The manuscript has become a ramble. It’s grown in bits and pieces added over decades, an agglomeration of arguments. Some
sections work as essays; others switch course more than once. Threads are dropped and picked up elsewhere. I started with
enthusiasm in 1987 after publishing my first and still only essay in a journal, submitted it a couple of times and put it aside
until the mid 90s, then put it aside again until 2009. I worked steadily from there, on and off, until 2023. It may not be done,
but I think I am.
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Avant-Garde is Kitsch: An Essay on Modernism and Modernity in Politics and Culture



Ludwig Richter relates in his reminiscences how once, when he was in Tivoli as a young man, he and three friends set out to
paint part of the landscape, all four firmly resolved not to deviate from nature by a hair's-breadth; and although the subject
was the same, and each quite creditably reproduced what his eyes had seen, the result was four totally different pictures, as
different from each other as the personalities of the four painters. Whence the narrator drew the conclusion that there is no

such thing as objective vision, and that form and colour are always apprehended differently according to temperament.

For the art historian, there is nothing surprising in this observation. It has long been realised that every painter paints "with
his blood". All the distinction between individual masters and their "hand" is ultimately based on the fact that we recognise
such types of individual creation. With taste set in the same direction (we should probably find the four Tivoli landscapes
rather similar, of a Preraphaelite type), the line will be in one case more angular, in another rounder, its movement here
rather halting and slow, there more streaming and urgent. And, just as proportions tend now to the slender, now to the broad,
so the modelling of the human body appeals to the one as something rather full and fleshy, while the same curves and hollows
will be seen by another with more reticence, with much more economy. It is the same with light and colour. The sincerest
intention to observe accurately cannot prevent a colour looking now warmer, now cooler, a shadow now sorter, now harder,
a light now more languid, now more vivid and glancing.

Heinrich Wolfflin, Principles of Art History

In his charming autobiography the German illustrator Ludwig Richter relates how he and his friends, all young art students
in Rome in the 1820's visited the famous beauty spot of Tivoli and sat down to draw. They looked with surprise, but hardly
with approval, at a group of French artists who approached the place with enormous baggage, carrying large quantities of
paint which they applied to the canvas with big coarse brushes. The Germans perhaps roused by this self-confident artiness
were determined on the opposite approach. They selected the hardest, best-pointed pencils, which could render the motif
firmly and minutely to its finest detail, and each bent down over his small piece of paper, trying to transcribe what lie saw
with the utmost fidelity. "We fell in love with every blade of grass every tiny twig and refused to let anything escape us. Every
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one tried to the motif as objectively as possible.’

Nevertheless, when they then compared the fruits of their efforts in the evening, their transcripts differed to a surprising
extent. The mood, the colour, even the outline of the motif had undergone a subtle transformation form in each of them.
Richter goes on to describe how these different versions reflected the different dispositions of the four friends, for instance
how the melancholy painter had straightened the exuberant contours and emphasized the blue tinges. We might say he gives
an illustration of the famous definition by Emile Zola who called a work of art "a corner of nature seen through a
temperament.”’

Ernst Gombrich, Art and Illusion



1t is from this ambivalent conception of humanitas that humanism was born. It is not so much a movement as an attitude
which can be defined as the conviction of the dignity of man, based on both the insistence on human values (rationality and
freedom) and the acceptance of human limitations (fallibility and frailty); from these two postulates result responsibility and
tolerance.

... The humanist, then, rejects authority. But he respects tradition.

Erwin Panofsky, “The History of Art as a Humanistic Discipline”

After the Egyptian and Indian, the Greek and Roman, the Teuton and Mongolian, the Negro is a sort of seventh son, born
with a veil, and gifted with second-sight in this American world,—a world which yields him no true self-consciousness, but
only lets him see himself through the revelation of the other world. It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this
sense of always looking at one's self through the eyes of others, of measuring one's soul by the tape of a world that looks on
in amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his twoness, —an American, a Negro, two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled
strivings, two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.

W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk

irony which is the glory of slaves.

Czeslaw Milosz, Not This Way

Today there is no denying that narrative films are not only “art”—not often good art, to be sure, but this applies to other
media as well—but also, besides architecture, cartooning and “commercial design,” the only visual art entirely alive.

Panofsky, “Style and Medium in the Motion Pictures”

Every one knows every one else far too well for business purposes

Rudyard Kipling, “The Broken-Link Handicap”



On April 16th, 2009, The New York Times published a review' by Roberta Smith, of “Picasso: Mosqueteros”, at the Gagosian
Gallery in New York. The review begins,

In the main, Picasso only got better...

When I read those words, I laughed. I thought the argument was absurd, but the laughter was reflex. That was inevitable. We
can’t re-fight old battles every time a subject comes up; there are limits to the human capacity for recall. Years after spending
time and effort to come to a conclusion it’s the conclusion not the process that sticks in the mind. But that means that no
matter how hard we once fought our response now is based on received opinion, even if received from our younger selves.
So it’s good occasionally to revisit the past in detail, especially in cases where our relation to the past is the thing under

debate.

For me this begins in childhood, in the 1960s, as the witness to arguments over literature and law, high culture and left-wing
politics, not among the students but their teachers and advisors. I grew up between the old left and the new, in a world of
radicalism and cultural conservatism, of Henry James and political action, both legal and illegal. My parents risked arrest
and the loss of their children to the state while being elitists of the first order. I understood how odd that was in the context
of the world at large, but not, and this stays with me, in the intellectual world. It took a long time for me to realize that I
understood the contradictions more than my parents did, when all I remember for myself is knowing that contradictions were

inevitable and that articulated contradiction is the goal of intellectual as opposed to mechanical life.

Propaganda was disdained in our house as art but not as politics. Eisenstein and Brecht made beautiful hybrids. So when I
first encountered contemporary intellectual arguments for artistic prescription I thought they were strange, and later reading
“Art and Objecthood’? Michael Fried’s description of what was then the new theatricality in art seemed to me as brilliant as
his argument against it was absurd. I was surprised that someone would make such demands, defending in effect a
“prescriptive grammar”, as late as 1967. But the more I read the more examples I found. Laura Mulvey’s “Visual Pleasure

and Narrative Cinema ™, from 1975, struck me as similarly perverse. How was it possible to argue for the “destruction of



pleasure”—pleasure she argued that was then defined and definable by male eyes—without risking the prospect of the
pleasure of destruction, a pleasure at the heart of capitalism. Reading Walter Benjamin I was surprised that anyone would
make a distinction between the aestheticization of politics and the politicization of aesthetics. This was the early 80s. I hadn’t
been paying attention. In art school I was told for first time that I couldn’t be a leftist because I worked with my hands. It was
years before I realized the full comic absurdity of that claim, directed against any notion of “mastery”. My only reply, kept
to myself, was that none of us could be leftists because we were artists, and that the mastery thrown away was the mastery of
craft, provisional by definition and thus open to debate, to be replaced by ideas that in the minds of those who held them were
beyond question. At the center of all this conceptualized art and politics was a moralizing snobbery, a perverse mixture of
Puritanism and Bloomsbury. Activism until the AIDS crisis was minimal. In the late 80s there were protests and lawsuits on
all sides over government funding for performance art that the artists themselves said was made to offend bourgeois
sensibilities; few people pointed out that perhaps they shouldn’t want government funding at all. The waning of the avant-

garde has been a long process.

ONE

You can mourn the death of what you love, or dream of a new object of that love, but you can’t replace the world with a
fantasy without the ideal ending up as parody, as kitsch. Growing up I’d thought that was a truism, not something worth
arguing. I read Eliot’s poetry as desperation made into art and as a sullen teenager loved Prufrock the same way I’d loved
the drawings of Grosz and the lyrics of Brecht: as decadence against decadence, a moralism acknowledging itself as a
symptom of everything it claims to oppose. But when I made an offhand comment to my mother about Eliot and his High
Church morality and misery, her startled reply, that the poems were “about language,” threw me for a loop. She went on to
quote Eliot on Henry James and I’d like to think she remembered the context and was just responding to what she assumed
was a vulgar interest in biography, gossip, or “content” but I can’t be sure. As I said, we re-fight old arguments in shorthand,

and sometimes miss the point.

James’s critical genius comes out most tellingly in his mastery over, his baffling escape from, Ideas; a
mastery and an escape which are perhaps the last test of a superior intelligence. He had a mind so fine that
no idea could violate it.... In England, ideas run wild and pasture on the emotions; instead of thinking with
our feelings (a very different thing) we corrupt our feelings with ideas; we produce the public, the political,
the emotional idea, evading sensation and thought.... Mr. Chesterton’s brain swarms with ideas; I see no
evidence that it thinks. James in his novels is like the best French critics in maintaining a point of view, a

view-point untouched by the parasite idea. He is the most intelligent man of his generation.*

My parents didn’t give their children credit for much, including anything resembling an understanding of what Eliot called
“the objective correlative” or the relation of communicative form to ideas or emotion, but I’m not sure still they themselves

even when they were younger acted on anything more than a highly tuned sense of reflex. I’ve never had a problem seeing



Eliot’s work both as brilliantly complex craftsmanship and as a desperate defensive mechanism propelled by fears of political,
social, and sexual failure: impotence of every sort. To separate one from the other—form from subject—would be like
separating sadness from the blues. But that separation is something Modernism demanded, either in terms of “pure” form, or
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of subject matter reformulated as “ideas”, “content” and reducible to ideology.

Consider a discipline such as aesthetics. The fact that there are works of art is given for aesthetics. It seeks
to find out under what conditions this fact exists, but it does not raise the question whether or not the realm
of art is perhaps a realm of diabolical grandeur, a realm of this world, and therefore, in its core, hostile to
God and, in its innermost and aristocratic spirit, hostile to the brotherhood of man. Hence, aesthetics does

not ask whether there should be works of art.’

Aesthetics was an invention of the eighteenth century and the age of reason, a theory of art in the shadow of production, as
something to be taken or left, optional, superfluous, “parasitic”’. But military uniforms are the outward manifestation of a
military ethos, and they serve a purpose. The outward signs of regimentation reinforce the fact of it. Max Weber’s manners
are Germanic and bourgeois. He didn’t analyze the way he dressed, walked, talked and parted his hair, but these aesthetic
choices are documents of his relation to a culture, and his ideal of value-free science is as much the product of an age as he
was. The fantasy of objectivity is the fantasy of the universal through the elision of the particular, beginning with the elision
of the particular self. All you have to do to undermine Weber’s moralizing pedantry is to imagine him mumbling the words
to himself while adjusting his tie in the mirror. It’s fascinating that although military orders don’t always conflate the
authoritarian and the universal it’s one thing you can count on philosophers to do. And Weber’s goal of course was to replace

one form of aristocracy with another. His descriptions become justifications; his justifications become descriptions.

Compare Weber with the art historian, Panofsky.

When an acquaintance greets me on the street by lifting his hat, what I see from a formal point of view is
nothing but the change of certain details within a configuration forming part of the general pattern of color,
lines and volumes which constitutes my world of vision. When I identify, as I automatically do, this
configuration as an object (gentleman), and the change of detail as an event (hatlifting), I have already
overstepped the limits of purely formal perception and entered a first sphere of subject matter or meaning.
The meaning thus perceived is of an elementary and easily understandable nature. and we shall call it the
factual meaning; it is apprehended by simply identifying certain visible forms with certain objects known

to me from practical experience and by identifying the change in their relations with certain action or events

Now the objects and events thus identified will naturally produce a certain reaction within myself. From
the way my acquaintance performs his action I may be able to sense whether he is in a good or bad humor

and whether his feelings towards me are indifferent, friendly or hostile. These psychological nuances will



invest the gestures of my acquaintance with a further meaning which we shall call expressional. It differs
from the factual one in that it is apprehended, not by simple identification, but by "empathy". To understand
it, I need a certain sensitivity, but this sensitivity is still part of my practical experience, that is, of my
everyday familiarity with objects and events. Therefore both the factual and the expressional meaning may

be classified together: they constitute the class of primary or natural meanings.®

“...but this sensitivity is still part of my practical experience, that is, of my everyday familiarity with objects and events.”
Weber simply bypasses this as if it were irrelevant. He imagines an impersonal relation to the world. It’s a common trope of
the literature of the period, but the impersonal in art and technocracy, though the product of the same events are very different

things.

I’'m being unfair to Weber. He contradicts himself, as writers do. He’s torn between romanticism and positivism. He’s
perfectly capable of discussing Rembrandt’s art’ or the “plebian” German people?, and aesthetics as inseparable from ethics,

in those other than himself. And then this, from the same lecture quoted above.

After Nietzsche's devastating criticism of those 'last men' who 'invented happiness,' I may leave aside
altogether the naive optimism in which science--that is, the technique of mastering life which rests upon
science-—has been celebrated as the way to happiness. Who believes in this? —aside from a few big children

in university chairs or editorial offices.

Weber’s pessimism is founded in irrationalism, an irrationalism he nonetheless champions, defending an inevitably
authoritarian bureaucracy in the absence of the justifications of an almighty god. He mourns the death of heroes. So much for
disenchantment. Who needs gods when you have ghosts? But for the sociology and political science of the children in

university chairs, the source of the argument needed to be forgotten.

Stephen A. Kent in 1983

Ideas formulated by Nietzsche were major sources of Weber’s inspiration for the last, pessimistic section
of The Protestant Ethic (Mommsen, 1974: 106-, see 79). Those of us who know Weber’s work primarily
through Parsons’ translation fail to realize this because, once again, of deficiencies in Parsons’ rendering

of a crucial and revealing phrase.’

Earlier Kent had discussed the mistranslation of stahlhartes Gehduse, and now it’s “last stage” for “last men”

Kent quotes Parsons’ translation adding the original where needed.

No one knows who will live in this cage (Gehduse) in the future, or whether at the end of this



tremendous development entirely new prophets will arise, or there will be a great rebirth of the
old ideas and ideals, or, if neither, mechanized petrification, embellished with a sort of
convulsive self-importance. For of the last stage (die 'letzten Menschen') of this
cultural/development it might well be truly said: 'Specialists without spirit, sensualists without

heart; this nullity imagines that it has attained a level of civilization never before achieved.'

The translation problem is clear: in the original German Weber referred to Nietzsche’s “last men” as those
who would be “‘specialists without Spirit, sensualists without heart.””” He even put letzten Menschen in
quotation marks, so that his readers would be certain to pick up the Nietzschean allusion to Thus Spoke
Zarathustra. Parsons’ translation of the German phrase as “the last stage,” not to mention his omission of
the quotations around it, inarguably misrepresents what Weber tried to convey. The “specialists without
spirit” quotation that Weber offered was not taken verbatim from Nietzsche. Rather, Weber himself

constructed it with the tenor of Zarathustra in mind.'°

Kent sprinkles the text with sources and I’ve removed them for simplicity. His source for the last claim is Wolfgang
Mommsen, in 1965. Anthony Giddens, in his introduction to the Parsons translation in 1976, refers without reference to it as

a quote from Goethe.!! In 2019, Frangois Chazel showed that it was taken from Gustav Schmoller.!2

Franz Kafka published “The Metamorphosis” ten years after Weber published The Protestant Ethic. In 1905 Katka was a
student of Weber's younger brother; In the Penal Colony is now assumed to have lifted images and phrases from Alfred
Weber's essay, “Der Beamte,” (“The Official” or “The Bureaucrat”)!®, so it’s safe to say Kafka had read The Protestant
Ethic. Even with debates over the Parsons’ translation, the first reference to Kafka I’ve found is from 2001, and stahlhartes

Gehdiuse translated simply as “shell as hard as steel”'.

Stephen Turner

For Weber, ’logic’, which might be taken by him to include calculation and decision-theory, was non-
valuative, in contrast to the domain of described facts of the historical sciences, in which a ’valuative’

clement entered. What is valuative is, for Weber, what is ours: logic is everyone’s.!?

This is the ubiquitous trope: formalisms, abstracted, then returned as representation. And for Weber the preference was
explicitly political. The debates he engaged in on academic freedom, as Peter Josephson makes clear'®, ended in a choice
between government restrictions on who could be hired, with the accepted candidates permitted freedom of debate over both
facts and values, politics and science, subjective and objective, or Weber’s model of value neutrality, allowing professorships

being granted to men with a wide range of beliefs and commitments, as long as they held them at a tactful distance. Neutrality



was a function of politesse.

Weber,
Cultural consensus in the field of education can be justified basically only on the condition of severe self-
restraint in the observance of the canons of science and scholarship. If one desires this consensus, one must
put aside the idea of any sort of instruction in ultimate values and beliefs; similarly the university teacher,
especially in the confidentiality of his lecture hall—nowadays of such solicitude—is under the sternest
obligation to avoid proposing his own position in the struggle of ideals. He must make his chair into a
forum where the understanding of ultimate standpoints—alien to and divergent from his own — is fostered,

rather than into an arena where he propagates his own ideals.!’

The choice is between the rule of specialists without spirit or of political enchantments and chaos; again, a ubiquitous trope

of the period, and the century.

By the time anything becomes known as an idea, it’s been around for a while. Concepts come late to the game. Sensibilities
predate their clear articulation. Most serious scholars of Eliot and Kafka, of the art and the literature of the period have read
Weber, and know the connection. The reverse is less common, at least in English. This isn’t a matter of taste or aesthetics
but error, the mistake Weber himself makes, though he was a broadly literate man in a time when it was assumed a man in
his position would be. It’s a mistake all philosophers make in imagining themselves as unmoved movers, the cause but not
the product, imagining their own freedom even as their arguments describe, and prescribe, the lack of it for others. Their

followers, in their role as followers, compound this, smoothing out the conflicts their masters’ works describe.

We need, finally, to separate Modernism from modernity. They are not synonyms. Modernism is an ideology and modernity
merely a situation: it’s where we’re at. The dream and lie of Modernism was the fantasy and the nightmare of disenchantment,
of the fiction of the scientific or revolutionary vanguard, free from history, the instrument of reason alone. Modernism
celebrated the range of fantasies that modernity inspired: Marx was a Modern, engaging contradictions, including his own;
Marxists were Modernists, dreaming of the end of contradiction. These fantasies have aged badly, devolving from idealism
to reaction and now farce. Modernism is dead; its defenders aren’t. Roberta Smith’s Picasso is Picasso after Clement
Greenberg. Like contemporary defenders of reason, revolution, and enlightenment, she’s not describing the works, she’s

defending a fantasy of what they’re supposed to mean.

It’s been over 30 years since I published my only piece of criticism.'® The following pages have turned into a rewrite and
expansion of a second piece I worked on, off and on, for years. Later I realized it had been part of an attempt to justify craft
to an audience of those who disdained it, to defend a focus on the self in order to situate it in the world, rather than a focus
on the world and as a way to escape the self, a defense of art for an audience of intellectuals who have fantasies of knowable

universal truth. And regardless of my parents’ intellectual defense of the pleasures of art, it was clear they saw their



understanding of it as something higher than the thing itself. Their relation was either worshipful or condescending; they
thought of artists themselves mostly with contempt. Like Fried and his mentor Greenberg and all the vulgar propagandists
they opposed my parents began not with art itself or history but with Modernism: with philosophy, with ideas as a form of
secular theology. They had faith in the superiority of things that claimed to be not fiction, a claim long made for philosophy,

and also for painting, if made only recently by Jews.

There’s something Talmudic in the assumption that it’s more important to study what’s been written than to try to produce
something new other than commentary. And there’s something of the modern intellectual tradition, or what it became, that
condescends to craftsmen as opposed to critics. In the age of science, the defenders of culture take precedence over its
practitioners: “the history of nonsense is scholarship.”® The man who spoke those words was referring to the study of Jewish
mysticism, (and was a Rabbi nonetheless). My mother said once, in annoyance, that art should grow on trees. She said it only

once, to end an argument, but it was telling.

It was a fantasy of Modernism that scholarship was science, and only mystics and eccentrics questioned science. But progress

undefined is as irrational as any other value goal. Hermann Broch put it well in two essays. I’ll quote from both:

Although art is no longer a part of the religious system, having become autonomous like all other value-
systems since the breakup of that all-encompassing system of religion, reinforcing this autonomy with the
principle of /’art pour I’art, nonetheless, art even today has set down its own private theology in a series of
aesthetic theories, and continues to hold to its highest value-goal, and this, too, continues to hover in the
realm of the infinite, be it called “beauty,” “harmony” or whatever else. And the ethical demand made of
the artist is, as always, to produce “good” works, and only the dilettante and the producer of kitsch (whom

we meet here for the first time) focus their work on beauty.

For the aesthetic in general as an expression of the supreme ultimate value of a system can influence the
result of ethical action only secondarily, just as “wealth” is not the main goal but the side effect of individual
commercial activity. And “wealth” itself is an irrational concept. It is an almost mystical process, the
setting of ethical values: Arising from the irrational, transforming the irrational to the rational, yet

nonetheless it is the irrational that radiates from within the resulting form.?°

...[R]eligious belief is not required, but at most just that self-evident religio without which there is no desire

for knowledge, not even the desire for atheism.?!

Why go to Mars? “Because we need to know.” The logical structuring of a desire does not make the desire itself logical.

Progress is most often defined in terms of helping others, and criticized when it fails to do so, but what if it succeeds? Medical
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ethicist Daniel Callahan on “the research imperative

Though unfamiliar to most scientists and the general public, the term expresses a cultural problem that
caught my eye. It occurs in an article written by the late Protestant moral theologian Paul Ramsey in 1976
as part of a debate with a Jesuit theologian, Richard McCormick. McCormick argued that it ought to be
morally acceptable to use children for nontherapeutic research, that is, for research with no direct benefit
to the children themselves and in the absence of any informed consent. Referring to claims about the
“necessity” of such research, Ramsey accused McCormick of falling prey to the “research imperative”, the
view that the importance of research could overcome moral values.

That was the last time I heard of the phrase for many years, but it informs important arguments about
research that have surfaces with increasing force of late. It captures, for instance, the essence of what
Joshua Lederberg, a Nobel laureate for his work on genetics and president emeritus of Rockefeller
University once remarked to me: “The blood of those who will die if biomedical research is not pursued

will be upon the hands of those who don’t do it.”*

It’s war communism in the war on disease, Stalinism for the betterment of the race. And isn't that what Stalinism always was?
The logic trumps even the claims of astrophysicists that we need to know the “final answers”. According to Lederberg even
most scientific research is a criminal waste of time. On a less extreme note we have the well known self-described neoliberal

economist, Brad DeLong, defending his definition of economic progress:

...you have to either live in the countryside or live in the city and be really rich to say that rubber tomatoes
suck. For those humans who live in the city and are not really rich, rubber tomatoes provide a welcome

and tasty and affordable simulacrum of the tomato-eating experience.?’

We make sacrifices big and small to get to where we’re going. Where that is, is unexplained because it’s unexplainable. And

in the meantime who am I to judge others’ “revealed preference”?

The empiricism central to art and to all communicative acts that Panofsky described so well has been ignored in favor of a
desire for some sort of objective “truth”, even artistic or poetic truth. Artists, those professional liars, are now the model for
philosophers who claim so proudly to be immune to enchantment. The French historian Emmanuel Todd in a recent discussion

of the endurance of Laicité, put it well: "A religion is a form of utopia: when it disappears, alternative utopias appear.” 2*

The arts, engaging the language and forms of a society at any given time, are synecdochic for society. Reading Linda Nochlin
on French Orientalism?, on Jean-Leon Gerome and other artist/fantasists of the Paris Salon, it was impossible not to see the
parallel to Clement Greenberg’s claims for his favored art. The best description of Impressionism is to say it demanded no

more than honesty as opposed to the self-regarding hypocrisy of the Salon, but the claims of Modernism call for something
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closer to what Baudelaire called “philosophic” art, ending in Greenberg’s blank Apollonianism, and beyond that in other

equally rationalized assumption of artistic or political value.

What is pure art according to the modern idea? It is the creation of an evocative magic, containing at once

the object and the subject, the world external to the artist and the artist himself.

What is Philosophical Art according to the ideas of Chenavard and the German school? It is a plastic art
which sets itself up in place of books, by which I mean as a rival to the printing press in the teaching of

history, morals and philosophy.?°

Remember Weber. The questions for all this don’t concern politics or art as such but the relation of ideas and ideology to
language. In Eliot’s description James concentrates on the ideas he holds, not those he wants to; he’s describing himself, not
what he wants to be, and in doing that he’s able to describe honestly not the world itself but his perceptions of it. Eliot restates
Baudelaire, but he’s slipping, which is why my mother could argue that his poems were “about language” without being able
to say what that meant. Putting Eliot in the context of his time, and reading him without defending him, it seems clear that

subjectivity and objectivity scare him equally, he’s phobic, so he both argues against and presages Greenberg.

Eliot is torn between what he sees as the only options in a culture ruled by positivism: either a history founded in high
conservative morality or the specious aestheticism of art for art’s sake. Eliot’s modern poetry is not the Modernism of an
abstract ideal; like James’ prose it’s the art of knotted desire, of representation sought, denied and affirmed in an absence that
the form itself is constructed to describe, the art of abstraction and allusive representation, of the potter’s bowl and the water
that dare not speak its name. It’s this arch formality that later split completely, leading into anti-representational formalism
and the illustrational representational model of conceptualism, the absurd dichotomy of propaganda and empty art for art’s

sake, of ideas about everything and art about nothing.

Eliot’s arguments and language exhibit in their irony and moral confusion a critical defense of the humanities and humanism
that fits well with the historians Panofsky and Johan Huizinga, and that allows for Marx, Freud and Weber as observers but
not as founders of dogmas built from rationalism and science fiction. Eliot describes his own desperation, and it’s a
desperation that needs to be understood, as much as we need to understand the logic that mandates rubber tomatoes for the

urban poor.

Technocracy is founded in numbers and numbers have no subtext. The subtext to technical understanding is in its use: the
subtext to automobile design is the experience of driving and traffic jams, subjects of limited interest to car designers, if not
to those who drive, or prefer public transit. The subtexts of Eliot’s poems are right on the surface. That’s why we read them.
The reduction of the humanities, and therefore of all thought, to technics, fostered by the construction of formalisms in

language in imitation of mathematics, means now that subtext is marginalized in precisely those fields that once
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acknowledged it as inevitable and chose to face it. The result is a philosophy opposed to politics itself.

The Cartesian subject speaks in propositions and concepts and to operate outside those concepts is to be unrecognizable,
illogical, irrational. If words are like numbers then as has been argued philosophical logic is science. Mathematics is formal
but most mathematicians are Platonists and numbers are seen as modeling the world. But words don’t model the world they
represent or depict it. And their relation to the world itself is fluid. That’s why not only do we read the same books over and
over again, we even go see different people perform the same texts. Each performance of Hamlet is both different and

distinct. We don’t pay to hear performances of mathematical equations.

Remember Weber... and Saint-Simon, and the first modern” use of “avant-garde” to refer to artists, in a dialogue between an
artist, a scientist and an industrialist.

From Dreams of Happiness: Social Art and the French Left, 1830-1850, by Neil McWilliam.

Taking up Saint-Simon’s belief that in a fully developed industrial society government would be rendered
redundant, the artist argues that it is the triumvirate of progressive capacities who best understand popular
needs and whose destiny it is to administer the state. Only suspicion and misunderstanding prevent them
from assuming this role and bringing about sweeping change in the moral and political order. The remarks
placed in his mouth signify the artist’s final admission into ruling circles as the peer of both industrial and
savant. His newly recognized powers transform him from an independent professional into a public figure
whose work must be dictated by broad considerations of polity. In this respect, Saint-Simon robs him of
the autonomous exercise of moral judgment demanded by such eighteenth-century commentators as
Diderot and La Font de Saint-Yenne; in return for social eminence, he is obliged to direct his talents toward
propagating ideas that emerge from the deliberations of the administrative triumvirate. From this

perspective, the artist in the Dialogue foresees his colleagues taking on decisive responsibilities:

It is we artists who will serve as your vanguard, [ C'est nous, artistes, qui vous serviront d'avant-
garde.] since art’s power has greatest immediacy and rapidity. We have arms of every sort: when
we wish to spread new ideas among men, we inscribe them on marble or canvas; we make them
popular through poems or melodies; we use in turn the lyre or the flute, odes or songs, stories or
the novel; the dramatic stage is also open to us, and it is there above all that we exert an electric

and victorious influence.?’

“L’Artiste, le savant et I'industriel”, and the earlier “Le Catéchisme des Industriels ” [Catechism of the Industrialists], sound

* Matei Cilinescu finds an earlier source, in the late sixteenth century. Cilinescu, Five Faces of Modernity: Modernism,

Avant-garde, Decadence, Kitsch, Postmodernism, Duke, 1987 pp 97-8
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like contemporary fantasies out of Silicon Valley and MIT, minus the need for deliberation, since the distinctions between

the three have vanished. We’ll get to that later.

Nochlin, in “The Invention of the Avant-Garde”?® cites the passage as quoted by Donald Egbert in “The Idea of "Avant-
garde in Art and Politics”®. Neil McWilliam responds to Egbert in a footnote.

Egbert’s suggestion that the phrase avant-garde prefigures its later usage in the sense of an artistic vanguard
is entirely misleading. Rather than referencing formal or thematic experimentation, the context in which
the term is habitually used within modernism, its deployment here refers exclusively to the political
relationship the artist sustains as mediator between the leadership and the people. Valuing the artist only
insofar as his talents contribute to the progressive amelioration of society, Saint Simon restricts his
discussion to a range of functional priorities entirely indifferent to any formal characteristics intrinsic to
the various media embraced within the term beaux-arts. In emphasizing his designation of the artist as being
in the avant-garde, Egbert ironically overlooks the term’s appearance in Saint—Simon’s earlier work,
where he speaks of a scientific avant-garde in a sense closer to modern usage, albeit in the context of a

different discipline.

As if intellectual history weren’t a game of telephone, of evolution, decay, and transformation. Etymology and philology are
the history of change, of ideas and objects signifying one thing at one time and the opposite two centuries on. And Egbert is
clear in describing what artists took from Saint-Simon and what they left behind. The history of the avant-garde is a history
of visions and revisions. Honest history, partial by definition but stripped of enthusiasms, makes a mockery of fantasies of
rational continuity. McWilliam says Saint-Simon is “important in elevating the Middle Ages as a period of exceptional
creative achievement.” [p.49] He and his disciples, like the Catholic revivalists, "judged the Renaissance from the perspective
of the Middle Ages, and regarded the later period as initiating a critical era of which contemporary society was the inheritor."
[p.133]. This is humanism seen from the perspective of anti-humanism, an ideology foundational to modernist purism in both

politics and form.

Nochlin cites Baudelaire’s reply, in his posthumous Mon ceeur mis a nu, but doesn’t quote him.

XXXI
Of love, of the predilection of the French for military metaphors. Here every metaphor wear s a moustache.
Militant literature. —To man the breach, —To bear the standard aloft, —To maintain the standard high and
firm. —To hurl oneself into the thick of the fight, —One of the veterans. All these fine phrases apply
generally to the college scouts and to the do-nothings of the coffee-house.

XXXI1

To add to the military metaphors: Soldier of the judicial press (Bertin). The poets of strife. The litterateurs
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of the advance guard. [Les poetes de combat. Les littérateurs d’avant-garde] This habitude of military
metaphors denotes minds not military, but made for discipline, that is, for conformity, minds born

domesticated, Belgian minds, which can think only in society.>°

Rationalism, as either the rationalization of ends or as an end in itself, now dominates the academic arts and humanities. Even
supporters are obliged to refer to the result as “baroque specialization™!. Economics is still seen by many as a formal science,
and the same dreams hold in other fields so founded in assumptions and the study of both the products of human action and
human beings themselves as objects, by implication unlike their observers (as designers now see tradesmen as tools) that
substantive self-reflection is thought pointless. The academy is dominated by ideas and by systems, of objectivity, philosophy
and theory, in a culture of self-reinforcing illustration. “I am thus -intellectual/scientist/liberal/leftist- because I say so.”
Subtext has become a technical category, applicable only to the language of the uneducated, un-philosophical “folk”. Irony

is reduced to an ironic appreciation of the limits of outsiders.

Economics as a field is in as much of a crisis as the economy. Continental and Anglo-American philosophy are collapsing in
on themselves and on each other, and formal logic for lack of anything better is returning to its roots as theology. The
Modernist anti-humanist academy of idées fixes is unable to compete with advances in the hard sciences or to respond to
events on the street. It’s clear to the world at large that American readers of Max Weber could never do justice to the Arab
Spring, as it’s become clear even to Americans that the American model of journalistic objectivity is merely objectively pro-
American. The Enlightenment has been under attack for as long as its existed, and that should have put a break on utopian
fantasies, but until recently optimists always found a way to use every new “discovery” of the depth of human folly to claim

that mistakes would never be repeated.

To adapt a Russian joke from the 90s, about communists and capitalism, everything the Postmodernists said about
Postmodernism was a lie; everything they said about the Enlightenment was true. Academic instrumentalism and academic
Postmodernism are variants of Modernism. Rationalism and irrationalism begin with the individual, either as pedant or poet,
but both face the same dilemma: how to reconcile individualism, which is taken as a given, with community. To read all their
fantasies for subtext and context is to resituate ideas in the world of facts and events, to counter rationalism not with
irrationalism, the other side of the same coin, but with empiricism, and empiricism places the individual as a creature of
community. Again, that’s not an original statement, but it never seemed to stick. American academics reinvented French
philosophy the way the American “hospitality industry” reinvents French bistros, as simulacrum, stripped of the sociability
central of the original. If Continental philosophy is now the philosophy of the flaneur, Anglo-American philosophy is the
philosophy of the schoolmaster, pedant and fan. American critical theory, no less than American Analytic philosophy is the

bureaucracy of received ideas. Political science is what Kant called “Private Reason”. The politics is deadly.

From Eliot to Santayana: his review, from 1911, of Bertrand Russell’s Philosophical Essays.
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Mathematics seems to have a value for Mr. Russell akin to that of religion. It affords a sanctuary to which
to flee from the world, a heaven suffused with a serene radiance and full of a peculiar sweetness and
consolation. "Real life," he writes, "is to most men a long second-best, a perpetual compromise between
the ideal and the possible; but the world of pure reason knows no compromise, no practical limitations, no
barrier to the creative activity embodying in splendid edifices the passionate aspiration after the perfect
from which all great work springs. Remote from human passions, remote even from the pitiful laws of
nature, the generations have gradually created an ordered cosmos where pure thought can dwell as in its
natural home, and where one, at least, of our nobler impulses can escape from the dreary exile of the actual
world." This study is one of "those elements in human life which merit a place in heaven." "The true spirit
of delight, the exaltation, the sense of being more than man, which is the touchstone of the highest
excellence, is to be found in mathematics as surely as in poetry."

This enthusiastic language might have, I should think, an opposite effect upon some readers to that which
Mr. Russell desires. It might make them suspect that the claim to know an absolute ideal necessity, so
satisfying to one of our passionate impulses, might be prompted by the same conceit, and subject to the

same illusion, as the claim to know absolute truth in religion. 32

James, Proust, and others made art from the memories of the past in ways that did not ape it, cheapen it or embalm it. They

used it as Santayana did, to gauge the present. Santayana on the James brothers.

[William] and his brother Henry were as tightly swaddled in the genteel tradition as any infant geniuses
could be, for they were born in Cambridge, and in a Swedenborgian household. Yet they burst those bands
almost entirely. The ways in which the two brothers freed themselves, however, are interestingly different.
Mr. Henry James has done it by adopting the point of view of the outer world, and by turning the genteel

American tradition, as he turns everything else, into a subject-matter for analysis. 33

Eliot was like James but also like Marcel Duchamp, who less refused to embalm the past than made embalming his subject.
The question for Santayana, and for Duchamp -or at least his later academic champions- is whether this observant
counterpoint to Modernism can be called analysis, since that implies a claim to objectivity that Santayana might otherwise

avoid.

Anti-moderns were moderns who opposed the present and preferred an idea of the past; the past itself was gone. The paintings
of the Pre-Raphaelites represent a fantasy, at best borderline kitsch; Eliot understood that and wrote about and against his
own desire. Duchamp avoided the fate of Alfred Jarry, as Warhol avoided the fate of many of his “superstars” by

understanding them better than they understood themselves, though Warhol more than Duchamp was an observer of others.
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Santayana refers to distance, and “the outer world”, dodging the fact that it’s no more than a relation, Europe to America, and
one relation among others. Rather than romanticizing a place he romanticizes a history and an ethos: James, Eliot, Duchamp,
Russell and Proust hewed to the manners of the aristocracy and the high bourgeois. But Santayana indulges aristocratic
sentiment and Russell elides it, trying to escape contradictions that all the artists dive into head first. Santayana chides Russell
but in the end they’re both philosophers, men of ideas before experience. And again that’s the final subject here: the relation
not of art to science, but of art and science to independent philosophy and theology, of empiricism in all its forms to

rationalism.

It would take more of a philologist than I am, to describe to the history of analysis, with all the word implies, because all of
the various 20" century pseudo-sciences begin in the 18" century, and earlier. It’s not a question anymore whether or not
Descartes’ imagination was formed in the 17" century counter-renaissance. “History” he writes, “is like foreign Travel. It
broadens the mind but it does not deepen it.”** Stephen Toulmin quoting him in the early 90s is much too polite. James Boon,
twenty years before Toulmin, writing about the relation of Levi Strauss to the Symbolists®® is so apologetic as to be almost
obsequious. But it’s no longer a question whether or not Saussure and Mallarmé exemplify the concerns of an era, whether
ideas of synchrony and timelessness, of ideal order, satisfied a desire in an age of dynamism and instability. It’s interesting
that in books on the relation of fine art to philosophy, reticence is the least of the authors’ problems, again due to the historical
relation of the fine arts to the Church, to theology and to “truth” as opposed to fiction and “lies”. Eliot and Santayana both
would be surprised to find Duchamp, another heir to Huysmans, hailed as a philosopher by none other than the editor of the
Journal of Philosophy. Arthur Danto was nothing if not an heir to the genteel tradition that Santayana mocked. Still,

philosophy and theory are different things and philosophers who want to defend art continue to worry.

I am not sure that the structure of rhetoric and the structure of philosophy are of a piece, since it is the aim

of philosophy to prove rather than merely persuade. 3

Philosophers can’t imagine their own words as attempts to persuade. Plato can’t imagine Socrates as an orator, and neither
can Danto. He hopes against hope to give art the affirmative function of philosophy, the model mocked not only by Baudelaire
but Alfred Kazin. In America, “art is good for you™’. It must be: if it’s not good for you it’s bad for you. One way or another
philosophy as philosophy becomes the literature either of rationalized despair or a Whig theory of culture, or both. Nietzsche
after all is trying desperately to improve us; his anti-Christianity can only be predicated on Christianity, his anti-moral
imperative predicated on moralism. And his fantasies bear all the relation to ancient Greece that Dante Gabriel Rosetti’s

fantasies do to the Quattrocento.

Arguments for prescription are a given. Artists will build a world according to imperatives that define their imaginations,
imperatives that others will not share, but which as articulated they may find interesting. Art at its most extreme can be a

description of mania or psychosis, but no matter what it describes it’s as description that it succeeds or fails, and the politics
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of description is non-hierarchical, regardless of the thing being described. That’s true as much for the writing of history as
for poetry. But philosophy is predicated on prescription and on hierarchy. It’s conservative by definition, a collaborative
debate among the elite, whether of the Church, the academy or our nominally elected technocracy. And it sets itself above all
other forms of discourse. With the modern separation of science and sense and a rise in the ideal of apolitical objective reason,
philosophy moved from conservatism to anti-politics. Descartes’ relegation of history to pleasurable bunk was the inspiration

for the deadliest of all the wrong turns of the past 300 years.

Nine days before his death Immanuel Kant was visited by his physician. Old, ill and nearly blind, he rose
from his chair and stood trembling with weakness and muttering unintelligible words. Finally his faithful
companion realized that he would not sit down again until the visitor had taken a seat. This he did, and
Kant then permitted himself to be helped to his chair and, after having regained some of his strength, said,
“Das Gefiihl fiir Humanitét hat mich noch nicht verlassen”—“The sense of humanity has not yet left me”.
The two men were moved almost to tears. For, though the word Humanitdt had come, in the eighteenth
century, to mean little more than politeness and civility, it had, for Kant, a much deeper significance, which
the circumstances of the moment served to emphasize: man’s proud and tragic consciousness of self-
approved and self-imposed principles, contrasting with his utter subjection to illness, decay and all that

implied in the word ‘mortality.’®

The passage above is from another Panofsky essay, The History of Art as a Humanistic Disciple. 1t’s a story told by a historian

about a philosopher and what philosophy, and language, were losing.

The entry for humanism in Simon Blackburn’s Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy

Most generally, any philosophy concerned to emphasize human welfare and dignity, and either optimistic

about the powers of human reason, or at least insistent that we have no alternative but to use it as best we

can. More particularly, the movement distinctive of the Renaissance and allied to the renewed study of
Greek and Roman literature: a rediscovery of the unity of human beings and nature, and a renewed

celebration of the pleasures of life, all supposed lost in the medieval world. ...%
The above is taken from the 2005 edition; the underlined words were not in the first edition in 1994. Adding them lessens the
error without eliminating it, and the snide reference to humanists’ supposed claims regarding the “pleasures of life” is an
argument no historian would make.

Panofsky, again. Remember Saint-Simon.

[TThe Renaissance conception of Aumanitas had a two-fold aspect from the outset. The new interest in the
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human being was based both on a revival of the classical antithesis between humanitas and barbartias, or
feritas, and on a survival of the mediaeval antithesis between humanitas and divinitas. When Marsilio
Ficino defines man as a “rational soul participating in the intellect of God, but operating in a body,” he
defines him as the one being that is both autonomous and finite. And Pico’s famous ‘speech’ ‘On the
Dignity of Man’ is anything but a document of paganism. Pico says that God placed man in the center of
the universe so that he might be conscious of where he stands, and therefore free to decide ‘where to turn.’
He does not say that man is the center of the universe, not even in the sense commonly attributed to the

classical phrase, “man the measure of all things.”

It is from this ambivalent conception of Aumanitas that humanism was born. It is not so much a movement
as an attitude which can be defined as the conviction of the dignity of man, based on both the insistence on
human values (rationality and freedom) and the acceptance of human limitations (fallibility and frailty);

from these two postulates result responsibility and tolerance....

The Middle Ages accepted and developed rather than studied and restored the heritage of the past. They
copied classical works of art and used Aristotle and Ovid much as they copied and used the works of
contemporaries. They made no attempt to interpret them from an archaeological, philological or "critical,"
in short, from an historical, point of view. For, if human existence could be thought of as a means rather

than an end, how much less could the records of human activity be considered as values in themselves.

In mediaeval scholasticism there is, therefore, no basic distinction between natural science and what we
call the humanities, studia humaniora, to quote again an Erasmian phrase. The practice of both, so far as it
was carried on at all, remained within the framework of what was called philosophy. From the humanistic
point of view, however, it became reasonable, and even inevitable, to distinguish, within the realm of
creation, between the sphere of nature and the sphere of culture, and to define the former with reference to

the latter.*°

The contemporary definition of humanism as used by philosophers now comes from the 18" century. The humanism of the
Renaissance was not “optimistic about the powers of human reason”. Blackburn admits this himself in his entries on Erasmus
and Montaigne. Erasmus, “had little confidence that the unaided powers of men were capable of forging new utopias”.

Montaigne
...had no very high opinion of the faculties and achievements of mankind. His attitude found ample

confirmation in the work of Sextus Empiricus whose motto 'Que sais-je' (What do I know?) Montaigne

adopted to himself.
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Strangely, Montaigne isn’t referred to as a humanist, and neither is Montesquieu, whose entry is laced with moralizing

contempt. Neither of these entries was altered between 1994 and 2005.

The conclusion of the entry for humanism

Humanism in this Renaissance sense was quite consistent with religious belief, it being supposed that God
had put us here precisely in order to further those things the humanists found important. Later the term
tended to become appropriated for antireligious social and political movements. Finally, in the late 20th
century, humanism is sometimes used as a pejorative term by postmodernist and especially feminist writers.
applied to philosophies such as that of Sartre, that rely upon the possibility of the autonomous,
selfconscious, rational, single self, and that are supposedly insensitive to the inevitable fragmentary,

splintered, historically and socially conditioned nature of personality and motivation.

The "rational, single self... supposedly insensitive" Like the "pleasures of life... supposed lost "

You don’t have to look forward to postmodernism and feminism to question the possibility of the selfconscious, rational,
single self. Humanism begins with the acceptance of its absence. The unification of the humanities and sciences was a
hallmark of the Gothic, and it became the hallmark of Modernism. “For, if human existence could be thought of as a means

rather than an end, how much less could the records of human activity be considered as values in themselves.”

From Russell’s discussion of Erasmus in the History of Western Philosophy

And so the curiosity of the Renaissance, from having been literary, gradually became scientific. Such a
cataract of new facts overwhelmed men that they could, at first, only be swept along with the current. The
old systems were evidently wrong; Aristotle's physics and Ptolemy's astronomy and Galen's medicine could
not be stretched to include the discoveries that had been made. Montaigne and Shakespeare are content
with confusion: discovery is delightful, and system is its enemy. It was not till the seventeenth century that
the system building faculty caught up with the new knowledge of matters of fact. All this, however, has

taken us far from Erasmus, to whom Columbus was less interesting than the Argonauts.*!

He adds: “As regards the life of Erasmus, I have mainly followed the excellent biography by Huizinga.”

Russell the aristocrat and arch formalist can’t help but have a richer understanding of humanism than Blackburn is capable
of. He’s a broadly educated man from a different era, connected to an older tradition of humanism whether he wants to be or

not. His language can’t help being more interesting than the ideas he claims to represent.
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Modern liberalism, in theory and practice, is predicated on often fraught relations of self and other, and between freedom and
equality. Any sense of internal discord, between freedom and obligation, has become externalized; it’s enough for the self-
interested rational and free man to be governed by ideal and fair rules. That serves Blackburn and his cohort but that wasn’t

enough for Russell and it certainly not enough for Kant.

If understanding in general be defined as the faculty of laws or rules, the faculty of judgement may be
termed the faculty of subsumption under these rules; that is, of distinguishing whether this or that does or
does not stand under a given rule (casus datae legis). General logic contains no directions or precepts for
the faculty of judgement, nor can it contain any such. For as it makes abstraction of all content of cognition,
no duty is left for it, except that of exposing analytically the mere form of cognition in conceptions,

judgements, and conclusions, and of thereby establishing formal rules for all exercise of the understanding.

Thus, it is evident that the understanding is capable of being instructed by rules, but that the judgement is
a peculiar talent, which does not, and cannot require tuition, but only exercise. This faculty is therefore the

specific quality of the so-called mother-wit, the want of which no scholastic discipline can compensate. **

I’ve seen that passage brought into the present via philosophy and the late works of Wittgenstein but not related to the past
and to the wider culture of the humanists, even as Wittgenstein’s late work shows him trying to find his own way intellectually
and emotionally out of scholastic pedantry and the autistic functionalism of the Tractatus. As a lay reader I’'m comfortable
saying that Wittgenstein began his career alongside Russell and ended it closer to Proust, but no “technically” minded reader
would allow a philosopher of Wittgenstein’s importance to be linked to a novelist without making some form of apology for

slumming.

The ideological myopia becomes even more telling in discussion of public reason, the definition originating again with Kant.

[Bly the public use of one's own reason I understand that use which someone makes of it as a scholar
before the entire public of the world of readers. What I call the private use of reason is that which one may
make of it in a certain civil post or office with which he is entrusted. Now, for many affairs conducted in
the interest of a commonwealth a certain mechanism is necessary, by means of which some members of
the commonwealth must behave merely passively, so as to be directed by the government, through an artful
unanimity, to public ends (or at least prevented from destroying such ends). Here it is, certainly,
impermissible to argue; instead, one must obey. But insofar as this part of the machine also regards himself
as a member of a whole commonwealth, even of the society of citizens of the world, and so in his capacity
of a scholar who by his writings addresses a public in the proper sense of the word, he can certainly argue

without thereby harming the affairs assigned to him in part as a passive member. Thus it would be ruinous
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if an officer, receiving an order from his superiors, wanted while on duty to engage openly in subtle
reasoning about its appropriateness' or utility; he must obey. But he cannot fairly be prevented, as a scholar,
from making remarks about errors in the military service and from putting these before his public for
appraisal. A citizen cannot refuse to pay the taxes imposed upon him; an impertinent censure of such levies
when he is to pay them may even be punished as a scandal (which could occasion general insubordination).
But the same citizen does not act against the duty of a citizen when, as a scholar, he publicly expresses his

thoughts about the inappropriateness or even injustice of such decrees.*

The contemporary understanding of public reason comes from John Rawls, who turns Kant’s definition on its head.

The idea of public reason, as I understand it, belongs to a conception of a well ordered constitutional
democratic society. The form and content of this reason -the way it is understood by citizens and how it
interprets their political relationship- is part of the idea of democracy itself. This is because a basic feature
of democracy is the fact of reasonable pluralism - the fact that a plurality of conflicting reasonable
comprehensive doctrines, religious, philosophical, and moral, is the normal result of its culture of free
institutions. Citizens realize that they cannot reach agreement or even approach mutual understanding on
the basis of their irreconcilable comprehensive doctrines. In view of this, they need to consider what kinds
of reasons they may reasonably give one another when fundamental political questions are at stake. I
propose that in public reason comprehensive doctrines of truth or right be replaced by an idea of the

politically reasonable addressed to citizens as citizens.*

Kant assumes a public space for reasoned debate, reason in the widest sense, and a profound moral obligation on the part all
involved, even, as Panofsky writes, a “proud and tragic consciousness” of the world beyond their own private interests. That

obligation was fading in Kant’s time; at this point the only commonly acknowledged ethic of service is in the military.

Rawls assumes the primacy of private interests, both as a fact and as a good. If it weren’t the latter, he wouldn’t defend it.

Public reason has become little more than a form of public rule following, public displays of Kantian private reason.

Kant assumes community; Rawls assumes atomism. Liberalism takes it for granted that Rawls is the more “objective” and
scientific of the two, and that pretense is one of the reasons for the rise of liberalism. Republicanism demands a virtue ethic.
Liberalism is predicated only on law. The 1994 edition of Blackburn’s Oxford Dictionary had no entry for Republicanism. It

included an entry for Isaac Newton but not for William Blackstone. Both were added. Times have changed, and not because
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philosophers or anyone else led the way.

The implications of the doctrine of individualism and equality can be written in one sentence.

"If her interests have the same value as /is, then my interests have the same value as yours."

The above is the model of bureaucratic egalitarianism, of contract laws for everything. For those who prefer sociability, it’s
the beginning of the desire for the hive; not for shared public space but a private shared space. In both cases the model of the
individual is one dimensional, not only the opposite of the psychologism of Freud, but of Kant, Erasmus and Shakespeare.
We don’t have to look very far for examples in contemporary culture. Libertarianism is an ideal, as are the Hive Mind and
the Borg. Raves and geek uniformity describe something extant in the world. Individualism as an ideology results in
conformity. Imagining ourselves as self-interested un-conflicted monads has changed our behavior. It’s not a question of
whether these models of behavior are moral or not, but of whether they’re the smartest choice. And the point is that most of
the people who follow them do only that. It takes a model of divided consciousness to ask yourself why you prefer what you
prefer. It takes the same model to ask seriously why someone would prefer something else. It takes a form of second order

curiosity that by definition cannot be technical. Intelligence can not be reduced to expertise.

Recently, again, experts have become critical of expertise, philosophers critical of philosophy, but they miss the point.
They’re unwilling to see themselves as part of a process that preceded their “discovery’ of the flaws in past assumptions.
Philosophers who recognize themselves as orators become no more than sad ex-priests. The “postmodern” defense of bad
writing and of theory as art doesn’t work as a defense of poetry or of lawyers, whose role hasn’t changed that much over the
last 2000 years. Social scientists refuse to see themselves as tradespeople even as historians have never quibbled over whether
their field can be called an art. The members of the Frankfurt School were exemplars of bureaucratic reason, the most famous
of them so horrified of the implications that he called desperately and pathetically for unreason as the only possible response.
Adorno was either unwilling or incapable of the empiricism, directed inwardly and outwardly, that might have allowed him
see just how much both he and his beloved “old institute™* were products of the same forces that made the things he claimed
to oppose. The rise of a self-conscious geek culture, the proud celebration of the preadolescent imagination in adulthood,
came in earnest ten years after the publication of One-Dimensional Man and the release of Dr. Strangelove, the title character
an amalgam of Werner von Braun and the ur-geek von Neumann. “If you say why not bomb them tomorrow, I say, why not

today? If you say today at 5 o’clock, I say why not one o’clock?"*#

How and why culture moved as it did is a narrative that cannot be described by reason alone. It’s a gold mine for ironists, but
neither Strangelove or The Social Network were products of the academy or of technocracy as such, and the question for
academics in the humanities is why the works they study, works of art, of skill and craft made by participant observers, as
poets or politicians, are so much richer than the works they themselves produce. This is the question that faced the scholastics

in the past as it does now. Richard Sennett may write about craftsmen and James Scott about “metis” but an academic book
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about street smarts is to street smarts what a book about how to pick up girls is to getting laid. And politics like fucking is a

social act.

Before I move ahead, I’'m going to return to Russell and Santayana, the culture they shared, and the ways the two of them

negotiated it.

Russell on William James.

His warm-heartedness and his delightful humour caused him to be almost universally beloved. The only
man I know of who did not feel any affection for him was Santayana, whose doctor's thesis William James
had described as "the perfection of rottenness." There was between these two men a temperamental

opposition which nothing could have overcome. ¥/

I’ve quoted Santayana’s praise for James. Here’s James on Santayana, including the source of the quote Russell refers to.

If our students now could begin really to understand what Royce
means with his voluntaristic-pluralistic monism, what Miinsterberg
means with his dualistic scientificism and platonism, what
Santayana means by his pessimistic platonism (I wonder if he and
Mg. have had any close mutually encouraging intercourse in this

line?), what I mean by my crass pluralism, what you mean by your

ethereal idealism, that these are so many religions, ways of fronting
life, and worth fighting for, we should have a genuine philosophic universe at Harvard. The best condition
of it would be an open conflict and rivalry of the diverse systems. (Alas! that I should be out of it, just as
my chance begins!) The world might ring with the struggle, if we devoted ourselves exclusively to
belaboring each other. I now understand Santayana, the man. I never understood him before. But what a

perfection of rottenness in a philosophy!

...] have meant to write to Santayana; but on second thoughts, and to save myself, I will just ask you to send
him this. It saves him from what might be the nuisance of having to reply, and on my part it has the
advantage of being more free-spoken and direct. He is certainly an extraordinarily distingué writer. Thank

him for existing!*®

de Boeldieu: May I ask you a question?

von Rauffenstein: Of course.
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B: Why did you make an exception of me by inviting me here?

R: Because your name is Boeldieu, career officer in the French Army. And I am Rauffenstein, career officer
in the Imperial German Army.

B: But my comrades are officers as well.

R: A 'Maréchal' and 'Rosenthal,' officers?

B: They're fine soldiers.

R: Charming legacy of the French Revolution.

B: Neither you nor I can stop the march of time.

R: Boldieu, I don't know who will win this war, but whatever the outcome, it will mean the end of the
Rauffensteins and the Boeldieus.

B: We're no longer needed.

R: Isn't that a pity?

B: Perhaps.

It was hard for me not to think of the exchange above, from Jean Renoir’s Grande Illusion, when reading James’ letter. Both
describe the anti-instrumentalism of the aristocracy, the rule of social as opposed to asocial formalism. And both are written
as comedy. Look at the photograph; it's an image of aristocracy as high camp. And the double reversal: the hyper masculine

von Rauffenstein has become matronly and the fey de Boeldieu slyly aggressive. Later, the resolution.

R: Forgive me.

B: I would have done the same. French or German, duty is duty.
R: Are you in pain?

B: I didn't think a bullet in the stomach hurt so much.

R: I aimed at your legs.

B: It was 500 feet, with poor visibility... Besides, I was running.

R: Please, no excuses. [ was clumsy.

The last time I saw it in a theater I was with an Italian ballerina who yelled “Kitsch!”” and screamed with laughter. Hilarious.
And yet the tragedy is real. This is the irony of modernity. The only reference to aristocracy in the first edition of Blackburn’s

dictionary is his description of Montesquieu as born into the aristocracy but having “a rather unaristocratic avarice.”

I was almost surprised at Blackburns’ reference to greed since many academics, political philosophers and political scientists
now are oblivious to the distinction between the ruling classes before and after the rise of capitalism, a distinction that both
nouveau riches and leftists for opposite reasons would prefer to ignore. But as George Lefebvre wrote in The Coming of the

French Revolution,
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The great majority of nobles either did not know how, or did not wish, to get rich. The great majority of
younger sons had no desire to "derogate." They sought the remedy elsewhere, in a growing exclusiveness.

Some held that the nobility should form a body like the clergy and be constituted as a closed caste.*

“...did not know how, or did not wish, to get rich”. Self-interest, beyond a point, was vulgar.

19th century books, literature, history and philosophy are full of descriptions of tensions between various classes, but the
aristocracy and bourgeois have become lumped together. William Blake had more in common with Edmund Burke than with
Bentham. The point was made only recently by the editor of the Bentham’s collected works. “Blake, I suggest, both embodies
that antithesis and proclaims the imperfection of Bentham’s understanding of happiness.”™® And as Broch made clear, as far

as Blake’s open religiosity and Bentham’s fantasies, it’s less a question of faith than where you put it.

The language of the anti-bourgeois in the age of full-on capitalism has become simplified by those who want to see either or
both philosophy and fine art, connected through their shared history, as superior or leftist. Eliot was a political conservative;
Duchamp’s anti-politics was reactionary. His works have become associated with a sort of leftism, but they’re the art of a
prerevolutionary Salon. When I called Duchamp a monarchist while talking to the only man I’ve met he knew him, he
laughed. “Of course!” And Warhol was a Catholic moral conservative. The ambiguities are part and parcel of the anti-
technocratic avant-garde: elitist, anti-bourgeois but also in a strict sense, anti-snobbery. Snobbery is the mark of the insecurity
of the middle classes. The avant-garde for most of its existence was defined as the highbrow and the lowbrow against the
middle, and opposed to moralists. That was its strength and weakness. Duchamp who lived in his own words “like a waiter”,

could be said to be in agreement with Santayana.

I like to walk about amidst the beautiful things that adorn the world; but private wealth I should decline, or

any sort of personal possessions, because they would take away my liberty.

And both would agree with Baudelaire

It is painful to note that we find similar errors in two opposed schools: the bourgeois school and the socialist

school. ‘Moralize! Moralize!’ cry both with missionary fervor.

There’s a wonderful passage in On Liberty where in trying to describe relations among other Mill describes a conflict within

himself, a division that’s unresolvable in terms of the education of Blackburn’s, rational, single self .

In politics, again, it is almost a commonplace, that a party of order or stability, and a party of progress or
reform, are both necessary elements of a healthy state of political life; until the one or the other shall have

so enlarged its mental grasp as to be a party equally of order and of progress, knowing and distinguishing
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what is fit to be preserved from what ought to be swept away. Each of these modes of thinking derives its
utility from the deficiencies of the other; but it is in a great measure the opposition of the other that keeps
each within the limits of reason and sanity. Unless opinions favourable to democracy and to aristocracy, to
property and to equality, to co-operation and to competition, to luxury and to abstinence, to sociality and
individuality, to liberty and discipline, and all the other standing antagonisms of practical life, are expressed
with equal freedom, and enforced and defended with equal talent and energy, there is no chance of both

elements obtaining their due; one scale is sure to go up and the other down.

I want to add, “to utility and its lack”. Baudelaire would laugh.

The 2005 edition of Blackburn’s Dictionary includes a definition for aristocracy that covers all of this.

Rule by a privileged class. In classical Greece an appealing alternative to monarchy, the rule of one person,
or democracy, rule by the mob. The aristocracy is defended also by Burke, in his Reflections on the
Revolution in France as the repository of tradition, honour, responsibility, and education, dedicated to
stability and the guardian of necessary virtues that have stood the test of time. In the contemporary world,

similar claims are made for CEOs, company directors and retired judges and civil servants of the right kind.

Blackburn has been changing with the times. Drollery now conflicts with pedantry. But authorities allow themselves the

privilege; the sounds of their own voices offer continuity even as the arguments drift.

You can’t reason yourself out of pedantry. Following its imperatives it locks you in, to private reason, and locking you in
makes argument with those outside impossible. In the nineteenth century even the pedants tried to write well, because it was
important, and in trying to write well they wrote books more complex, more artful, than their ideas. But as the world became

more chaotic, the pedantry increased. Russell’s still aristocratic formalism became bourgeoisified.

I’m not sure what you say to a historian of science who writes about The Vienna Circle and its relation to the Bauhaus. Peter
Galison won a MacArthur fellowship six years after publishing “Aufbau/Bauhaus: Logical Positivism and Architectural
Modernism”. By writing a history he undermined the arguments of the philosophers, but they did so themselves through their
interest in art. And then by relating the art to the philosophy he undermining the art. I’ll return to Galison later with his more

recent publications with Lorraine Daston but for now a brief response to his claims about the Bauhaus will do.

Very few people study the art of the Renaissance because they’re interested in furthering Catholic doctrine. In contemporary
terminology, few people are interested in the Sistine Chapel as “illustration”. Works that interest us help us to understand the
desires of the people who made them to the point that we understand them better than they understood themselves, and we

can do so only because the record they’ve left is so rich. Art is illusion and subtext, the description and observation, (or
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analysis) of the sensibilities and desires of its makers. A description of a desire is not a desire; a desire for utopia is not utopia.
Art has the relation to truth that walking around in a hair shirt is to proof that you’re predestined to salvation. It’s rhetoric.
An actor playing a character screaming in pain is not in pain; he’s mimicking and making a reference to pain. The greatest
examples of modernist architecture function in the world that exists while describing a desire for something more, as manifest
in concrete and glass. If the buildings didn’t function as examples of anti-philosophical worldly sophistication they’d simply
fail. If Tatlin’s monument were ever built it would have become a monument to kitsch. As a building it’s absurd. But as a

model it’s still a dream each of us can build in our own minds.

The Bauhaus at its best was not a monument to science but to contradiction, to German academicism as ideal and as seen in
von Sternberg’s Der blaue Engel. The image that best suits it would be Paul Klee painting his brilliant parti-colored doodles
in a spotless lab coat. But we’d remember Klee if the Bauhaus had never existed. The Bauhaus itself is first and foremost in
our memories as theater, as a theatrical performance of utopia in the years just before an actually existing hell on earth.
Beyond that it’s furniture and dinnerware. The best art made there transcended it. It was better. The philosophers of the
Vienna Circle would be unable to make the distinction between their model of the Bauhaus as illustration of a fantasy, or its

reality as a minor tragic episode in history, as evidenced by the tchotchkes left behind.

How do we describe bureaucratic reason as poetry? “Design” as its come to be known is inseparable from aesthetics, which
is again, an invention of the 18" century, and a theory that says theories come first. In the beginning was the Word, acts come
after, the opposite of historian’s understanding that retrospective intelligence is key; and the opposite of art, that the act of
making and the logic of craft is key. “The logic of craft” is the logic of Klee at work, making decisions based on what he
thought was, right, proper, fitting, or appropriate, and changing them when he thought they were wrong, or inappropriate,
according to a logic connecting his preoccupations with his materials. “Art” is the difference between 4 History of Western
Philosophy by Bertrand Russell and another under the same title, by the famous logician, Norman Mailer. To logicians they
might be similar, but to historians and the rest of us they’re very different, because we know that in both cases the authors
spent time choosing their words in the same way Paul Klee chose paints. I’'m not interested in Bertrand Russell’s intent or
Mill’s, as such. If I’'m interested at all, I’m interested in the words on the page, in contexts past and present, which meant and
mean more than they meant to the men who wrote them. Anyone following the ideas of the Vienna Circle knows that they
opposed metaphysics. Anyone simply reading the words on the page will remember that idealism —the dream of the ideal— is

metaphysics.

I’ll return to Galison later, but it should be clear already that as a historian of science his definition of art is the Paris Salon,
The Bauhaus, Greenbergian formalism and Madison Avenue. Panofsky and von Neumann were refugees from Nazi
Germany; both ended up at the Institute for Advanced Study. Panofsky, writing in 1939 called the new return to the Gothic
unity of art and science, “‘a Middle Ages in reverse’ — a Satanocracy!. The physicist John Archibald Wheeler, a neighbor
in Princeton who joined the hydrogen bomb project in 1950, remembers being told Panofsky’s response to the FBI men who

came around asking questions about the Wheelers’ loyalty. “They are not subversives, they are mass murderers! We are the
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subversives.” 2 Dr. Strangelove was released in 1964.

I’m going to continue in down a list of examples, more texts written as propositions and read as words, written as philosophy

or as science, and read as documents, placed alongside evidence based on recorded or common experience.

Modern empiricism has been conditioned in large part by two dogmas. One is a belief in some fundamental
cleavage between truths which are analytic, or grounded in meanings independently of matters of fact and
truths which are synthetic, or grounded in fact. The other dogma is reductionism: the belief that each
meaningful statement is equivalent to some logical construct upon terms which refer to immediate
experience. Both dogmas, I shall argue, are ill founded. One effect of abandoning them is, as we shall see,
a blurring of the supposed boundary between speculative metaphysics and natural science. Another effect

is a shift toward pragmatism.>?

That paragraph is the introduction in its entirety of Quine’s “Two Dogmas of Empiricism”. It’s been called one of the most
important papers in post-war Anglo-American philosophy. The reference to “the supposed boundary between speculative
metaphysics and natural science” made me laugh as much as I had reading the first sentence of Roberta Smith’s defense of
late Picasso. From the Vienna Circle we’ve drifted only a few degrees away from Alan Sokal’s “Transgressing the
Boundaries: Towards a Transformative Hermeneutics of Quantum Gravity”, the fake essay that punked the editors of Social
Text. What grounds could Quine have for criticizing Derrida beyond pointing out that he was a bit of a fop? Nonetheless his

arguments less fostered a respect for pragmatism than licensed a continuing indulgence in its opposite.

From the entry in Blackburn’s Oxford Dictionary for Donald Davidson, a friend of Quine who shared many of his interests.

Davidson is also known for rejection of the idea of a conceptual scheme, thought of as something peculiar
to one language or one way of looking at the world, arguing that where the possibility of translation stops

so does the coherence of the idea that there is something to translate.>*

The further banishment of subtext and judgment, once required by Kant and still implicit in Mill. Now, if it’s impossible to
translate the finer points in Mallarmé they don’t exist. This is pragmatism at its most vulgar: the need to dumb things down,

to get things done.

In America there are comparatively few who are rich enough to live without a profession. Every profession
requires an apprenticeship, which limits the time of instruction to the early years of life. At fifteen they
enter upon their calling, and thus their education ends at the age when ours begins. Whatever is done
afterwards is with a view to some special and lucrative object; a science is taken up as a matter of business,

and the only branch of it which is attended to is such as admits of an immediate practical application.>®
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Davidson’s paper is titled “On the Very Idea of a Conceptual Scheme”>¢. I’ve asked academic analytic philosophers in public
and private if his arguments applied to literary translation, as transliteration, and every time the response was confusion. But
it’s not just a question of language. By Davidson’s definition, the Sistine ceiling could be put into words and Hamlet could
be made into a painting with nothing lost. We’re back with the Pre-Raphaelites. You could almost imagine philosophy
professors saying that the complexities of their own interior lives, since they could never be communicated, did not exist.
Adding the quote from Tocqueville may seem like piling on, but following Lefebvre the issue isn’t wealth but the distance
or disinterest Tocqueville assumes only the wealthy can afford, and the origins of the deeply flawed American and Anglo-

American model of utilitarian objectivity.

But if academic philosophy is keen to deny complexity where it exists, it’s added where unneeded. Practical necessity to be
justified by the formal requirement of philosophy needs to be absolute and non-contradictory. And this results in careers

dedication to the solution of insoluble problems.

In the mid 1980s, Callie Angell, known now for her writing on Warhol’s films but who had recently been the Secretary of
The Journal of Philosophy, (she didn’t answer the phones) gave me a subscription as a present. The first piece I read, the first
piece of academic philosophy I’d read up to then, was “Morality and Self-Other Asymmetry”, by Michael Slote®’, on what
philosophers call “The Trolley Problem”.

The original form was written by Philippa Foot

A trolley is running out of control down a track. In its path are five people who have been tied to the track
by a mad philosopher. Fortunately, you could flip a switch, which will lead the trolley down a different
track to safety. Unfortunately, there is a single person tied to that track. Should you flip the switch or do

nothing?3®

This was expanded by Judith Jarvis Thompson:

As before, a trolley is hurtling down a track towards five people. You are on a bridge under which it will
pass, and you can stop it by dropping a heavy weight in front of it. As it happens, there is a very fat man
next to you—your only way to stop the trolley is to push him over the bridge and onto the track, killing

him to save five. Should you proceed?>

Slote’s essay expands on these to question of the relation of utilitarianism in various forms to common-sense morality. Why
is it permissible in the latter to throw oneself off the bridge but not someone else? As someone unschooled in contemporary

philosophy I thought the answers were obvious. I defined common-sense morality as morality among equals. I associated
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utilitarianism as the logic of the military, a hierarchical social order where superiors send inferiors to their death if it serves
the goal of victory, and where there are rules against fraternization. Officers are forbidden to befriend the enlisted, and any

psychologist or anthropologist, as an empiricist, will tell you why those rules are necessary to maintain order.

But Anglo-American philosophy doesn’t concern itself with the terms of representation. It’s concerned with modeling in the
mathematical sense, of formal structure, and structure is therefore reducible to a form of truth category. To admit that our
moral systems function as others do in less technologically advanced societies, as stabilizing forces and means of conflict
resolution —to think in terms of function more than truth- would be to forgo our claim to enlightenment as defined by logical
and now computational technocracy. The machine must be able to spit out the answer. It’s a parody of vulgar Marxism, or

vice versa, an intellectual command economy.

Anglo-American academic philosophy tries to solve problems of existence in the world through terms of objective
aperspectival knowledge that can never be successfully overlaid on experience itself, and that in fact are counterproductive
for our attempts to understand it. “Are Jews Black, or White?”” “That depends.” According to much of contemporary
philosophy the question makes little sense and the answer none. Those who acknowledge the point refuse to face the

implications.

The trolley problem has morphed to include many variations, and even its earlier forms included discussion of “the doctrine
of double effect” and of intentionality, treating the act of killing to save lives as an unintentional consequence of a moral act.
The doctrine of double effect originates with Aquinas. We’re back to the authoritarianism of the Church and the research
imperative. Utilitarianism doesn’t need to nit-pick about intention; it’s simple enough to say “I chose to kill 3 people to save
10”. But the focus on intention, the inner workings of the killer’s mind, denies full moral existence to those who’ve been
killed, and I know of no study asking people to imagine themselves as the fat man and asking if they’re able to intuit a moral

difference between being pushed by a man’s hand or by a turnstile with someone’s finger on the switch.

As far as the changing intuitions of the actor are concerned, Stanley Milgram’s 1963 experiments showed that proximity, of
authority to subject and of subject to victim, was the main factor in affecting the level of obedience to the command to cause
harm.®® An anthropologist will know why a guillotine is not like an ax and why a governor is not called an executioner even
if the man who bears that title is only following orders. Again, such data are treated as irrelevant to philosophy, because once
the point of view is chosen it can’t be changed. Rather than seeing the inevitability of competing perspectives of the actor
and his victim, the moral issue to be faced is defined only through the experience of one of them and not the other. Philosophy

searches for truth and perspectivism just doesn’t fit the bill.

Representation is not replication. All representations require interpretation and if seen by more than one party that means
public debate. There’s no such thing as “naturalized” representation: language is politics/politics is language. And

democracy, as a form of government and as an ethos, is the culture of language not in structure but in use. Quine again:
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Meaning, let us remember, is not to be identified with naming. Frege's example of ‘Evening Star' and
'Morning Star' and Russell's of 'Scott' and 'the author of Waverly', illustrate that terms can name the same

thing but differ in meaning.

...Once the theory of meaning is sharply separated from the theory of reference, it is a short step to
recognizing as the business of the theory of meaning simply the synonymy of linguistic forms and the

analyticity of statements; meanings themselves, as obscure intermediary entities, may well be abandoned.®!

Evening Star and Morning Star / Palestine and Isracl. Meanings exist as long as language exists, and language is politics.
What does it mean to want to become a logician? We’re back with the art, the poetry, the smoke and mirrors, of those who
want to elide their own desires. Desire for utopia is not utopia. The fantasy of science is not science. And Quine’s politics
was openly reactionary. The only way forward as a pragmatist is to engage the fact of subjective experience and of politics,

not of meaning as truth, but of meanings as extant in the world as we know it.

When I was young I chased a girl. Isaid: “I love you.” She said: “No, you don’t.” How did she know? She couldn’t read
my mind; she had no way to prove she was right. And now I think she was, but I didn’t at the time. She made her decision
by following not just my words but my performance of them. She listened and watched for subtext and saw conflict.
Meanings are private, locked in, we negotiate decision-making processes by interpreting form. Debates over the definition
of abstract truths in language are not only useless, they’re counterproductive: they’re based on a misunderstanding and as
models for intellectual activity they set a bad example. This is what humanists find so annoying about debates over the truth
or falsity of religion. I have no interest in god or gods but I can’t prove they don’t exist any more than I could have proved
my love existed for the girl. And I can’t prove people believe what they say they believe, or for the reasons they claim. Truths

are unavailable to us. And now I think the girl had a better grasp of reality than I did.

If you can’t know the truth of what’s going on in other people’s minds, you also can’t teach the skills to read their gestures.
You can teach rules but not judgment, the ability to read the space between assumptions. You can’t teach things that are
learned primarily through experience. And connoisseurship as observer is tied to connoisseurship as producer: you can teach
techniques but not craft. A violin teacher is a coach; the students teach themselves the distinctions necessary to improve their

playing. Connoisseurship is empiricism, and in a world where objective reality is unknowable, it’s a necessity.

The history of modern intellectual life, more even than the history of modernity itself, if it were to be written now would need
to need to be written by a historian from Mars, someone so far removed from the events of the past century that their biases
are wholly other. Objectivity does not exist; the sociological history of the present describes the present no more than
cognitive science describes the mind. You can’t pretend to describe yourself and call it science. Skinner was right to call

cognitive science “the creation science of psychology”. There’s no scientific study of ideas as ideas; there’s no scientific
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study of metaphysics. They’re what we are as persons, as people with experiences, desires, and names. Once you’ve

acknowledge yourself as “Rudolf Carnap” any hope of the end of metaphysics is gone. It was never there to begin with.

Perceptions precede ideas and together they’re the first tools in our study of facts, but since our tools are our enchantments
science is no more than comparative enchantment. The more formal the technics the more the enchantments are shared, and
being shared they seem to fade. But they don’t fade. The culture of technics qua technics is the sociality of elision, at this
point known as the culture of geeks. The culture of shared enchantment in public life is the conversation of polite racists and

EERNT3

earnest liberals about “the Jews”, “the Negro problem”, “the strangeness of foreigners”, and “what women want”.

The history of modern Germany cannot be understood without the history written by Jews. The history of modern Judaism
cannot be understood without the history written by Palestinians. There’s no end to it. Absent that the best we’ll get is the
equivalent of the feminism of men. Philosophers now imagine a gender neutral feminism but even if it were possible, that

neutrality is the result, not the cause.

The recorded descriptions of modernity are voluminous, if only because of the technological advances in recording. We have
a record of ourselves greater by scale of thousands than of any time in history. But the operative term again is description.
The failures of modern criticism are greatest when description becomes positivism and prescription. The philosophy of
empiricism is still the practice of rationalism; empiricism itself is something else. Quine was a logician. The philosophy of
biology is not biology. And I will argue here that the arts, not as idea but as activity, are the most intimate description, the
most intimate empiricism that we have. If you want to understand the Vienna Circle, Plato, Kant, or Wittgenstein, you need

to read their works as logic, as documents of history, as desire, and as form.

The Oxbridge Marxist G.A. Cohen could have been a character in someone else’s novel. He was raised a Stalinist and died a
maudlin sentimentalist. He was the product of his time who was unwilling or unable to model his own relation to it. He
wanted people to be nice to one another but there was no sense that anything beyond the individual actor was constitutive of
our world of experience. In the middle of his career he was a proponent of “Rational Choice” Marxism, or as he also called

it “Non-Bullshit” Marxism. At the end of his career he was an ex-Marxist.

In his Tanner Lecture®? Cohen begins by bypassing a discussion of the economic and moral logic of Margaret Thatcher’s
policies to focus on the moral logic of Rawls’ ideas, ceding the empirical and practical and arguing the rationalist and ideal.
He begins with a discussion of the theories of egalitarians using hypothetical examples of their arguments and referring to

the debate between freedom and equality, but not to obligation.

We’re pack animals. I have obligations to the state and to friends and family, and my obligations to the latter two aren’t rules.
Montesquieu seems to have understood this even if Locke didn’t. Ideas as rules need to be non-contradictory, but people

don’t. Idealism, whether based on god or mathematics, remains authoritarian. Not originating in description, statements taking
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precedence over questions, prescription is the only model left. If the state is not an outgrowth of community, it must be the

product of abstract authority, looking down from above.

The following is a passage from Cohen’s last book, Why Not Socialism, with bracketed comments by Harry Brighouse, on

the academic blog Crooked Timber®

“It does seem to me that all people of goodwill would welcome the news that it had become possible to
proceed otherwise [i.e. in ways that tapped into our nobler, rather than our more selfish, motives] perhaps,
for example, because some economists had invented clever ways of harnessing and organizing our capacity

for generosity toward others.”

The problem, for Cohen, is that we lack such technology. We should not pretend that we have such a
technology, but nor should we pretend that the search for it is futile, or that the lack of it means that the

organizing principles of our own society are more appealing than they, in fact, are.

So if the master is the machine itself rather than others like ourselves...

Brighouse is a professor of Philosophy in the department of Education Policy Studies at the University of Wisconsin. And
since I quoted him on Cohen I may as well quote him again. His logic is in many way synecdochic for that of journeymen
in his profession. He’s the co-author with Adam Swift, at Oxford, of a paper titled “Legitimate Parental Partiality” ** which

goes to the heart of the perversity of idealist liberalism.

These relationships are inegalitarian in deep ways. The parties to partial relationships can exclude others
from the mutual benefits their association yields and have special responsibilities to one another that give
them the right, and sometimes the duty, to further one another’s interests. To give scope to these
relationships is to limit what may be done in pursuit of equality. Samuel Scheffler calls this observation
(when made in an appropriately hostile manner) the ‘distributive objection’ to special responsibilities: ‘the
distributive objection asserts that the problem with such responsibilities is not that they may place unfair
burdens on their bearers, but rather that they may confer unfair benefits...special responsibilities give the
participants in rewarding groups and relationships increased claims to one another’s assistance, while
weakening the claims that other people have on them’. Participants in these protected relationships benefit
twice over. They enjoy the quality of the relationship itself, and they enjoy the claims that the relationship

enables them legitimately to make on one another, at the expense of those excluded from the relationship.

It’s unfair to love your children. This is madness, less rationalism than ideological, almost pathological, anti-empiricism.

Partiality is a function of proximity: we care about those close to us. We’re back to the trolley problem. Brighouse may
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claim that his interest in abstraction is heuristic, but the need for an imagined authority is present in the construction. Again,
what authority gives permission? Viewed from the standpoints of basic empiricism, of ethnography and democracy, of what
we can learn from experience and observation, the problem we face is not to how to ameliorate or police partiality but expand
it so that concern for our own children can be related to concern for others’. Brighouse’s philosophy, like Cohen’s, like all
the liberalism of ideas, is deeply anti-social, laced with the melancholy superiority of a schoolmaster of a school for wayward

youth.

In an interview in 2007, focusing on inequality of wealth, the interviewer noted the “anachronistic opulence” of Cohen’s
academic home, All Souls College, Oxford, “a college with many eminent scholars, but not a single student. College retainers
serve dinner; there's port on offer, and posh cutlery on display.” Cohen admitted he didn’t give much to charity and although
he believed he should pay higher taxes “It's difficult to expect a person who lives in a particular social niche to depress the
circumstances of himself and his family below a certain level even for the sake of principles that he sincerely affirms. ...I'm
a less good person than I would be if I were as good as I could be. ...I just think that I'm not a morally exemplary person,

that's all.”

I think there are two reasonable answers that a person who doesn't give too much of it away can give and
one of them has to do with the burden of depressing yourself below the level of your peer group with whom
you're shared a certain way of life, and in particular, depriving your children of things that the children
around them favor. And also, and slightly separately, the transition from being wealthy to being not wealthy
at all can be extremely burdensome and the person who has tasted wealth will suffer more typically from
lack of it than someone who's had quote unquote the good fortune never to be wealthy and therefore has

built up the character and the orientation that can cope well with it.%

Given what I’ve written already the best response Cohen comes from The New York Times, in 2012: “Affluent, Born Abroad

and Choosing New York’s Public Schools”

Miriam and Christian Rengier, a German couple moving to New York, visited some private elementary
schools in Manhattan last spring in search of a place for their son. They immediately noticed the absence
of ethnic diversity, and the chauffeurs ferrying children to the door.

And then, at one school, their guide showed them the cafeteria.

“The kids were able to choose between seven different lunches: sushi and macrobiotics and whatever,” Ms.
Rengier recalled. “And I said, ‘What if I don’t want my son to choose from seven different lunches?” And
she looked at me like I was an idiot.”

For the Rengiers, the decision was clear: Their son would go to public school.

“It was not the question if we could afford it or not,” said Ms. Rengier, whose husband was transferred to

the city because of his job as a lawyer and tax consultant. “It was a question of whether it was real life or
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not.”%¢

According to the article, wealthy immigrants in major US cities send their kids to public schools at double the rate of native-

born parents at the same income level.

On a blog post linking to memorials for Cohen, a friend of his posted the following:

Late this past April, Jerry and Michele traveled to India to visit Sarah, Jerry’s “ultraspiritual Hinduizing
daughter,” as he put it. In an email that Jerry sent the day before they departed, he mentioned “[his] journey
from parentally induced anti-religionism to anti-anti-religionism to my current pretty pro-religious
condition in which spiritual things keep on happening to me.” What spiritual things? Well, “like sitting in
a subway train and looking at the faces and a voice inside me--not me, exactly, but in me--says: They are

all suffering emissaries of God. And I don’t smirk.”®’

Freedom, equality, and responsibility are not elements or particles. They don’t exist in nature, only in the imagination, after
winnowing the chaff of the social, the social that is nonetheless constitutive of how individuals come to be. Cohen was so
caught up in ideas abstracted from politics -as he saw them- that simple politics was beyond him. You don’t have to claim to
be a moralist to recognize the silliness, and the cost. Liberal idealism begins in fantasy, not in observation. Cohen’s analytical

idealism lead him finally to a kind of melancholy as asocial and as passive as the rigorous formalism that preceded it.

All the above are varieties of bureaucratic formalism, with some of them using politics as justification. They’re all art for
art’s sake, or God’s sake, in one form or another. But there are other equally bureaucratic and thus equally unsuccessful

models of the social, that aim to address politics directly in a way the others don’t: the fantasies of Chomsky and Bourdieu.

Chomsky will go down in history as an amateur reporter of fact who spent his professional life attacking the importance of
facts. He’s an extreme rationalist who’s a good journalist only because he doesn’t take journalism seriously. But his
diagnoses are shallow. He promotes an ideal of radical democracy based on assumptions that are as self-serving as they are
banal. And he sticks with them while those who shared his Modernist idealism have replaced naive hope with arch cynicism.
In a sense his arguments are founded in a theory of rational action, not of unbridled self-interest but rational civility, a civility
frustrated by outside forces that he can only describe in the simplest terms. And if they’re outside, then of what? His logical
anarchism matches analytic philosophy and contemporary academic economics, products of the same era, from the same
foundations. Chomsky’s career begins with claims for a linguistics modeled on physics, a model as absurd as Quine’s for a
philosophy “continuous with natural science”®®. Equally absurd or more so, since Quine’s pragmatism has led to accusations
of postmodernism.® At MIT Chomsky’s model still applies; they use it as a tag line for prospective graduate students:
“Linguistics Is Basically Physics™"°. His argument for the “poverty of the stimulus”, that infants and children, and thus adults,

live in a barren world incapable of fostering language through experience, is scholastic dogma, Cartesian anti-humanism.
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Arendt
You will remember that Plato said that only his body still inhabited the City and, in the Phaedo, also
explained how right ordinary people are when they say that a philosopher's life is like dying. Death, being
the separation of body and soul, is welcome to him; he is somehow in love with death, because the body,
with all its demands, constantly interrupts the soul's pursuits. In other words, the true philosopher does not
accept the conditions under which life has been given to man. This is not just a whim of Plato, and not just
his hostility to the body. It is implicit in Parmenides' trip to the heavens to escape "the opinions of mortals"
and the delusions of sense experience, and it is implicit in Heraclitus' withdrawal from his fellow citizens
and in those who, asked about their true home, pointed toward the skies; that is, it is implicit in the

beginnings of philosophy in Ionia. 7!

I’ll repeat two things I said above. The fantasy of objectivity is the fantasy of the universal through the elision of the particular,
beginning with the elision of the particular self. — The impersonal in art and technocracy, though the product of the same

events are very different things. Keep them in mind as you read on.

Chomsky’s said he sees no connection between his politics and his linguistics but they’re founded in the same Talmudic
imperative, intellectual and moral: that man is and must be other than animal. His greatest achievements will be remembered

as philosophically his most mundane.

I first looked through Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste,”* Bourdieu’s famous work on correlations of
taste and class, in the late 80s on the recommendation of a friend who was a fan and who would soon be studying with him
in Paris. I didn’t get very far before putting it down, but it brought out a vivid memory. Ten years earlier I’d put my fist
through a window, severing the tendon in my index finger at the joint where the finger meets the hand. The surgeon who
sewed my hand back together was from Texas. He wore expensive cowboy boots and listened to country music while he

worked. He drove a new Mercedes.

I understood that Bourdieu was writing about France, where the culture of the aristocracy outlasted the old regime, and still
held and holds great authority. I understood that while England has the Oxford English Dictionary France has the Académie
frangaise, and that they’re very different things. I understood that the book’s specific findings had limited relation to the US,
and that the Americanization of Europe meant that things were changing in France, just as they were in the UK under
Thatcher. France lagged a bit. Or maybe it’s better to say that in France, Thatcher followed Blair. Nicolas Sarkozy, “Sarko”

married a fashion model/ pop singer, and he’s a fan of Celine Dion. The ex-wife of his successor wrote a tell-all book.

From the preface to The Rules of Art
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“Shall we allow the social sciences to reduce literary experience—the most exalted thing we have, along
with love—to surveys about leisure activities, when it concerns the very meaning of our life?” Such a
question, lifted from one of the innumerable timeless defenses of reading and culture, would certainly have

unleashed the furious mirth that the well-meaning commonplaces of his day inspired in Flaubert. 3

He begins the first section of Part I: “The Conquest of Autonomy’ quoting Baudelaire, a quote I’ve used earlier, and the

beginning of Part II, “Foundations of a Science of Works of Art” quoting Flaubert

“It is painful to note that we find similar errors in two opposed schools: the bourgeois school and the

socialist school. ‘Moralize! Moralize!” cry both with missionary fervor.””*

“When for a certain time the human soul has been treated with that impartiality invested by the physical
sciences in the study of matter, then an immense step will have been taken. It is the only way for humanity
to rise a little above itself. It will then consider himself candidly and purely in the mirror of its works of
art. It will be god-like, judging itself from on high. Well, I consider this feasible. It is perhaps, as for

mathematics, just a matter of finding a method.””

Elsewhere he writes: “Taking Flaubert at his word...””® Has there ever been a bigger mistake when reading an author of

fiction?

Again and again in this work and others Bourdieu returns paradoxically to a defense of autonomy and an attack on the

decontextualized formalisms that result from it. And he moralizes.

From Sociology is a Martial Art: Political Writings "’

“On Television”

But journalistic forces and manipulation can also act more subtly. Like the Trojan Horse, they introduce
heteronomous agents into autonomous worlds. Supported by external forces, these agents are accorded an
authority they cannot get from their peers. These writers for nonwriters or philosophers for
nonphilosophers and the like, have television value, a journalistic weight that is not commensurate with
their particular weight in their particular world.

...What I find it difficult to justify is the fact that the extension of the audience [made possible by television]
is used to legitimate the lowering of the standards of entry into the field. People may object to this as
elitism, a simple defense of the citadel of big science and high culture, or even an attempts to close out
ordinary people (by trying to close off television to those who with their honoraria and their and showy

lifestyles, claim to be representative of ordinary men and women, on the pretext that they can be understood
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It’s obvious we’re still in France, with communists and socialists and the Académie frangaise. But we’re also in the world
of formalization and elite technocracy. You can see why American academic liberals like him. He’s certainly not a radical
democrat. He makes claims for aestheticism and high art that Anglo-American social scientists would never make, but he
renders culture, or Culture, non-threatening. His claims for the autonomy of fields are a Modernist fantasy but he refuses to
see that fantasy -his fantasy- in context. The Flaubert quote in itself isn’t surprising but refers less to the words of Madame
Bovary and Sentimental Education than to their author’s fantasies about their meaning (I’ll return to this in a later section).

Bourdieu’s naive deployment of it 60 years after Quine’s most famous paper and 50 after the publication of the passage

by these people and will get high audience ratings). In fact, I am defending the conditions necessary for
the production and diffusion of the highest human creations. To escape the twin traps of elitism and
demagoguery we must work to maintain or even to raise the requirements for the right of entry—the entry

fee—into the fields of production.’®

“Culture is in Danger”

I have described and analyzed (in my book The Rules of Art in particular) the long process of
autonomization at the end of which, in a number of Western countries, were constituted those social
microcosms that I call “fields”: the literary field, the scientific field, and the artistic field. I have shown
that these universes obey laws that are proper to them (the etymological meaning of the word autonomy)
and at variance with the laws of the surrounding social world, particularly at the economic level. The
literary and artistic worlds are very largely emancipated, at least in the most autonomous sectors, from the
rule of money and interest. I have always stressed the fact that this process is not in any sense a linear and
teleological development in the Hegelian type and that progress toward autonomy could be immediately
interrupted, as we’ve seen whenever dictatorial regimes, capable of divesting the artistic worlds from their
past achievements, have been established. But what is currently happening to the universes of cultural
production and circulation throughout the developed world is entirely novel and truly without precedent:
the hard won independence of cultural production and circulation from the necessities of the economy is
being threatened, in its very principle, by the intrusion of commercial logic at every stage of the production

and circulation of cultural goods.”

“Social Scientists, Economic Science, and the Social Movement”
One of the theoretical and practical errors of many theories—Starting with the Marxist theory—has been

the failure to take account of the power of theory. We must no longer make that mistake.°

below, is sad.

Clement Greenberg, in 1961
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The essence of Modernism lies, as I see it, in the use of characteristic methods of a discipline to criticize
the discipline itself, not in order to subvert it but in order to entrench it more firmly in its area of

competence.’!

For Bourdieu to accuse others of committing a “dehistoricization”, with or without italics, is simple self-blindness. Bourdieu
wants to rescue science and Modernism from neoliberalism, but it’s impossible. The rules of the bureaucracy aren’t the
problem; bureaucracy is the problem, more specifically the assumption that bureaucracy as bureaucracy is or can ever be
foundational for living culture. Bourdieu is an empiricist but he’s an empiricist of systems not people. He’s closer to Kubrick
than to Frederick Wiseman, without the coldly superior and indulgent but at least honest sense of tragedy. He would chart
the French postal system, but not intuit the imaginations of letter writers. Bourdieu mocks the “singularity of experience” in
literature while defending Baudelaire. What is there to say? Maybe he thinks we should admit to the singularity of others
only in person, and that from a distance data sets will do. But that’s not how language works; it doesn’t simply transmit
information as content. “I love you” as I intended it was content, but that was contradicted in my interlocutor’s eyes by my

performance, and performance is form.

Language from a distance is reconstructed always as performance, independent of the speaker. “Excessive bail shall not be
required, nor excessive fines imposed, nor cruel and unusual punishments inflicted.” The language of the Eighth Amendment
of the U.S. Constitution demonstrates -is predicated upon- the singularity of experience. It’s written to begin debate, not end
it; and that debate takes place not in the past but in the present. Baudelaire doesn’t preach “form for form’s sake” but honesty
to one’s perceptions and opinions, against self-censorship; he defends both the singularity of experience and the universality

of form, not as something pure, but as the facilitator of all communication.

There are no emotions in language: it’s inert. But if it’s used well it can create the effect of proximity. And it can do this
over a long distance of geography and time. It’s the mistaken Modernist assumption that rules are primary. But even if you
want to argue for the primacy of perception, you have to be willing to argue from it. In social life trust and flexible obligations
are primary: trust that will outlast the breaking of an obligation or victory in argument. Rules are not dynamic; they can
foster dynamism or constrain it. The skills of writing and reading, of performance and observation are central to politics and
life. What that girl said in so many words years ago was that she didn’t trust me. She was not a naive reader of my words or

actions, nor should she have been.

From Bourdieu’s reading of a short story by Faulkner:

A Rose for Emily is a reflexive story, a reflecting story which encloses in its very structure the program (in
the computer sense) for a reflection on the novel and for naive reading. In the fashion of an experimental
text or device, it calls for repeated reading, but also for the divided reading which is needed to combine the

impressions of the first naive reading, and the revelations it arouses, with the second reading, the retroactive
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illumination that the knowledge of the ending (acquired at the end of the first reading) casts on the text, and
especially on the presuppositions of a naive ‘novelistic’ reading. Thus, caught in this sort of trap—a
veritable provocation to a truly paradoxical allodoxia since it results from the natural application of the
presuppositions of the doxa,—the reader is forced to acknowledge openly everything he customarily and

unwittingly grants to authors who are just as unaware of what they are demanding of the reader. 2

This is written as if Bourdieu had spent his life reading reports and is still a little uncomfortable with the fact that someone
would spend so much time crafting something so manipulative. “Ok, it’s a story... but then he twists it.” That’s an

explanation worthy of a precocious 12 year old.

When I was in college a few friends and I, on a lark, went to a lecture by a man who made a career inveighing against the
social manipulation of popular music. It turns out it wasn’t just pop he worried about, though he quoted Frank Zappa saying
something comically egregious, it was Beethoven. The only musical form he and the organization he represented approved
of was the march. At the end he played John Philip Souza, smiling, tapping his feet, pointing out to us how it matched and

reinforced the beating of the human heart.

Bourdieu worries about the power of lies. He wants to isolate them. He makes a great effort to isolate the arts, or defang

them. But art is not separate from society; it’s a manifestation of society.

We order the world according to our preferences. The forms that Bourdieu’s impersonal (not intimate) empiricism takes, in
language, in graphing, in statistics, constitute themselves as forms of desire. The preference for synchronic analysis of
diachronic form itself manifests a set of values. Synchronic form is multiplex and simultaneous, Narrative form is an arc,
with a beginning and an end. As value systems they are moral opposites. Synchronic form is timeless, eternal. Narrative
assumes instability and death. Objects are inert, our categories give them life, including moral life. The central categories
of modernity in the period where Modernism was dominant were synchrony/atemporality, objectivity, the ideal, and truth.
The politics, left right and center, were idealist and authoritarian. Bureaucracy, bureaucratism the empiricism of structures
before people, is an authoritarian ideology. For Bourdieu to call out “the imperialism of the universal” is beyond hypocrisy.
And for him to call on intellectuals to lead is to undermine all his claims to humility. Bourdieu is a concerned schoolmaster

and bureaucrat

The age of reason is the age of the theater of science, of people brought to submission not only by violence but by the moral
rhetoric behind it. The strangeness of Adorno, to me, reading him for the first time, was that he seems terrified by men in lab
coats only because he’s terrified that in some way they represent the truth. But from the start in the 18th century the rhetoric
of truth overshadowed, overwhelmed, any interest in facts themselves. Facts alone are inert and banal. Only the human
imagination makes them glow with life. Adorno the idealist like his science-loving enemies imagines that facts glow on their

own in the objective world. He’s terrified of disenchantment even though he knows also that enchantment is false. Raised to
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believe in progress, he intuits correctly that the enchantments of science result in a linguistic “short circuit”, a false
authoritarian unification of people and desire, but as an idealist he can’t see beyond the false paradox of his conflicting
assumptions. He can’t recognize the rhetoric of scientific enchantment for what it is, and that facts in the world, absent our
desire, are brute and silent, saying nothing about how we should respond to them. And the irony of ironies is his near
fetishistic image of his preferred art, though he could almost be Schoenberg’s Baudelaire, marking his work as the latter had
Manet’, “first in... decrepitude.”®® Adorno is unable to separate instrumentalism from the instrument (it’s been a nearly
universal error). He’s seen by many as the condemning father but he’s a child, the victim of a father’s cruelty that he can’t

help but see as just.

Again, the problem isn’t one of Analytic or Continental philosophy any more than one of academic left or right. The problem
is philosophy itself, the academicizing of politics, of all thought: the placing of ideas over acts. If in the beginning was the
word, then our world begins with God. If in the beginning was the act, then it begins with us. The Derridean critique of
Logocentrism is little more than a critique of those who would be speak before their maker. Derrida is a Biblical exegete for
whom secular literature is parasitic®*. Even when he could have been direct and to the point, as in his dismemberment more
than deconstruction of John Searle’s arguments, in the essays published in Limited Inc®, his indirectness shows as little more
than the false modesty of an ostentatiously self-deprecating priest, constantly referring to a higher authority. His
‘performance’ as an author reminds me of my mother’s painfully deferential attitude when playing Bach; painful precisely
because of her refusal to perform, as if to do so would be to usurp the authority of the composer. Derrida’s philosophy is as
opposed to art as is any other form of Modernist intellectualism. How does his whispering discussion of “...the other” fit
with the vulgar realities of theater or law? If an actor plays Macbeth, a fictional character written by William Shakespeare,
where’s the self? Can you imagine the theater reviews of Derridean passivity as applied to Hamlet? Deconstruction is nothing
but the manifestation of hypertrophied individualism, overdetermined and under analyzed, glossed-over by the sincere desire
to be something more. And sincerity, like intention, is wishful thinking and thus meaningless. Better the powerful insincerity,

and ironic selflessness, of Olivier or a trial lawyer at the bar. Better philosophically, better politically.

I’ve never knew how to respond to claims from either side of the Atlantic that technology is the end of metaphysics. Cars
are made for driving fast and drunk. Enchantment is part and parcel of our relations in the world, and language and all related
formal systems, from poetry to law, are how each of us in our enchantments communicate: in collective form across
enchantments. What does it mean that in writing this I’'m spending most of my time trying to write well? How go on to
metaphysical speculation without dealing with that simple question, of the craft of writing and oratory that metaphysicians

rely on no less than the rest of us?

There is no aspect of scientific knowledge that mandates institutionalized instrumental reason in all aspects of life. There is
no telos to the world beyond entropy, and even that puts too much of a glow on physical events. The 18th century was the
age of enchantment with science, an enchantment morphing over time into various forms of a philosophy along a line also

described in the arts, which themselves describe (again) not the world but our perceptions of it. Equality in the language of
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philosophy originates in the discovery or construction, by members of an elite, of the idea of equality, rather than in the
recognition of the practice of it by the people, and has ended in the study of people by that same elite not as equal but alike:
the study of each of us only in terms of the aggregate. And in this the logic of individualism becomes its opposite, except
that the elite observers have quietly removed themselves from the game. The greatest heroes of technocracy are those who
can predict the behavior of the middling and in this they have become middling themselves. But it’s these heroes who are
left to make the decisions for the rest of us. This is the model of society founded on not on democracy but on the “imperatives”

of research and progress.

The absolute unity of purpose is the end of social life. I’ve called these fantasies the theater of science but they’re also of
course the theater of aspiration, with the same conflicted relation of form to subject found in Plato’s dialogues and the story
of Moses and Aaron: the paradox of oratory against rhetoric, the argument via the neutral—dead—medium of language,

across subjectivities, for absolute value.

The best of Modernism described the desire for transcendent order, either rational or chaotic. The worst claimed simply to
guarantee one or the other, marking the difference between art and kitsch, between politics as social life or private dream.
The laboratory model, of art making or society, from Lenin and the Constructivists to the Bauhaus and the contemporary
vogue for the language of “theory” and “practice”, is founded on pretense. That pretense once had a wide following and
complex linguistic presence, and it still has a following in the academy, but we look now at the artwork of Tatlin and
Rodchenko, only because it succeeds in describing the desire for progress in a certain place and time, and there’s nothing
about revolution or progress in the description of desire. The most prescient of revolutionaries spent most of their times as

historians, but even the greatest minds teach us less what to think, than sow.

The products of culture can describe the past in the language of the present or describe only the present. When they try to
describe the future they fail, still describing the present by default. The literature of modernity and Modernism -poetic
philosophical, political and economic- has succeeded primarily in describing the world that made it. The art and culture of
20% century modernity describes impossible dreams, chaos and crisis. Modernist, anti-Modernist, or simply modern,
“abstract” or not, it was representational, mimetic, descriptive of its time. If it weren’t all those things we wouldn’t pay

attention. And what the future doesn’t see in it as descriptive of the past, will fade into obscurity.

Institutional Modernism in culture and the academy is unable because unwilling, to model the world as experience, because
that would sacrifice its claims to universality and purpose. It helps me that Bourdieu, the Continental aesthete of bureaucracy,
links those two movements together so directly, while in the American tradition the relation is sidestepped. What I’1l try to
do in the next section is write a brief history of Modernism and modernity in art, to re-contextualize their forms, returning art
to culture not as a history of prescription and intention, with which I may or may not agree, but as a history of actions that
deserve interpretation. I’ll talk about art mostly because of its connection to theories and programs. There aren’t many grand

theories of literature in the 20" century fiction, for the same reason 20" century philosophy disdained it. Narrative mimesis
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and idealism are opposed by default. And art is my field; it’s what I know and where I watch the conflicts play out, in my

own life and in my own mind.

Fine art has moved recently more and more towards inward-looking academicism and/or baroque high style, in the latter case
abandoning the Modernist intellectual aristocracy (and various forms of shallow leftism), and returning to the simpler and
less contradictory aristocracies of the past, or their contemporary simulacra, as entertainment for big money and occasional
public view. Twenty years ago the a second generation European art dealer told me there wasn’t much difference anymore
between art and fashion. He said it with a shrug, but it’s not the world he grew up in, and he’s now one of the largest most
important dealers in the world, or at least the business bears his name. The evolution mitigates the fading importance of
“fine” art in a bourgeois and democratized mass culture. The change is unavoidable, since static forms can’t compete with
dynamic forms of narrative, popular, or serious. As Panofsky understood almost 80 years ago, in the essay quoted in the first
of the epigraphs that begin this book®, Hollywood and now HBO and Canal+, and activists giving video cameras to peasants
in rural India to document their own lives, all do a better job at fulfilling the basic function of art, as representation and self-
representation, than discrete objects that hang on the wall or sit the floor of an oligarch’s house. Hollywood was always
more democratic than the New York School, and the art world now may accept photography but has never come to terms
with film as its intellectual rival, we should be clear, as a result of it being also a rival political and economic model.

Beyond the major and now institutional Modernisms in art there’s a smaller one, of rationalist politics in art, now most often
seen as a subcategory of writing on architecture, going back to the contradictions in the Bauhaus, and before. This form of
commitment was seen as having an important role in the “art world” even recently; a lot of the most high production value
art now descends from it, but by the late 90s those who needed to label themselves as political had been reduced to obvious
parody, even if it wasn’t admitted: agitprop for an academic avant-garde, a community of a few thousand people, committed,
like followers of Rawls’ Ideal and Non-Ideal theory, to the idea, of the idea, of the idea, of political action, the same
asymptotic relation of endless theorizing to invisible ends. These radicals fight a war not only from the library but within the
market for luxury commodities. In the past a few people made work that transcended their intentions, eccentric angry poet
jewelers, almost—and sometimes explicitly—against their will, but this sort of work had become so institutionalized in the
academy -not as poetry but as philosophically important- that an artist-professor made the newspapers and became a minor
cause ceélebre when police arrested him on suspicion of terrorist activities for growing harmless bacterial cultures in his
basement, for a politically radical artwork®’. By comparison if my parents’ house had been raided in the late 60s, the home
of a tenured Jewish professor of American literature married, as my mother put it, above his station, the police would have
found draft dodgers and AWOL servicemen on the way to Canada and depending on the date, boxes of files stolen from the
FBI. There’s a difference between spending your time reading radical books and reading books while being radical, or even
liberal, since there are plenty of people now who aren’t even capable of being that, regardless of the books they’re proud to

read.

Others do not see us as we see ourselves. Experience or its lack is a lens, and a lens can be or can become a mirror: some

narcissists never see their own reflection. Even the most intelligent people need to be tested by strangers and by strange
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ideas. And it’s guaranteed that our great grandchildren will think of us as odd. What Baudelaire called a pure art—and a not
very pure one at that—is the only logical and defensible model for the products of a full intellectual life, “containing at once
the object and the subject, the world external to the artist and the artist himself.” What’s been called the modern project,
Modernism, has resulted in the replacement of an intellectual culture of retrospective intelligence, of historical awareness and
of the inevitability of art, with one of technics, design, and the illustration of fantasy. “History is like foreign travel. It
broadens the mind, but it does not deepen it.” History has shown that art gives us the most honest description of its present,

and that historians in studying the past are the only people who’ve ever come close to predicting the future.

A few years ago, at a gallery opening I got into a conversation with an astrophysicist from Caltech; we were mutual friends
of the curator. He felt slightly dragged along. He was game but said he didn’t understand art. The conversation drifted, and
he mentioned a book he was reading, a biography of Sandy Koufax®, the great pitcher for the Dodgers, in Brooklyn and LA.
He said what he liked most was the way the author wrote not only as an observer, a professional sportswriter, and fan, but as
a woman, an outsider in the world of male athletics, and as a Jew writing about Koufax, another Jew and outsider in the
gentile world of professional sports. He said her description of those relations was really interesting. I asked him if he could

have described any of it as she had. He said no. I told him he understood art.
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TWO

I thought one or two of the paintings in the Picasso exhibit were charming and
that the rest mostly were awful. There’s no accounting for taste. But taste itself
is not the issue, and if there’s no hard line between the intellectual and the
aesthetic there’s still a distinction; taste and the history of taste are related, not
synonymous, so Roberta Smith may like or even love the paintings and they
may spike at auction but that doesn’t make them any more important. History
has made a decision about late Picasso and I don’t think that’s going to change,
but what’s that mean? What’s the importance of importance? This leads us
away from a discussion of art as art and to a discussion of art and ourselves as
aspects of history. And in an age when we fixate on ourselves it’s important to

remember in the long run that’s all we are.

Art both describes and makes order of the world. Starting in the period before
Impressionism, artists more and more made works that less elided this distinction than made it clearer; the common theme in
fact is the relation of depiction and manifestation. Photography made depiction mechanical. In order to describe the world
painting would have to remind people more and more to its existence in it. In the age of the photographic image painting had

to find a function; photography had to find a way to transcend its function.

Regardless of medium—Ianguage, paint, film, or now pixel—representational art from any time, not just the past 150 years,
represents its methods first. And what’s marked, mimicked, recreated or described is not either the maker or the subject but
their meeting. Art-making is an empirical process acknowledged also as a subjective one, since artists do not simply record
but inevitably filter and respond. And what we’re left with is a record of a response to an event, person, or thing. A Holbein
portrait is first a painting, second a Holbein, third a portrait, and fourth a portrait of. Art is first artifice and the medium

carries the weight and the responsibility of presence.

It’s important to remember that the form, the ordered substance, may contradict intention. A good artist will be loyal to his
sensibility. The unity of ideas as discrete objects hides the disunity in the things—books, people—who carry them. But all
of these issues are more limited in discussions of abstract form alone. Mondrian’s art is a response to the world, not merely
a fabrication. It’s understood that way and always has been. No one would be interested in his paintings if they were about
nothing but verticals, horizontals, and 3 colors. If that’s all they are then Mondrian would be van Doesburg, and both their
works would be the wallpaper their detractors see them as. We may begin with similarities but we end up arguing about

distinctions and the distinctions in and among Mondrian’s works are fine. To pay close attention is to follow a rigorously
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sensuous argument in defense of an imperative. The contradictions are the pleasure; after all if they were printed they’d be

as terrible as Warhol’s would be if they weren’t.

But an image of Christ on the cross or the story of how he got there, have complex discursive qualities a Mondrian lacks.
Intentionality is or should be less central to a discussion of Pollock’s Blue Poles than to either the US Constitution or
Michelangelo’s Pieta. In the long run that sets a limit for Pollock. The less there is to read, the more room there is to read in
to. Still, the power of art is that it plays specifically to these ambiguities and complexities. Art prizes subtext, which is why
a Russian Icon, a Ming vase and Anna Karenina are all art and a biology textbook, in its function as a biology textbook, is
not. Art is a moot court for questions of communication and interpretation. Through it we examine text, subtext, subject
matter, and form. All of these together give us the best picture we can get of our subjects: the craft, the artist, his/her subjects,

and their time. And the pleasure we get from art, the most complex pleasure, is the pleasure of this explicitly bounded

communicative exchange.

From the early to mid 19" century the necessary focus on form in visual art as
manifestation and counterweight began to atrophy. This connects to the rise of
> photography and to the use of numbers as representation: of idealist technocracy. The 19
century was still a century of language and the complexities of language. Marx is still
read, and read best, as a writer of.... No historian would be insulted to have their works
described that way. A pretense to transparency of words as the mechanical reproduction
ofideas, of political, philosophical or aesthetic ideology, was still in the future; the rhetoric
of visual transparency came sooner. This is what Linda Nochlin and other historians
recognized. But this pseudoscientific objectivity, of art as illustration, became a model,
and is now a model in crisis, in the fine arts, academia, and explicitly in the American

press. All are founded less in shared if bounded curiosity than simple shared assumptions.

Objectivity fades into neutrality and passivity. The model for contemporary news
reporting in the U.S. until very recently has been a sort of moralizing voyeurism,

simultaneously lecturing and prurient. The prurience is universal, the moralizing more

specifically American. Professionalism adds an air of respectability and as the British
journalist Andrew Marr puts it, “a protective gloss of self-importance”’® If the myth of journalistic objectivity has faded,
Rupert Murdoch should get more credit than he does. A friend of mine commented 20 years ago on Murdoch’s genius: he
gave America just what it wanted, left wing entertainment and right wing news. But the UK has maintained a level of serious

engaged writing that the US has lacked and still does. And this had to do with how writing is treated.

Certainly, British Journalism is not a profession. Over the years many people have tried to make it one. In

the United States they have mostly succeeded.”®
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Andrew Marr’s history of British journalism is called My Trade. He describes his own beginnings as an ambulance chaser,
knocking on front doors of grieving widows. Journalism in Marr’s description fills an important role in society without being

a profession a science or a job for saints. There’s something vulgar in the search for facts instead of truths.

The worst of journalism, internationally, is photojournalism, where the immediacy of the impact is taken for transparency, as
an image of truth and as truth therefore as art. The images above Manet’s Olympia, were taken in Haiti in 2010. The middle
image won an award®!; the upper one shows the context. Compare them to the picture of the pin-up model Bettie Page. Take
the time to imagine yourself taking any of them. You don’t have to know the history of the photographers known collectively

as The Bang-Bang Club, or the suicide of Kevin Carter®?, to understand the perversity.

A reviewer of a posthumous exhibition of Helmut Newton photographs wrote him off for in one sentence, as a fetishist,
without bothering to explain why it was an insult. Newton wouldn’t have been offended -he never took himself that seriously-
but the understood explanation was that Newton was passive before his preoccupation
and his audience: he didn’t describe his fetishism he merely followed it. He didn’t use
a common form for complex communication hut as a set of rules —private reason in
public— the pleasures are the pleasures of over-determination. It’s illustration of course

and illustration is always simplistic, but it’s also illustration for a very limited audience,

5 or the most broad: the audience for indulgence in guilty pleasure. You share his eye or
you don’t, and if you don’t his work does nothing to try to convince you why you should. Newton’s was an open indulgence,

and an honest one.

The mixture of perversity and high seriousness now ubiquitous in photojournalism and indulged just as much but less
seriously in fashion photography is seen for the first time in the art the 19" Century Paris Salon, in painting. But its greatest
champions in the 20th were in the intellectuals’ avant-garde, where photography was celebrated for having the transparency

that painting lacked: as if Jean-Leon Gerome would have been a better artist if he’d stuck with the camera.

The engagement, between makers, subjects, and audience in the art of the Salon was both tense and slack, again, passive.
The best paintings were like handmade versions of mid 20" century commercial photography: staged, mechanically precise,
more labor intensive, but rote. The worst were technically incompetent as well. The shock and scandal of Olympia was the
shock of recognition, of a forced self-awareness in an audience looking at the record of a meeting between a man and a
woman, a naked prostitute lying in a cheap ersatz-mythological setting, and the description of all this bluntly stated in daubs
of dried pigmented paste. The shock was also in the woman looking back directly at her audience. The recognition was of the
fact that many of the men in attendance had been there before, and seen such women in person, and now were being forced

in public to face their own vulgarity. But the painting is not made to shock it’s made to describe, and what it describes, is
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anxiety and ambiguity. This is the Avant-Garde of Baudelaire’s Flaneur, not of the voyeur but the engaged, and thus

participant, observer.

Gerome by comparison like a common type of photojournalist, is an illustrator of defensive
rationalization, claiming to stand at a cool remove from the necessary mechanics and his
subjects. The claims in both cases are hollow. I’ve never forgotten the imagery in The Snake
Charmer, or The Slave Market, any more than I’ve forgotten the imagery of Saddle I but
that’s not saying much. It’s not like saying I’ve never forgotten Stendhal’s Gina
Sanseverina. Affectless technical mastery and cheap eroticism are what they are, but
hypocrisy deserves more contempt than honest indulgence and you’ll find better layouts than

Gerome’s in Vanity Fair. As far as subtext is concerned, it’s there. All too often it

overwhelms everything else, out of control, while in more interesting artists it runs below
the surface of the work, as another level of conscious awareness: the sexual anxieties of Manet and Picasso, or the beautifully
crafted hatching brushstrokes that mar Mondrian’s neo-Platonism so wonderfully. But it’s Gerome’s art that is foundational
to the later prescriptive theory of the avant-garde, and the art of Socialist Realism. Gerome is the maker of philosophic art,

a combination of illustration and prescription and grand pretension.

If visual art were taken to be like other arts, and stripped of the association with philosophy and finery, the age of mechanical
reproduction would have begun with Gutenberg. The sense that a photograph can be said to act as an index, in Peirce’s
terminology, now a ubiquitous reference, is the end of photography as art. It’s the definition of photography as illustration,

the model of Gerome and Winterhalter and Madison Ave.

Using the terms of Charles Sanders Peirce's semiotics, though the photograph appears to be an icon (through
resemblance) and though it is to some extent a symbol (principally through the use of the camera as a
codifying device), its proper sign type, which it shares with no other visual representation (except the cast

and, of course, cinema), is the index, i.c. a sign causally related to its object. >

The viewer is said not to be looking at the photograph, but at the thing depicted. To repeat what I wrote above: a Holbein
portrait is first a painting, second a Holbein, third a portrait, and fourth a portrait of. According to the art theorist Thierry de
Duve writing in October in 1978, -theorists being neither historians nor critics but both and more - photography has succeed

where all others failed in reversing that order. And what’s left?

How does one relate to a space of such precision? One thing is certain: it doesn't give way to a reading
procedure. For an image to be read requires that language be applied to the image. And this in turn demands
that the perceived space be receptive to an unfolding into some sort of narrative. Now, a point is not subject

to any description, nor is it able to generate a narration. Language fails to operate in front of the pin-pointed
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space of the photograph, and the onlooker is left momentarily aphasic. Speech in turn, is reduced to the
sharpness of a hiccup. It is left unmoored, or better, suspended between two moorings that are equally
refused. Either it grasps at the imaginary by connecting to the referential series, in order to develop the
Jformerly into a plausible chronology, only to realize that this attempt will never leave the realm of fiction.
Or it grasps at the symbolic by connecting to the superficial series, in order to construct upon the Zere a
plausible scenography; and in this case also the attempt is structurally doomed. Such a shock, such a
breakdown in the symbolic function, such a failure of any secondary process -as Freud puts it- bears a

name. It is trauma.

de Duve ends on a high note of grand intellectualism and cheap drama.

Hegel's prophecy that art was about to come to an end was published in 1839, the very same year in which
Talbot and Daguerre independently made public the invention of photography. It might be more than mere

coincidence.

His piece is a discussion of long and short exposures, time and snapshot, which he treats as distinct up to a point. If he were
more of a historian and less of a philosopher he’d have noted that the advances that made the snapshot possible did the same
for cinema and collage, both of which returned language to photography even accepting the limits
of photography itself as he describes them. Long exposures have a compressed but visceral sense
of narrative, and that narrative quality returns expanded exponentially in film. Photography though
ubiquitous even after acceptance as an art was still kept apart, as a smaller form; collage was

accepted as immediately as any of its competitors, while film emerged as the most important visual

art of the century. Finally although it’s easy to blame the market for novelty for photography’s
place now in contemporary art it makes more sense to argue that photography would never be fully integrated into the model
of art comparable to painting until it was seen as independent from its role as index. It’s a sign of just have much we’ve
changed, and how much we haven’t that the contemporary exemplars of the honesty of Manet’s Olympia are Cindy Sherman’s

portraits of herself.

Roland Barthes in Camera Lucida, includes a photograph from 1865, of one of John Wilkes Booth’s collaborators before his
execution. Barthes’ caption reads, "He is dead and he is going to die ..." That is the base, the ground, on which any
photographer has to build if he or she wants to make anything that will be remembered as anything other than one anonymous
image among others. Barthes certainly would never wish that anonymity on his own writing. A couple of years ago as I was
walking out of the annual show put on by the Association of International Photo Art Dealers, AIPAD, in NY, a well dressed
couple were hurrying in, the man obviously on the prowl. As they walked by me the man turned to the woman “Remember,
it’s it not the image... It’s the material!” No serious connoisseur of photography, rich or poor, critic or collector, has ever

been interested in photographs as index as opposed to art: the relation of formal construct to the world. Photographs on paper
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are physical things; until recently the prints were made by hand, nothing like the images in a book or on a screen. Film and
video are immaterial, intangible, but made of thousands of images in series. Different forms have different capacities,
strengths and weaknesses. Philosophers like to claim now to find exceptions, to discover or invent. Mechanically produced
images and words are now the rule. Before saying they do new things you should be able to show they don’t do old things in

new ways.

Manet’s preoccupations weren’t different than those of other men of his position. But he wasn’t passive before his tastes; he
didn’t merely indulge them. His works exhibits a second order curiosity; he described his preferences to an audience that still
exists and we learn to understand them and him through a process of imaginative empathy. Manet in paint is a complex
character; Gerome in paint is not. You sense Manet’s struggle with his limitations as a technician, and his struggle to be
honest to that as well. Other artists didn’t struggle as much as he did; Manet wasn’t Velazquez, and putting their works side
by side ruins him. But he wasn’t ever in a position where it could be otherwise, (again to Baudelaire’s description of

“decrepitude”).

It’s a truism at this point to say that after Ingres or Degas, the historical place of painters proficient in the technical craft of
painting is often the inverse of those who tried instead to do something interesting with what skills they had. Degas is
interesting as one of only two mature academicians who moved over the course of their lives and careers to near abstraction.
The other of course, from another generation and tradition, is Turner. But in joiner’s terminology Picasso was probably the
first and last artist with the skill to carve a cabriole leg by hand while becoming famous, and important, for carvings made
only with a chisel and an adz. There were plenty of bad technicians showing in the Salon, but they hid not very well behind
chintzy effects: the unacknowledged vulgarity of pretense. And of course they shared the illusions of the majority, in a
feedback loop of mutual support. Manet didn’t hide from his clumsiness in paint any more than from his vulgarity in sex.
Cezanne is a more extreme example since he lacked even Manet’s abilities as an academician, and was more of an outsider.
Cezanne reinvented painting from the ground up because he had no choice. And this wasn’t a preference for the primitive,
since ‘primitive’ art is often highly polished and its rhetoric fully functional as part of a larger social system. If preference
played a part it was a preference for the rustic, a form that only exists in relation to the urbane. Cezanne’s work is the work
of someone on the margins of society (in Cezanne’s case comfortably so) not integrated but not apart and negotiating that
relationship through reference and models of representation and craftsmanship, however eccentric and individualized, that

we recognize as related to our own.

The shock of Manet was the shock of shame and recognition. For Cezanne it was less publicly sexual and political but the
same rule of recognition applies. His work continues the move away from representation and mimesis by limiting even
further the reproduction of psychology, of the full personhood of his sitters. He reproduces shapes not character, at least not
in comparison with those who came before him. There’s a lot to be said about Cezanne and representation. And what made
his work bad when it was is almost as important in its way as what made it great when it was. Because he failed at something,

and that failure was consistent, making works that were both obscene and absurd. In a very real sense Cezanne began with

51



kitsch, with grand intent—often violent—and overreach. But he turned to articulating what he could learn to articulate well:
the space between ourselves and the objects around us. But again its down to specifics, since what he articulated was the
space around himself and the objects around him and what we sense is his sense of the world through his use of the rhetoric
of pigment on canvas. And again, against the logic of philosophic art and of intent it’s not a question of whether Cezanne
was right or not. If he was right then about what? The basis of our interest in both Manet and Cezanne is that they describe
their sensibilities, rather than merely indulging them. The most complex pleasure to be found in their paintings is not the
pleasure of liking them—is not Roberta Smith’s pleasure of enthusiasm, of a simplified sense of identification—but the

pleasure of asking: “Why?” The pleasure is in engaging something foreign brought close by something universal: technique

in common form.

Manet and Cezanne may have both broken with the past but the breaks were
minor compared with the ways in which they continued from it. The only way
their contemporaries learned to understand them, the only way we understand

them—the only we understand each other in daily life—is by a process of

recognition: putting old forms and signs in new contexts. We may no longer

feel the shock Manet’s contemporaries felt but the process is the same, the only

difference being the additional distance of time.

Towards the end of the 19" century, as social relations weakened, as culture
continued to atomize and the individual faded more and more into the mass, the
rhetoric of individualism moved towards hypertrophy. Bohemianism is the
model of artist not as craftsman but as artistic. The bohemian strikes the pose
as he imagines it of Baudelaire’s flaneur, while observing not the people around

him but himself in the mirror. The pose is a pretense of something more. The

model of “life as art” misunderstands art as it misunderstands politics, which helps to explain the relation of bohemianism to
political narcissism at both ends of the political spectrum. My father used to ask his freshman students how many wanted to
be poets, and hands would shoot up. Then he’d ask how many wanted to write poetry. This was the pose Picasso affected
later in life, when Braque called him “now... only a genius”, a brilliant designer. But when Picasso was at his height in the

first two decades of the 20" century, his work was art and his art described a crisis.

The best -the most complex- work of any period maps political and moral life in ways minor work succeeds in doing viewed
only in bulk; it personalizes culture through a powerful imagination, or a series of them, resulting in an integrity that causes

the work to function as a lens. And we look both through the lens and at it.

All art is divided consciousness; the best is the most dynamic in its tension. Picasso’s greatest works are his most fraught;

they struggle to depict the world and mostly fail, in ways even Cezanne’s did not, succeeding only in documenting the
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strangled desire and the attempt. There’s a desperate falseness to the figuration in most of his work, the progression is towards
a failure as mimesis and a focus on manifestation alone. The works embody and articulate a complex reaction to the world
but the world exists more and more in the experience of methods and material. He’s “competing with the world.”* But that’s
not what he wants. And at his best with the conflicts at their peak there’s no pretense at resolution. Les Demoiselles d’Avignon
is so important to our understanding of the period because it is one of the few great moments of depiction in 20™ century
painting, and the last great act of depiction in Picasso’s career. His terrifying whores of Barcelona’s Calle Avignon are not
complex characters by the standards of art history as a whole but they’re more autonomous than we’re used to with Picasso,
especially in his images of women. They look back at us as Manet’s barmaids and prostitutes do and Picasso tries to destroy
them for that and fails, the proof, lying between the artist and his models his severed member on a plate. The greatness of the

painting, as in Eliot’s poetry, has everything to do with the artist’s admission of defeat in the world beyond it.

b g . Before Les Demoiselles d’Avignon and the paintings that immediately preceded it
" Picasso’s work had been a sort of melancholic illustration of adolescent bohemia,
brilliant in a youthful way: the Blue and Rose Period works succeed in spite of their
melodramatic emotionality, not because of it. Les Demoiselles d’Avignon is on a
different level entirely. But Modernism with its pretensions of idealism and intent
rescued Picasso from that, beginning with the perverse pseudo-academicism of
analytic cubism then through neo-classicism and surrealism, the latter two becoming
little more than excuses for indulging in the imaginative life of a precocious second
childhood. Not for nothing did he adore Ingres. And with this rescue Picasso’s work
ends as the perhaps unwillingly a precursor to Roy Lichtenstein’s Pop.

Critics and others refer to the banal and debased imagery of Pop, but it’s no more or
less banal than the imagery of most of Picasso’s work from the early 20s on. By a
few years after the First World War Picasso was making paintings that people may
now refer to or acknowledge or praise, but which I’ve never heard anyone discuss
convincingly in any depth. The famous exception is Guernica, a work that has both
the advantage and disadvantage of noble intention: the most famous artist of the

twentieth century, disgusted by the barbarity of fascism, turned his abilities to creating

ﬂﬂﬂﬂﬂ& ! - | a memorial to its victims. T.J. Clark struggles mightily in Picasso and Truth, to

S SevaRe

defend all this work, to the point of willfully misreading, or hoping to misread, Picasso’s own words. He quotes Picasso later
in his life saying he preferred The Three Dancers to Guernica because he painted it “sans arriére-pensée”, without ulterior

motive. Clark refers to this as cryptic.

Maybe he meant, again with Rimbaud’s dictum in the background, that the work happened essentially
without him —him the thinking individual- and all that he could do was look at it as baffled (and admiring)

as the rest of us *°
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Rimbaud’s dictum is not /4is. Picasso is following Rimbaud only as Rimbaud followed Baudelaire, and as Baudelaire followed
Homer: “Goddess, sing me the anger of Peleus' son, Achilles.” A craftsman follows his training and his reflexes. A dancer
follows the rules of the dance, and in performing them, hopes for more. A batter at the plate has no time to articulate thought,
but in the moments before swinging the bat, he’s thinking. When Soccer players from Catholic countries look up and cross
themselves after scoring a goal, it’s not just faith or false humility, it’s an acknowledgement of their own surprise. This is
how most decisions are made, for better or worse, and in the arts it’s standard practice. You don’t have to indulge in romance,
19" century or otherwise, to understand how these acts function in relation to philosophy and morality. It’s the history of art,

contra pedantry, that I’ve laid out here before.

In 1923 Picasso wrote that the idea of research in artmaking was a “poison” *°, By 1927 he’d succumbed himself”’ Clark
on the same page refers to Picasso’s “project”, the language of Modernism bureaucracy and design, of philosophic art, art
without surprise. One of the centerpieces of Clark’s book is Guitar and Mandolin on a Table, a painting that’s annoyed me
since the first time I saw it. Yet Clark makes no mention of the obvious. How can you write about it without referring to
Giuseppe Arcimboldo? How can you play it straight? But Clark the social historian of 19" century art has become a

philosopher and theorist of 20" century Modernism.

Calling Picasso a misogynist, though maybe accurate biographically, has as much to tell us about the nature
of his achievement in Young Girls Dancing as calling Velazquez a servant of absolutism has to tell us about

Las Meninas.

The statement is absurd on its face. Misogyny is as key to key to Picasso’s work as the monarchy is to Veldzquez. The
difference between Young Girls Dancing and Les Demoiselles d’Avignon is the artist’s earlier willingness to face his fears

“sans arriere-pensee” .

The ideal of Modernism was that it was a sort of return to the Renaissance, but the Renaissance was a loosening of rules,
while Modernism was a closing down. Gursky’s nihilism begins in Seurat. To see Picasso’s greatest work from 1906,
alongside Matisse’s Piano Lesson, as the high-points of 20" century painting is to imagine a century beginning with the
Carracci and Titian’s Flaying of Marsyas and fading into Florentine Mannerism. Modernism was always either the idealism

of a cold high church or the equally strict, fearful, mockery of the same church.

By the late 1920s Picasso was caught up almost entirely in a sort of formalist meta-painting, trying to make art in the grand
tradition with no grand beliefs and with representation in any real sense off limits. His imagery is the equivalent of Pop,
mostly without irony, or without enough of it that anyone to notice. His Crucifixion from 1930 is frankly silly. Aside from
refusing to face the emotional stakes required for his art to carry any weight as representation, as exposing/presenting his

own perceptions and anxieties, Picasso along with everyone else in the fine arts also faced the problem of new technologies,
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mass media, and mass violence, of the century itself. Picasso the figurative artist was outflanked by photography and film,
and by his own arrogance and fear. He took himself much too seriously —Clark makes the mistake of taking him at his word
in 1950s about what he was thinking in the 1920s— when humor and irony that would have saved his later work from the
failure it became. The Studio, from 1927-8, is a brilliant exception to the rule, but looking at it now it’s clear what kind of
exception it is: it’s pure Pop. And given this, the careless little sketch, The Dream and Lie of Franco is much more interesting
than Guernica; much more articulate, angry, funny, and personal; much less burdened by purpose, by intention, those things

that are now so important to Clark.

The odd man out here is Matisse, who may or may not have reached Picasso’s heights while never reaching the lows. His
great ugly paintings were never as graceless as the best Picasso. Is that a problem? The diagonal shadow bisecting his son’s
face in The Piano Lesson is one of the great disturbing moments in art in the century, like the face of the woman on the
Odessa Steps in Potemkin, but to stand with an open mind in front of Les Demoiselles d’Avignon you end up asking how
something so broken can function, can be an order and not an absence of it. It’s the tastes of an Orfolan in reverse order: first
you get the bones and shit. It manages to be the worst of the most vulgar pornographic early Cezanne, and his best. Matisse

never reached that level of dissonance, and Picasso never reached when he tried, though he was able briefly to manage it

when it wouldn’t go away.

Picasso’s best works were anti-formalist; Matisse knew he had to
make formalism rich enough to be more. His later works come
closer to design -his closest imitators were designers- if only
because he fit the model of an ideal Renaissance art that
Modernists claimed for themselves, in his case a cross between
Raphael and Fred Astaire. "Why not a brothel, Matisse?" "Because

nobody asked me, Picasso.”®

Blasphemy was common in
Modernism; casual blasphemy was common mostly among the

unserious. Matisse’s response to Picasso’s bullshit communism

carried the weight of a commitment that Picasso lacked, not a
commitment to revolution or dreams of utopia but to the social itself, to the world around him, including the world of other
people. There’s a way in which Eliot’s wry comments on James fit Matisse as well, because there’s always a mimetic power
to his work. Figures and plants are never simply an excuse; there’s always a sympathy, even if it’s a physical rather than

psychological or intellectual sympathy. There’s still in Matisse the warmth of other’s bodies.

Ginger Rogers describing one of her most famous scenes with Fred Astaire, dancing down the stairs, in 7op Hat.

We did final work on this number into the wee small hours of a Saturday night, and more than forty-eight

takes were recorded. Everything that could have gone wrong did during the shooting of this number: an arc
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light went out; there was a noise in the camera; one of us missed a step in the dance, where Fred was
supposed to catch me in the final spins; and once, right at the end of a perfect take, his toupee flipped off!
I kept on dancing even though my feet really hurt. During a break, I went to the sidelines and took my shoes
off; they were filled with blood. I had danced my feet raw. Hermes saw what had happened and offered to
stop the shooting. I refused. I wanted to get the thing done. Finally, we got a good take in the can, and

George said we could go home - at 4:00 a.m.*

Matisse
That is what normal people never understand. They want to enjoy the artist’s products — as one might enjoy

the milk of a cow — but they can’t put up with the inconvenience, the mud and the flies.!%

Ginger Rodgers’ feet covered in blood, and Matisse’s mud and flies.

Astaire and Rogers, and Matisse, struggled to make to make
things look easy, but if you don’t see the struggle you miss the
point. There’s no confusion of art and life, no delusions of
utopia; the art, visibly as artifice, brings out in us a heightened
desire for the impossible without denying its impossibility.
Picasso did something else, but not for very long. He represents
in 20" century painting something similar to what
Michelangelo represents in the 16, but in no way equal in
importance. He manifests a contradiction in form, and manages
to stabilize it and somehow to present it as a unity. It’s an
illusion but a compelling one. Michelangelo is the equal of
Shakespeare in the creation of a far more powerful illusion: he’s
the first to record, to describe and depict, the interior life of an
individual figure, a character. He did what novels were made to
do, but he did it in the most conservative form, fighting the

limits of his own mute, static, medium.

The drawing by Raphael [Study of Soldiers in The Conversion
of Saul, c.1515-16] 1is an object lesson, literally, in the

principles and poetics of the High Renaissance: simultaneously
static and full of motion, a perfect but lightly held balance of action and reflection, observation, representation, and free craft;
rigor seemingly without tension, or tension seemingly without its affect. The figures fly off the page, yet they're anchored as

solidly in place as they would be seated and face forward in a Byzantine mosaic. The last time this conflict was depicted and
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this balance achieved, was Athens. Michelangelo did something even more compressed, since he put the tension seen among
the figures on a page or frieze within single figures and single blocks of stone. The torqued muscles in a torso of a
Michelangelo sculpture manifest a tension, equal parts unity and schism, unmatched in western art or in any material art
before or since; Michelangelo created the illusion of figures not only physically but psychologically alive, not as types but
individuals, while following the requirements of classical form. As far as my comments on Raphael at least I’m not saying
anything new. I said the same thing while standing in front of this drawing at the Met, to an old acquaintance I’d met by
chance and his companion, a well-dressed European, French or Swiss, a curator or collector. My friend smiled. His
companion shrugged, bored, and said, “of course”. The only audience for whom any of this is new is the audience of pedants
who write and read only for intent, who read text without reading for subtext, who are interested in the ideas of Rawls and

G.A. Cohen without noticing the culture they’re a part of.

As with Gerome and Manet but again at a much higher level it’s not a question of technical facility but of its use. Gian
Lorenzo Bernini is the greatest technical sculptor in the history of the west, or of the world. Few people think of him as a
better artist than Michelangelo. Bernini indulged his skill; it was easy for him to take things for granted and he did. But he
didn’t fetishize technique so much that he wasn’t in awe of Poussin, whose technical skills by comparison were limited. The
Baroque was considered decadent precisely for the discord between easy artifice and rough integrity, but the period was
focused less on the balance of ideal and worldly order as in the Renaissance, or on the more extreme dichotomy of
otherworldliness and corruption —the panicked pretense of Counter Reformation Mannerism— than on a worldly sophistication
as such: the narrativizing of ideal order. The Baroque is the culture of monarchy and aristocracy at the beginning of the age

of theater, the age of the bourgeoisie.

By the beginning of the 20" century we’re far from all of this. It had been hundreds of
years since fine art, the art of luxury, had played such a central role in the cultures of
f 2 o 4 the day, or in our understanding of it. By the 19" century the bourgeoisie had many
< ‘ other -cheaper and more appropriate- ways to represent its interests and its

preoccupations than mimicking the manners of the old regime. By 1914 nearly

/’fgf' l everyone admits the aristocracy is dying. It’s only if you want to see progress and
advancement in everything that the next big thing becomes an improvement by default,

. “: as a car with a top speed of 60 miles an hour is better than one that goes no more than
) , : 20. Argue for progress in taste and we’re back again to intention and the imperatives

of philosophy.
Picasso as a Modernist, in the 1920s, was a Mannerist. What Roy Lichtenstein learned from him was that he had to find a

way to deal with crap, to make something of value from what he had around him, and for him as it had been for Picasso,

value meant ideal form.
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Lichtenstein needed for personal reasons to find a way to return idealism to the melodramatic romance, and the military
comics he himself saw as fascist. '°! He had to rescue the ideal from the banal. He had no interest in the mundane or every-
day. The thought that something could be mundane and profound wasn’t idealist enough, and idealism was a moral

imperative.

Antagonistic critics say that Pop Art does not transform its model. Does it?

Transformation is a strange word to use. It implies that art transforms.... I think my work is different from
comic strips—but [ wouldn’t call it transformation; I don’t think that whatever is meant by it is important
to art. What I do is form, whereas the comic strip is not formed in the sense I’m using the word; the comics

have shapes, but there has been no effort to make them intensely unified.!%?

Comic books are structured as films are, as visual narrative; the unity is a unity over time. But to Lichtenstein they’re simply
indexical, non-art. By his logic to see comic books as art would be an error. The question is whether we see that designation
as Broch does, as Eliot and James do, as the following and articulation of a sensibility -even couched in the language of a
moral imperative- or whether we choose to see those imperatives as philosophers do, as Clement Greenberg and Michael

Fried do, as representing a truth not about one person’s metaphysics —a relation to the world- but about the world itself.

Artists as artists can never allow themselves to forget that their models of utopia are inseparable from their chosen cratft.
Painters use paint, writers use words, singers, actors, and dancers, use their bodies. Their search for order is through artifice
and whatever perfection they reach is perfection in artifice. There’s no art more ironic than a Fra Angelico. Without irony
there’s only pedantry, and the sincere delusions of pedantry are much more dangerous than the ironic delusions of art. Most
vocations are predicated on optimism. Art and historical writing are the only fields where you can spend your entire career

articulating failure and tragedy with the only optimism being your ability to describe them well.

Lichtenstein’s paintings have a mix of innocence and irony that Picasso never matched. What was half-empty for Picasso the
European was half-full for Lichtenstein, the American who wanted to make paintings, not films, not novels or comic books,
and who had to find a way to make it work, while Picasso could rest on his laurels, or pose like a bohemian. Greenberg
traveled a similar route from observer to pusher of kitsch but here he is in 1957: “I suspect that posterity will find a lot more
that is truly ridiculous in Picasso’s recent art than we can”!%* Lichtenstein needed be able to make -and at his best he succeeded
in making- an art that gave full credit both to high irony and American optimism. He bypassed the tragedy, like Astaire and
Matisse, but with more effort and a stranger result. Warhol couldn’t escape it: he had to face optimism and its opposite, and

he found a way, resulting in the most profoundly terrifying paintings since Picasso’s in 1906.

Themes of apocalypse are both implicit and explicit in Pop, as it turned manically both towards and away from the world.
Nobody remembers the Vietnam paintings of the 60s. The touchstones for the era are in mass media and books; the iconic

work connecting the war and the art world is a poster. Picasso’s work from this time are minor, at best, because (again at
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best) they are irrelevant to history. They can’t compete with either Lichtenstein or the Art Workers’ Coalition My Lai poster.
They can’t compete with Warhol as earlier they couldn’t compete with Rauschenberg. Clark is right to argue that the
physicality in Picasso’s earlier work relates to the intimacy of 19" century interior space. I was surprised Clark didn’t adapt
Alois Riegl’s term, “haptic”. As I’ve said, the hypertrophy of presence, of manifestation, -foregrounding the hand-made-
was a logical and inevitable counterweight for art in the age of photography. When I first heard of the lectures that became
his book I assumed Clark intended to trace Picasso’s move from haptic to optic, and he does, but only indirectly. Absurdly I
didn’t think he was going to defend the work made after the shift. But here I’'m going to make the first argument that’s not in
some way old wine in new bottles, or old sounds in new ears. Because I think the best work of the post-war era, the best
before Pop, returns to the hybrid abstraction/figuration of the earliest years of the century. Rauchenberg and Johns and the
Zero School return to the haptic, and also to a more honestly bourgeois idea of the avant-garde, less grand, more ironic and
again, more intimate. The primary optic arts, the arts of the image, were photography and film. Nothing could compete with
them. The Modernist avant-garde could use the same tools, could conceptualize photography and film as intellectual
philosophical art, but in the long run the result is minor. In art school we studied Vertov’s Man With a Movie Camera as a
work of art, a kind of abstraction, alongside other forms of abstraction. We saw some Bauhaus films; we didn’t study
Eisenstein. We didn’t watch Potemkin, or The Gold Rush. Man Ray came up but Nadar and Stieglitz were left for the

photography students. The only cross-pollination that occurred was extracurricular, and of course there was a lot of that.

Pop responded to photography in a way that still may not be understood by the
intellectuals who write about it. The flat printed colors of a Warhol background
surrounding an object or a body carry more weight than the earnest color fields of
cinemascopic abstraction. The ink has a physicality that contradicts the
recognizable but ephemeral imagery. As figuration Pop grew out of the earlier
return to collage and to the haptic, and through a mix of the hand-made and the
mechanical became a return to the optic. But contra philosophers and philosophy
Pop isn’t an art of images, an art as index, but of things made from images. The
best paintings, Lichtenstein and Warhol, function for the viewer fully as material.
It’s their physicality that allows them to work at large scale, a scale rarely seen in
photographs, and never successfully as art, until the manipulations made possible

by Photoshop.

Earlier in the century American artists painted commercialism as an aspect of culture, but the descriptive capacity of paint on
canvas is limited: intimate but less so than a photograph, and with no way to compete with the spectacle of film. Lichtenstein
studied with Reginald Marsh as Pollock had with Thomas Hart Benton, and they outgrew their mentors, but no one questions
the importance of Walker Evans and Robert Frank. Their photographs show the weight of their subjects as persons, following

Baudelaire, “at once the object and the subject, the world external to the artist and the artist himself." There’s moral ambiguity
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in them because they’re more awareness of the moral burdens of depiction. The paintings by comparison are an awkward

mix of formalism and sentimentalism.

Conservative defenders of figurative art want to defend a craft as craft and not as function. There was no conspiracy pulling
painting towards abstraction, or away from it, it but a sense of what painting could describe that other media could not. The
market’s involved but that doesn’t work as a defense of forgotten paintings, any or more or less than forgotten pop songs.
It’s important to be blunt when dealing with advocacy, especially advocacy on behalf of seriousness. You can’t separate the
sensibility of the audience for art, especially the buyers in the market for luxury items, from the sensibility of those who
produce it. Artists, authors, and their audiences, work in tandem. And when discussing the politics of the fine arts you need
to begin by focusing on the relation of the words “politics” and “fine.” Fine art has become more rarified as its function has
decreased. Purist abstraction came about when hand-made figuration seemed pointless —and the best pure abstraction wasn’t
very pure at all. Figuration rebounded when abstraction seemed less concerned with the void as an aspect of the world than
to exemplify it as banality. The various theories of art are no less products of their times than the art they’re written to define.
Words no less than objects become dated, or not. Analytical Marxism was a formalism, and John Rawls wrote a theory of

justice, when a history would be much more useful.

In art as in philosophy the questions relating to mimesis are the same in 1950 as in 1906 and 1860. Abstraction means
abstraction from. The works of art acknowledged as the highpoints of the time record the same desperate stab at
representation: the crises of Manet and Picasso reenacted on new ground. With
few exceptions later art concerned with the “tragic and timeless” is an art of
intent, made of a few gestures done with an air of high seriousness. I can enjoy
the works of the Zero school without asking them to more than their weight.
Rauschenberg’s best early works have all the terror in the nightmares of a closeted
Willy Loman, or a character out of Tennessee Williams, without the melodrama.
His best works are figurative and crushingly intimate. But Barnett Newman’s
paintings are claimed to be in the grand tradition, and the claim is hollow. My

glib cocktail party version of this is seen in the two images, of Newman’s Vir

Heroicus Sublimis, from 1951, and a still from the last scene of John Ford’s 1956
film The Searchers. Both are attempts at representation and the thematics are nearly identical: the individual in the American
landscape. But where one originates in the specific and resolves to something approaching grandeur, but a grandeur only
allowed for after an acknowledgement of tragedy and irony, both concerning the story and the artifice of film, the other is
unabashedly both grandly self-aggrandizing and grandly unspecific. Of the two, Newman’s high art is the one that deals in
the wishful thinking foundational to kitsch. But it’s also foundational to Modernism itself. Modernism is aspirational, and
kitsch is the ultimate in aspirational logic: to dream is to succeed; pretense is reality. But again there is the difference between

aspiration—desire—and its description.
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Pollock is a harder case; but the literature on him as well is still caught up with the romance of overreach. I’ve spent a lot of
time with Clark’s Pollock in Farewell to an Idea'®* Overreach is what the book is about. Writing on the 19th century Clark
pulls ideas out of material substance, but by the 20th he begins to push them in. Despite his protests it was clear by then that
he was never as interested in the working class as he was in the revolution, and we know now they’re not the same thing.
Farewell to an idea (more than once I’ve written it as “Requiem...” ); so he has no problem transitioning from Pollock to
Adolph Gottlieb. Gottlieb ended as kitsch, and Pollock began with it: look at Guardians of the Secret. But Pollock at his
best made paintings that even as a child reminded me of Uccello. I remember that because I always thought that was strange,
and beautiful. Clark’s language reenacts the crises of modernity as defined by Modernism. His recent book is as mannered

as its subject. Farewell to an Idea is an elegy, and a fitting one, but it doesn’t answer my questions about Pollock.

Pollock’s paintings are commonly associated with music, with ‘free’ jazz, Coltrane or Ornette Coleman. I’m going to take a
different tack, not because jazz doesn’t is the obvious parallel, but because it is. But it’s not the parallel favored by the high-
brow intellectuals of modernism: the philosophers, for whom the parallels need to be high-brow as well (and more serious

than art.)

Classical musicians are modern people performing a historical art. As with lawyers, historical research is part of the job.
That’s the strength and weakness of performance of the classical canon: the works are no longer part of a living tradition.
The strength and weakness of jazz is that it developed in the shadow of a great but dying one. You get the sense in the mid
20% century of a mutual sense of jealously and even awe between the classically trained and the brilliant autodidacts (or their
heirs); the tragedy attached mostly to the latter. The Swing era will be remembered as a brief period when people working in
a popular form thought of themselves as making art without the need to capitalize the word. Like the great Hollywood films
of the same era the art comes out of the craft through great effort but not fuss. I don’t think it’s worth arguing anymore that
jazz produced the most important music of the first half of the 20" century. But for now this is a sidebar. I'm interested in
historians and craftspeople as opposed to philosophers, and the best discussion I’ve found of the tension between expression
and communication, between emotion and form, is an exchange between two pianists in the classical tradition known also as

scholars, but not pedants.

Alfred Brendel describes a moment in one of Beethoven’s piano sonatas when the “chains of music itself” are thrown off.
This moment comes as the end of a slow progression towards an aesthetic or anti-aesthetic “musical self-immolation”
Modernism has always flirted with self-immolation, in art and politics: the sloughing off of the physical mediating form in
the desire for pure experience. And in the context of communication, of human exchange, that pure experience is one of
unification, of one person with another, with a group, or with “the absolute.” I’'m going to include a long passage from the
exchange between Brendel and Charles Rosen in the New York Review because it both explicates and exemplifies the
tensions of the Modernist relation to culture and the meaning of culture and cultural history in the modern era and the present.
It’s a wonderful exchange between two people fully engaged with—and within—the tradition they’re discussing. And very

clearly Pollock’s in there too.
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Brendel: In Charles Rosen’s review of William Kinderman’s highly stimulating book on Beethoven [NYR,
September 21], he raises a question about a quotation from one of my articles. The context from which
this quote is taken is readily available in my book Music Sounded Out (“Beethoven’s New Style,” page
71). To sum it up: During the inversion of the fugue of opus 110, the constraints of polyphony are shaken
off in a gradual process of foreshortening that is a feature of the movement’s return to life.

...At the same time, the appearance of the augmented theme in its original, upward shape initiates a process
of liquidation: when the basic key of A flat is reached, the texture has become virtually homophonic. The
goal of revival has been attained. But Beethoven proceeds even further. The lyrical hymn in A flat that
carries the piece to its end becomes more and more euphoric until another, ultimate liberation is achieved:
finally, after an exertion that surmounts two fortissimo diminished seventh chords, the “chains of music
itself”” are thrown off. This last extreme effort amounts to a kind of musical self-immolation; it needs to be
conveyed by the performance before silence takes over. In my view, only an extreme metaphor could do

it justice.

Rosen: I made no criticism of Alfred Brendel in my review. I only wrote that I assumed he meant something
specific by the grandiose expression “the chains of music itself”; I was reproaching William Kinderman
(who occasionally writes program-notes for Brendel) with quoting from the work of other scholars out of
context in a way that makes their phrases seem empty and pretentious. There was, therefore, no reason to
refer to Brendel’s book, although I am glad that it is readily available, since I was sure that the particular
metaphor had some justification. I agree that the lyric euphoria of the final page of opus 110 is
extraordinary. In his letter, however, Brendel has now added the additional metaphor of “musical self-
immolation” which is less persuasive. It is not so much its lack of clarity that is unfortunate (who is being
immolated, Beethoven, the pianist, or the sonata itself?) but the Wagnerian resonance which can be applied
to Beethoven only with a certain lack of tact. Beethoven’s pretensions may be as great as Wagner’s, but

they are less morbid and less coarse.!%

This is a conversation as I said from within a tradition, and an outsider is left to wonder what those last sentences with the
words ‘tact,” ‘morbid’ and ‘coarse