] Jung, Men and His Symbols (London: Aldus Books in
association with W. H. Allen, 19647, . 28. (Emwhasls added).
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methods, for the survival of the credibility of his function. It would |

-




- 72 - C | .

loosening of 1ts myth-making aspect.
i ' The interpretative methods of structuralism maintain a’'more
purely neutral and descriptive position towards the work. In Germarny -

~ ‘ and Austria, in the 1920's, a loose group which became known as
o —) .
Strukturforschung, under the leadership of Kaschnitz, explored the use

of structuralist methods towards interpretation of art. Part of their

contribution was to insist on "an integrative and holistic viewpoint,

maintainihp; that the reality of the object consists _in the full texture

of all-its-relations-with-its-environment "1£ _Further, it was con- .

'sidered that anything whileh obstructed the view of the varlous relation-
ships of the object,

| . whether as the result of lgnorance, or -- as in positivism
-— of‘ methodological prejudice, flattens out, impoverishes and
necessarily falsifies our understanding of" 1t. (Falsifies, i
- inasmuch as a reduced view is not simply a portion of the
larger whole, quantitively diminished, but qualitatively
unchanged, but g distortion, si'.nce the balance between the
parts is arbitrarily upset).1l3

It is far this reason that Xaschnitz objected to the prevailing.
terminology of art history of thal‘ time, "... mgt especially those of
Wolfflin, and to "stylé-criticisn" in general.™30

To return to the example of Barnett Newman, it is interesting to
obse‘rve how Rosenberg, when writing about him, dwelt longest on those

-

’ " . H

{

b i
!

¢ [

s | 133ghe1don Nodelman, "Structural Analysis in Art and Anthropology,"
I ) Structuralism, ed. by Jacques Fhrmann (New York: Doubleday -and Co.,
o « 1970), o. Bl. (Emphasis added).

~ R - W

135m4q., p. 83.
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formal qualities which imply a style-contimuity in art. In a chapter
titled, "Icon-maker, Barnett Newman," he opened: "The late Barnett
Newman worked with emptiness as if it were a substance. He measured it;

n136

divided it, shaped it, roloured it ... And, some pages later, after

only passing references to Newman'.s metaphysics, he says: J"Formally he
placed himself in the line of Mondrian's organization of rectangles '
- ¢ separated by bands of different wldths." 3 Rosenberg's references, in
| this chavter were to Cezanne, Kandinsky, Picasso, the Bauhaus, Mondrian,
———————————4Albers, Reinhardt, Rothko, Gottlieb, St11l, Dostoevsky and the Bible. _
) It is intergsting to'note how this cor;trasts with an article by
Nicolas Calas entitled "Subject Matter in the York of Barnett Newnan,"
. where his work 1s seen in more holistic terms, which expand from the
appearance to the metaohysicg.l preoccupations and back to the descrip-,-
tive appearance<of the work. Calas referred to other art, ;Jut through
meaning, not style.
Gazing at a kouros we feel the impact of Parminide's dictum that
man is "all in the now" ... Let us compare the kouros to
 Glacommetti's dissodving figure ... In a serles of paintings

— ' called Oxgement, Barnett Newman separates the Now into left and
I’ight . 13 ’ i

Calas included as references, Sung paintings, Zurbaran, kouros,
Gia?t:onmetti, mny references to the Bible arid to Newman's own state~ »
ments. Neither articles gave 1n—depth descriptions of individual works.

RS

\‘ 1
136Rosenbe_rg, Dedefinition, p. 91. ﬁ
137Ib:Ld. > P. 96.
138

Nicolas Calas, "Sub,ject Matter in the Work of Barmett Newman,"
in Minimal Art, ed. by Gregory Battcock (New York: Dutton and Co. Ine.,

1968), pp. 109-110
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" As an example ¢f adllescrivtion of a single work, it will be
/
anparent that Patrick Heron's description of \ﬁlamiﬁck's La Gare d'Auvers-—

i A
sur-Oise (1920) was profoundly formal, but without the mythmaking aspect:,b

. which tarmish most f‘ormaJist criticism. thile"being a formal description

of the intermal structure of the painting, it is felt as a personal view-
ing of “that work, not as an applied thé;:ry. In concentrating on the
"seeing" of the w-ork, and on the necessity of the“interdependence of
varts, Heron reflected also much of the 6ainting"s "im:ﬂiacy." It is
also to be noted how the words lead the spectator to look at the pairi’cing

more closely, to the point, where he féels compelled to continually refer

L
to the reproduction as he reads.

. Where would the slimy greenish-browns of the foreground in lLa Gare
d'Auvers-sur-Oise land us if the red bricks on the right hand
corner of the station, the white of the foreshortened station
wall, the sudden cobalt stain on the horizon (between houses), the
stroke of red under the chimney of the further house and the white
streak on the yellow road, to the right of the two figures, were. _
missing? Of course, this is a nicture which, in more respects
than one, is nicely poised on the brink of cata,stropﬁe. The box-
1like station bullding is set bang in the middle of the canvas and
has to act as the main connectlon between the plane of the sky and _
the equally uneventful plane of the station yard. Incidentally,
Vlaminck uses his signature here as an important factor in the
pictorial structure: a notice-board or a post of another human
figure would have to be introduced at the bottom-right hand corner
if the signature were to go: 1ts presence helps create the space
we feel circulating about the two figures, a volume of air and
light which we sense as exlsting between the two buildings, comnect-
ing them, yet holding them apart. Without the signature this space
would disappear and the ‘hlue @tain at the horizon between and beyond
the two houses would lose its distance and cease to be the focal
point, the point of the greatest recessional depth. We should
immediately be confronted with a meaningless symmetry, empty of any
significance of organized space or pictopial depth: engine steam
would stand opposite the single cloud; e%.ne and, train opposite
distant house; rallway railings opposite yellow road and figures;
telegraph pole opposite the.further of the station building's two
chimneys. As it is, all this 1is a\ver'ted by the signature at the

IS
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right, and the hint of wires through the steam at the top left.
Nevertheless 1 Vlaminck has had, as usual, to break the back of
the horizon. N
N It is ‘only after this initial discussion (which. continues a
. B - A9
' little longer with consideratioms of brushstroke and planes), that Heron

made’cdrparisms with the use of the plane by Cezarng and the cubists, .

/ and the use,of brushstroke by Utrillo, Soutine and by V}aminck himself -

in other works. '
9

\ In terms of a holistic approach, structuralism has been attempted
as a methodology in Burnham's The Structure of Art ard anplied to works

' . by, among others, Kosuth, Huebler, Oppenheim, Haacke, Morrds, Flavin, as
| well as Pollock, Stella, Louis,De Kooning, Mondrian, Duchamp, Gauguin

and Turner. It would appear to suffer from three major d.r'a»;'backs. The

first, which Nodelman warns against, 1s the unsultability of applying a

~  methodology which has been evolved for approaching workg 1 an unknown

context, which one could grﬁip‘ as a whole only because one stood out-

silde 1t. He gtated:
} —
/It 1s obviously impossible to view as a whole in this sense —— in /
' the full range of 1ts actiors and in the mutual implication of T
all its parts -—— a culture of work of art within whose value-
system one is oneself plunged, of which one has an inside per—
spective, and whose most vital aspects can hardly be brought into
expllicit consclousness and rationally examined, simply because
they are pervasive, formiﬁﬁ an unspoken background for consclous
activities and opinio

. The se?ond criticism is that the method reveals so little of the

t e .*}fé,. essence of the work, and beccmes the - almost ostentatious demonstra‘cion
4 2 } » e ,,' 4
L —!'"'.s’ ’t?f‘«‘"hf -.‘i’g‘ - '
Y o ;
o T 139
t Heron, Changing Forms, p. 132.

lu'olqode:‘u'nan, Structuralism, p. 8l. e
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of a met{xod, that the reader has no idea of any kind of’ personal rela— . .
¢!

tionship the writer has with the work This no sense of 1ts - "immediacy"

I imparted nor any notion of transcendence Nodelman warned once again,

| analysis of particular works. Perhaps it would, have been morg. inform-. . -

this time against the insistent exclusion of subjectgvity: - - '
The eoncrete execution of such .an objective structural analysis ,
is of course not so simple, for subjective attitudes banned o . ¥
from one level of' thought -Hgve a way of reiﬁtroducirg them- . e
selves into the argument of another level.l

i . e
This was born out by Burnham's selection of _works to be analysed,
which were oreponderantly “of ‘the last ten years, and of a conceptual

nature, including at.-the énd, a separate chapter on Marcel Duchamp. 'Hlis

'cancelled out the impression of objectivithof the separate individual

-

2 !

ative if this kind of subJectivity had become part of each analysis. ’

v

+ The third drawback is that the neglect to dea; with the .’mtemal

o d

relationships of parts as Heron has done with the pa;;nting by Vlanm'xck
gives no idea of.‘ any kind of formal necessity in the work

However, 1t is, on the positive side, perhaps a heroic, ir unsuc— )
cessful, attempt Qo solve the very difficult problem of finding an

interpretative framework which could _,include both the historically- .
transgressive works of the last ten years, and thecearliez"abstract 6 4; L
works (the two rqythic structures). But perhaps this attetmt falls' into ¥ ' o
the same error of absolutism that formalist @it;cism made. ) |

i » - 9

N About ‘a work such as Huebler's drawing, discussion on the reasons

for its'diminished' immediacy, and eventually the conte)gt to which'it ~

.

¢

L/ -
@ “ .
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" ‘tative methods, and the erudition to know when to use them without

-sidered paramount. This is because the contextual transcendence of a.

. *'“'-077-. “ '
refers, and 1n which 1t has Den inserted s;eem necessary. Such a
strétey, without violating the principle of starting with direct . ~
description of the formal qualities, would be seen to %tm’ally lead :Ln ' ~
a different direction fram the analysis of Heron on Vleminck, which
enta.iled a 1onger and more involved discugsion of the appearanee of the a
work. ’ o

The conclusion of this paper urges the @reful consideration of ;
each individual work before a particular strategy of interpretation 1is -
embarked upon, without any attempt at exclusion of the personality ofs
the intervreter. It seems also that, in view of the process of dis-
appearance of same works fram our eonsciousness, and reappearance of

" others, (through often as simple a matter as the choice of who the

critic or historian decidés to write or not to write about) the sense

of "immediacy," ar aesthetic experience of the objeet or event, in order

‘to deal with the phenamenon of contextual transcendence, must be con—

‘wérk”‘m‘eans that it has retained its aspect of sacredness. - '
Tt seems that the way out of the impasse demands that the irfter— . 5

'preter have an ability to come to some éutheni:ic péfsonal r;alationship

with the work an ability to graso essential relat{ons both within and

outside the work, a wide diversity of lcmledge in domains outside art K(

but which might be useful in understanding the work more fully (apart -

fram a wide knowledge of art itself), a grasp of different interpre-

falsifying the work. If eens appropriate’ at this time of emuiry to °

' quote Nicolas:- ™an increases his freedom by shaking the detémﬂ.nihsm/
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9,

‘ [
Of single-context structures ... he becomes fully human bv enbodvirg the

human condition of his time. n142

Finally, no one prescription can be offered. It 1s felt that the
field of art criticism has reached a point where it must embark on a-
neriod of mtmsoection and exandnation of 1ts own methods.and their.

A

limitations, of the causes and results of their use, and a courageous

. enquiry (in what might be abademlcally temed as “adventurous") into -

new aporoaches. ) -
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