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Meaning’s Work
This book challenges deeply held critical beliefs about the meaning—in particular the political meaning—of modernism’s commitment to the work of art as an object detached from the world. Ranging over works of poetry, fiction, painting, sculpture, and film, I argue that modernism’s core aesthetic problem—the artwork’s status as an object and a subject’s relation to it—poses fundamental questions of agency, freedom, and politics. I hold that these political questions have always been modernism’s critical work, even when—indeed, especially when—writers such as Gertrude Stein, Wyndham Lewis, and William Gaddis boldly assert the art object’s immunity from the world’s interpretations. In the process, the book sets out to upend our understanding of relationships between aesthetic autonomy and politics, relationships that long have been misunderstood in critical studies of modernism. Theodor Adorno’s theorizing notwithstanding, modernist aesthetic independence is too often derided for its political obfuscation and elitism. Modernism’s Other Work disputes this narrative, expanding the political framework for modernist studies in an altogether different direction than Frankfurt School theorists envisioned. I examine what a range of writers truly meant by autonomy and how its operation was conceived simultaneously and deliberately as an aesthetic and political act. The paradox of their accounts of autonomy is at the heart of this work.

We can begin to see this conception in Wallace Stevens’s response to questions asked in 1934 by the editors of the left-wing journal New Verse: “Do you intend your poetry to be useful to yourself or others?” He initially affirms the most conventional account of aesthetic autonomy: “Not consciously. Perhaps I don’t like the word useful.”1 Yet in responding to the very next question, “Do you think there can now be a use for narrative poetry?” he reverses himself, admitting poetic use with the caveat that the heroic poet leads the way: “There can now be a use for poetry of any sort. It depends on the poet.”2 These contradictory statements suggest one reason that Stevens serves as a cipher for both formalists (Helen Vendler) and Marxist critics (Alan Filreis). Stevens’s writing alternately purports a notion of the autonomous art object and then questions the very premise of that autonomy by declaring poetry’s use in the world. The ambivalence long observed in Stevens’s “Anecdote of the Jar” (1916) might be framed similarly.3 On the one hand, the speaker depicts his placement of a manmade artifact utterly removed from the laws of nature (“It did not give of bird or bush”), “round” and self-contained like the quintessential organically unified art object. On the other hand, the jar is open enough to the atmosphere of that world (“of a port in air”) such that its mere presence transforms nature into slovenliness. “Gray and bare” instead of lushly abundant, the jar is seemingly immune from nature’s order while it is accessible enough to the “air” to order nature in a different, cultural sense.

Such paradoxes about art’s independence and agency do not signal radical uncertainty but instead a refashioning—by Stevens and others—of what autonomy and poetic use can and should mean. Autonomy from the world was never, for the modernists, a failure of relation to it. Throughout this book, we shall see how an art object’s autonomy means not liberation from the whole world but freedom from others ascribing meanings to art objects. I explore how modernists characterize and put into practice their aesthetic commitments in a variety of linguistic forms enabling and supporting a range of worldly commitments. In particular, the reader’s or viewer’s relation to the art object became a way to envision the political subject’s ideal relation to a changing, rejuvenated, but essentially liberal state at a time when the discourse of threatened autonomy pervaded both high and mass culture.4 The freedom of the art object not from the world generally but from the reader’s meaning specifically presents a way to imagine an individual’s complicated liberty within yet enduring connection to the state. Autonomy and threats to autonomy, particularity and universality, detachment and incorporation are all treated in light of liberalism’s perceived promises or failures.

By connecting literary undertakings to conversations about aesthetics, visual arts, and politics, a new way of thinking about modernism’s commitment to its spectators and readers, political issues, and technological innovations becomes available. In reexamining poetry’s particular attention to collage, breath, and air as an ontological problem about beholding, the book theoretically and polemically rethinks the major twentieth-century debate on aesthetic autonomy—the notion that art is fundamentally removed from and even at odds with the world. It does so by selecting from major texts of the long modernist era (1914–75), including literature, archival documents, and visual materials, thus providing a new literary critical and historical account of the text’s imagined frame.5 In the process, we see changes to our conventional accounts of twentieth-century literature’s periodization. Not pre-1945 versus post-1945, not modernism versus postmodernism. Instead, postmodern debates pitting textual experience against textual representation emerge from unexpected modernist antecedents. Simultaneously, writing habitually labeled postmodern avant la lettre (that of Stein, Lewis, and later, Elizabeth Bishop and Gaddis) will be seen to work as a different version of high or aesthetic modernism, one at odds with stereotypical accounts of the modern art object’s independence.

I start with poetry’s relation to the art object—and collage in particular—because American poets articulate their relation to the art object through sophisticated responses to modern painting. As Stevens claims, “Poets must often turn to the literature of painting for a discussion of their own problems.”6 When twentieth-century writers discuss the “problems” of the art object, they often disregard distinctions between genres or media, between readers and spectators and, frequently, between different kinds of readers or different forms of spectatorship. In making this point, I want to be clear that I am not seeking to duplicate their method by ignoring the fundamental interpretive differences between different media and genres, between the work a reader does (often in a quiet, private, or domestic space) and the work a film viewer or painting spectator does (often in a louder, public, institutional, or commercial space).7 Elizabeth Bergmann Loizeaux discusses how ekphrastic poetry negotiates between these various communities by focusing on the different relations between poet, spectator, and reader in poems that address a work of art, thus establishing the importance of the audience/spectator’s role to modernism and postmodernism.8 My study, in contrast, does not focus primarily on ekphrastic texts precisely because many writers abstracted aesthetic problems so they could more carefully translate them into the specific requirements of their medium. The writers I discuss blur and borrow between genres and media to forge a clear ideological goal: to illuminate an abstract debate about the relevance of the material world—in all its historical complexity and specificity—to art objects. Through a series of forays into the problem of modernism’s commitment to the detached art object, I map an evolving and expanding debate about the spectator’s or reader’s role that eventually extends beyond any single genre, medium, or nation, becoming more fully globalized by the twentieth century’s close.

To produce such a map, the book tracks two distinct understandings of the spectator’s relation to the art object to reveal debates about the politics of detachment or incorporation. The first posits the irrelevance of the spectator to the meaning of the artwork, and the second posits the necessary involvement of the spectator in the production of the art object’s meaning. Thus, the book begins by exploring the idea that a work’s meaning can be separated from the reader’s job in the productions of Stein and Lewis. As Stein puts it, “An Audience is pleasant if you have it, it is flattering and flattering is agreeable always, but if you have an audience the being an audience is their business, they are the audience you are the writer, let each attend to their own business.”9 I discuss various articulations of this idea—that is, the notion of “meaning’s autonomy,” a phrase I use to distinguish my account from “aesthetic autonomy,” the conventional depiction of art’s removal from society. Because the focus on meaning’s ontological status as opposed to its semiotic operations can seem counterintuitive, I explain this argument in detail, exploring the ramifications of the audience’s imagined irrelevance. Gradually, the second account of spectatorship overtakes the first, as we explore the diametrically opposed, postmodern notion of “meaning’s incorporation”—the idea that an art object’s meaning inextricably relates to the reader’s breath and thus her body—in the work of an artist such as VALIE EXPORT, and poets ranging from Charles Olson to contemporary writers Amiri Baraka, Juliana Spahr, and Leslie Marmon Silko. In discussions of the work of Mina Loy, Marcel Duchamp, William Carlos Williams, Vincente Minnelli, Gaddis, and Bishop, I illustrate the range of attempts to negotiate between the major opposing positions of spectatorship: the art object’s immunity from the audience’s interpretations, on the one hand, and the audience’s relevance to the art object, on the other.

Modernism’s Other Work, then, has three overlapping goals. First, by recovering an aesthetic dispute about the role of spectators or readers to a work’s meaning, one long obscured by New Critical and poststructuralist orthodoxies, the book contends that the supposed antagonism between aesthetic autonomy and politics misrepresents the modernist ontology of the art object, albeit in a manner diverging from Adorno’s account. In 1984, Peter Bürger reiterated the received wisdom when he defined aesthetic autonomy as “art’s apartness from society,” following the model of late-nineteenth-century Aestheticism.10 But six decades earlier, modernists like Stein and Lewis defined the autonomy of art as the independence of art’s meaning from a spectator’s interpretations. This distinction creates the possibility for a discussion of politics out of a theory of beholding or reading, as autonomous art objects are imagined not as distinct from the world generally but distinct from spectators or readers particularly. All of the writers I consider in the book—both those arguing that meaning must be incorporated into art through breath and bodies and those rejecting this idea—conceive of art objects in simultaneously formal and political terms and insist on the trope of breath and bodies to do so. Second, the book explores how modernism anticipates in sophisticated and unexpected ways a post-1945 debate about art objects’ relation to the world. Although my aims are not primarily theoretical, understanding the earlier dispute complicates later discussions about site-specific art and post–September 11, 2001, political poetry, as well as the post–World War II literary theories (reader response, poststructuralism, cultural studies) that aim to certify the role readers play in a text’s meaning. Finally, Modernism’s Other Work fundamentally realigns our conceptual map of modernism, shifting away from modernism as a self-referential critique of realism—where art “becomes its own subject,” as Arthur Danto puts it—to modernism as a debate about the relevance of spectators or readers to a text’s meaning.11 Instead of understanding modernism as a problematic relation between an object and its representation, modernism stands revealed as a conflicted, repeatedly renegotiated relation between the art object and its beholder that continues into the twenty-first century.

BREATHING COLLAGE

“[Meaning] all depends on inter-play” writes Stevens in a draft stanza of The Man with the Blue Guitar (1937), as he attempts to foresee—if not control—the “final atmosphere” for his poetry by rethinking his role as a poet in the world and reframing the ontology of poetry in relation to economic and political factors.12 He suggests that the art object’s independence is a complicated, contingent quality with limitations and worldly repercussions. By describing literary interpretation as “the final atmosphere,” Stevens invokes a surprisingly common trope within modernism—invisible air—to discuss questions of beholding and meaning. We see this trope in Marcel Duchamp’s allegedly final readymade, 50cc of Parisian Air (1919), which also takes air as its subject matter, challenging our sense of how little an art object can be or mean (figure I.1). Duchamp’s work consists of a glass ampule that he instructs a Parisian chemist to hermetically seal, in the process trapping 50cc of air—a tiny “breath” of Paris under glass. Alluding to Paris’s formative role in the development of Impressionist, en plein air painting, he implies that Parisian air is qualitatively distinct and more valuable than air elsewhere. By measuring out a small, scientific quantity of a substance seemingly and hopefully in endless supply, he transforms an overlooked resource into a rare and precious element, particularly evocative for an artist displaced from his homeland by war and political instability.13 But we can expand on his point. Privileging a volume of air, or any particular substance captured and named by the artist—a piece of newspaper or a scrap of wallpaper in a collage, a breeze wafting through an empty jar in Tennessee—transforms the way we think of that “object,” whether as a work of art or as a thing in our physical world.

The lively modernist debate over the spectator’s irrelevance to the art object’s meaning often emerges here, around this unlikely topic of air, and, more specifically for poets, inhaled air. We can glimpse the outlines of the debate by comparing Stein’s and Olson’s respective attitudes toward the spectator’s or reader’s breath. In works as early as Tender Buttons (1914) and as late as Lectures in America (1935), Stein notoriously refuses the use of punctuation, insisting that commas are unnecessary because they let “you stop and take a breath but if you want to take a breath you ought to know yourself that you want to take a breath” (GS2 320–21). She is claiming that commas are extraneous—possibly even detrimental—because they impinge on the reader’s freedom to breathe on her own and not where the author declares that you must inhale while reading a text. Her texts, she suggests, are free of such physical prompts. Decades later, in his seminal essay, “Projective Verse” (1950), Olson argues that “verse will only do in which a poet manages to register both the acquisitions of his ear and the pressures of his breath” (OPr 241). Poets should mark down their breathing pattern so the reader can replicate it while reading the poem. Olson expands this idea into a political program: he regards bringing in immigrants’ breath (with himself as the triangulating administrator), as honoring their personhood and providing the groundwork for political representation. Stein insists that the reader’s breath is a matter of self-determination and should be kept out of the text, whereas Olson insists that the writer’s breath is part of the poem and must be brought into the text for completeness. Nonetheless, both Stein and Olson understand their divergent positions on the presence or absence of breath in their texts to have political consequences out in the world.
[image: display]Figure I.1 Marcel Duchamp, 50cc of Parisian Air (1919). © 2010 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York /ADAGP, Paris/Succession Marcel Duchamp. © The Philadelphia Museum of Art/Art Resource, New York.


We might wonder why Stein and Olson concentrate on the nexus of breath, readers, and—of all things—political rights. When Stein claims that breathing relates to the reader’s free will, and Olson connects breathing to the fundamentals of poetic meaning as a new force in democracy, neither exactly argues about the intricacies of performative stylistics or effective declamation. Nor are they discussing the thorny issues of personal voice and historical subjectivity, familiar from Eliot’s claim that poets must extinguish their personality from a poem. Instead, both Stein and Olson use breath and air to express an essential relation between the literary text and its reader, while explicitly echoing the fundamental issue of determining freedom within liberalism. They do so during a historical period when aesthetic and political autonomy seemed threatened by a variety of forces (i.e., the rise of the bureaucratic state, fascist and imperialist dynamism abroad, corporate culture). For each writer, breath and air immediately invoke a set of relations between objects and subjects that dramatizes political life under these transforming conditions, even though they fundamentally disagree on how this relation works and how politics emerges from it. More specifically, the issue of breathing while reading emphasizes the physicality of a person’s body in the world in relation to textual objects with meaning, enabling Stein and Olson to discuss materiality, literality, and particularity in relation to their writing, to meaning, and to the reader’s role in the world.14 From these local discussions of poetics, an account of micropolitics emerges: bodily liberty for Stein, minority representation for Olson. She imagines her breathless poetry emancipating readers; he imagines his breath-filled poetry giving readers of divergent backgrounds a representative voice they might not have possessed otherwise.

Focusing on breath or air undoubtedly feels like an odd way to conceptualize a relation between objects, readers, and liberty or equality. Although the air you breathe right now cannot be in anyone else’s lungs simultaneously, it is difficult to conceive of an invisible substance as a literal thing in the world; one point of Duchamp’s 50cc of Parisian Air is to manifest that unusual experience for us. It is also hard to imagine how something as ever present as air could easily signify particularity, as does an individual’s breath for Olson when he attempts to capture it in a projective poem. But the idea of taking samples of common worldly substances and having them signify differently within a text makes more sense when we relate it to another discussion, occurring nearly simultaneously, in the medium of painting. With the development of collage in the early part of the twentieth century, painters pasted ordinary, often mass-produced real-world objects next to paint on a canvas, prompting the question of how exactly a thick rope or a piece of oilcloth printed with trompe l’oeil chair-caning belongs in and relates to a complete work of art such as Pablo Picasso’s Still Life with Chair-Caning (1912) (figure I.2). In addition to traditional oil paint, this oval canvas supports a piece of oilcloth printed with trompe l’oeil chair-caning, paper, and—around the canvas’s edge—a thick rope.15 Taking a breath into a poem is like the taking of an object into a painting because, in both instances, including a literal “thing” in the world—air, newspaper, and so on—is intended as an act of signification altering the work as a whole. What the act or the thing signifies is another matter.

In the case of collage, critics have long debated whether these literal elements are scraps of the real, satirical symbols of mass production as cultural degradation, parodies of illusionism, strategies aimed to solve a formal puzzle about the picture plane’s flatness, or attempts to destabilize the basic doctrines of painting. The debate has evolved with the last two possibilities squaring off, with collage either subjecting the heteronymous news of the day to the formal coherence of the work of art or presenting a radical alternative to the modernist tradition, one that critiques representational unity as well as art history’s apotheosis of the decontextualized art object.16 The rope in Still Life with Chair-Caning dramatizes this interpretive dilemma: either it signifies as part of an integrated representation of an ordinary domestic object (a tablecloth) that happens to be mounted on the wall, or it is intended as a parody of a painting frame, mocking the act of tying up or binding the work together as a unified whole.17 These conflicting options have been seen to exemplify an unstable binary of two contradictory models of spectatorship, neither of which supersedes the other.18 Resembling Jacques Derrida’s insights about the operations of framing in Truth in Painting, the rope demonstrates (in Christine Poggi’s words) “the failure of the ground to hold, of the frame to enclose, and of the forms to signify a unified reality.”19 For like-minded critics, the presence of the rope and its two potential meanings signifies that the painting’s frame no longer convincingly separates art from the world, undermining any hope for aesthetic autonomy. Once the frame fails to distinguish text from context, the work’s self-sufficiency—its ability to hold the world at bay on the other side of the rope—would be irrevocably lost.
[image: display]Figure I.2 Pablo Picasso, Still Life with Chair-Caning (1912). © 2010 Estate of Pablo Picasso/Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York. © Reunion des Musees Nationaux/Art Resource, New York.


This deconstructive interpretation of collage as the collapse of the frame’s conceptual integrity and thus a failure of aesthetic autonomy proved irresistible. By the 1990s, art historians interpreted Picasso’s collage works as representing the postmodernist tradition in its early phrase, and literary critics quickly followed, taking up poststructuralist interpretations of collage in relation to the unsteadiness of the sign within literary modernism.20 From their perspective, modernist poets influenced by Cubism were particularly attuned to an early form of postmodernism.21 By incorporating a theory of collage into their own poetry, modernist writers seemingly spurred the transformation of modernism into postmodernism and of aesthetic autonomy (art versus the world) into heteronomy (art and the world).22 Although this prevailing view of the relationship between modern literature and collage still dominates modernist studies today, it fails to explain the strange nexus of breath, autonomy, collage, and politics we have begun to trace. Throughout the book I make the claim that collage, as interpreted by a wide range of modernist writers and artists often through the unexpected trope of breath and air, looks surprisingly different from the received account just outlined.23 In each instance, the difference between my account of this episode in modern art and the standard one is crucial to the untold history of meaning’s autonomy.

Writers such as Stein and Williams, for example, argue that collage presents a hopeful promise of a frame that can transcend its various challenges, instead of seeing the problem of collage as instantiating an unstable binarism, throwing into disarray the logic of the frame or center and making aesthetic autonomy impossible. Describing the possibilities of modern art, Stein wonders, “Does an oil painting tend to go back into its frame because after all an oil painting belongs in its frame. Or does it not. It does and does not” (GS2 240–41). Frames, she suggests, can be simultaneously conceptual (like the rope that represents the edge of the painting) and literal (like the rope that represents the edge of the table). Paintings extend beyond their physical frames when literal objects are attached to them, and paintings “belong” in their frames as autonomous works of art because the entire collage, despite the varied origins of its component parts, represents an artist’s unique intention. This dualism does not deconstruct the frame—that would be Derrida’s argument, which she both anticipates and rejects—but points to the need to eliminate the literal frame in modern art.24 She repeatedly performs this move in her poetry by eliminating the punctuation marks (which she interprets as a kind of literal frame around a word) that might impinge on the reader’s bodily freedom while reading.

This variant of modernist aesthetic autonomy appears most clearly outside the confines of literary studies, decades after many of these writers have begun their theorizing. Indeed, the question of the relationship between art objects and beholders finds its sharpest articulation in the 1960s art world, and Michael Fried’s theorization of spectatorship at this moment is central both to these discussions and to my arguments.25 In his seminal essay “Art and Objecthood” (1967), Fried foregrounds the relationship between the art object and its beholder through the notion of “objecthood,” the overwhelming physical and literal presence of the work of art. Noting the escalating dominance of the physical object in contemporary art, Fried argues that the central struggle in modernist painting through Jackson Pollock was to “undo or neutralize objecthood” (AO 41). In contrast, the 1960s Minimalist art of Tony Smith, Robert Morris, and Donald Judd provides spectators the experience of objecthood: a heightened experience of the object in its installation space (AO 40). Instead of defeating objecthood, Minimalist art relishes its literality by establishing the spectator’s experience as the essential part of a work’s meaning (AO 153). “Art and Objecthood” sensed the beginnings of what is now a virtual orthodoxy: the spectators’ increasingly significant role in post-1960s art.26

To take just one recent example: the walk-in kaleidoscopes and climate rooms of Olafur Eliasson’s “Take Your Time” retrospective at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art (2007) created situations demanding physiological responses from the viewer and relied on those responses to make their meaning. One installation, Beauty, consisted of luminous and colorful undulations of sprayed mist that the viewer not only observed but also felt against her face and inhaled in her lungs in a dark room lit only by one faint spotlight (figure I.3). The often involuntary nature of your response to such a work, which depends on physiological and optical games that require the experience of your reflexive, breathing body (hence, “tak[ing] your time” from you), makes clear that altering the spectators’ sensorium is one of Eliasson’s primary aims. “I see potential in the spectator,” he writes, “in the receiver, the reader, the participator, the viewer, the user.”27 Where Fried sees confirmation of objecthood, Eliasson inhales Beauty into his body. Moreover, artists, poets, and critics who promote art as the full experience of the sensorium tend to supplement their view with an account of high modernism as arid and suffocating, void of sensory delights. As contemporary poet Brenda Hillman pithily writes, poking literal gaps into her sentences that might be filled with the discerning sniffs of a reader, “Past modernisms, a library smells spicy.”28 Because modernism supposedly refused the full experience of air—the full visual, olfactory, sensory experience of Eliasson’s Beauty—these artists and writers aim to reach back to what “modernism smell[ed] like” (in the words of art historian Caroline Jones) to detect the air-filled sensory experiences modernism supposedly rejected or denied.29
[image: display]Figure I.3 Olafur Eliasson, Beauty (1993). Installation at Minding the world, ARoS Århus Kunstmuseum, Denmark, 2004. Photo: Poul Pedersen 2004. Courtesy the artist; neugerriemschneider, Berlin; and Tanya Bonakdar Gallery, New York. © Olafur Eliasson.


Quickly we shall see the problems with this account. Modernism, I am arguing, evoked breath and air to talk precisely about autonomy and invoke a person’s varied freedoms, not to deny the body and its sensory experiences. If the question of the beholder’s direct, physical function with respect to the meaning of an art object—whether that beholder is a receiver, reader, participator, viewer, or user—arises most clearly and dramatically in the 1960s and after, the following chapters show that these questions do not emerge sui generis in the postwar art world.30 The same concerns about objecthood, beholders, and the role of experience to the artwork emerge in sophisticated ways during the heyday of literary modernism in the first half of the twentieth century.31 Duchamp’s 50cc of Parisian Air is not a collage in any technical sense, but we might return to this work by thinking of it as collage’s conceptual endgame, the bare minimum of painting (just as a urinal restaged as Fountain was the bare minimum of sculpture). He instructs a pharmacist to craft it instead of making it by hand, using air as the “collaged” element and the round glass ampule as the equivalent of a “support.” This pared-down, largely conceptual object, more than any other, captures what collage means to the writers treated in this book. The discourse of air and breath enable them to transmute the physical world collage exemplifies into the language and realm of literature. Just as 50cc of Parisian Air—and collage more generally—challenges us to reconsider our relationship to the represented air or atmosphere of a painting, so writing that either refuses to incorporate air and breath (Stein’s) or actively attempts such incorporation (Olson’s) signifies another way to think about the relation between our bodies, our texts, and the world.

Although Fried’s “Art and Objecthood” does not explicitly explore the political ramifications of the spectator’s involvement in, or removal from, art, one of my book’s contentions is to show how extensive these issues of spectatorship and politics were throughout the entirety of the twentieth century and beyond, although rarely in ways critics, focusing on modernist distraction and new technology, have described. Modernist writers explore these political consequences passionately, carefully, and often quite variously. I attempt to untangle—and reconnect in new ways—their various accounts. Despite their radically different positions, all of the writers I discuss suggest that their positions on the role of spectatorship have political ramifications for some form of liberalism (whether progressivism, cosmopolitanism, or what would now be considered libertarianism). I explore exactly what it might mean to think of a commitment to meaning’s autonomy—the beholder’s irrelevance to an object’s meaning—to challenge usual binaries as signposts to modernism. Perhaps the old, vilified account of aesthetic autonomy (the art object’s removal from life praxis) is too quickly accepted as a master construct, and the alternative of meaning’s autonomy (the art object’s immunity from the reader) is overlooked precisely because it troubles many conventionally opposed terms familiar to modernist discourse—political engagement versus aesthetic autonomy, mass culture versus high art, liberalism versus libertarian conservatism.

THE MISUNDERSTOOD POETICS OF AUTONOMY

We have seen how writers began adapting the discourse of modern collage to think about aesthetic autonomy in a different way, one unrecognized in critical accounts. The claim that aesthetic autonomy has been misunderstood is an argument as old as modernism itself. Here, I want to suggest why, in presenting a version of this idea, this book makes a new and different claim. The most compelling alternative histories of modernism—proposed first by Adorno and fueling the turn to the cultural and political within modernist studies—challenge the opposition of art and politics to unveil the hidden ideological commitments or, sometimes, the subversive possibilities of modernist aesthetics.32 The recent turn to cultural objects within the new modernist studies relies on these insights to challenge the “great divide” between mass and high culture in modernity, often to suggest that autonomy was not as crucial or universal to modernism as was formerly understood.33 However, while decrying the elitism and conservatism of modernist ideology, an aversion to all things New Critical has left certain orthodoxies, such as the actual workings of aesthetic autonomy, less examined.34 Paradoxically, theorists of modernism tend to maintain New Critical definitions as accurately portraying modernists’ own conception of autonomy, effectively reproducing the misrepresentation of the modernist aesthetic object.35 In the process, what I call meaning’s autonomy—the notion of the art object’s immunity from the audience’s response—has been historically and critically misrepresented, first by the New Critics and then by successive generations of literary critics who failed to distinguish between radically different notions of aesthetic independence.

Interpretations of T. S. Eliot’s account of poetic autonomy are a case in point. The New Critics’ particular version of aesthetic autonomy employed Eliot’s assertion of poetry’s unique identity and “integrity” with his claims that poetry does not contain moral-political commands.36 But the notion of an aesthetically autonomous art entirely removed from politics is not exactly Eliot’s position in the 1928 preface of Sacred Wood, in which he admits that “poetry as certainly has something to do with morals, and with religion, and even with politics perhaps, though we cannot say what.”37 Unlike William Wimsatt and Cleanth Brooks’s textbook definition of aesthetic autonomy as poetry “draw[ing] off by itself” and setting up “its own kind of intrinsic worth…apart from, and perhaps even in defiance of, the rival norms of ethics and politics,” Eliot declares the relationship between poetic form and extrapoetic concerns as existent but essentially unknowable and inaccessible, free from demonstrable interpretations.38 He later varies this idea, presenting it more psychologically and religiously as “literature which should be unconsciously, rather than deliberately and defiantly, Christian” (emphasis in original).39 Modernism’s Other Work explores the gap charted by Eliot’s italicized “un.” Therein lies the small but critical distinction between the New Critics’ notion of aesthetic autonomy as promulgated in the 1950s and Eliot’s notion of meaning’s independence from inquisitive interpretation, between “in defiance of” the moral and political world on the one hand, and being separate from but still “hav[ing] something to do with” that world on the other.40

Adorno, responsible for the other dominant account of modernist aesthetic autonomy, takes a similar attitude to the distinctiveness of the art object from society but finds in this very difference an unexpected connectedness to the world, thereby undermining its own separation. Thus, in “On Lyric Poetry and Society” (1957), Adorno imagines the demand for the lyrical poem’s autonomy in the postauratic world as itself a social need, one that “implies a protest against a social situation that every individual experiences as hostile, alien, cold, oppressive, and this situation is imprinted in reverse on the poetic work.”41 The more the work refuses to mention society, the more it depicts the unspoken world as a resistance to society. In its refusal to submit to the world’s heteronomy, the work becomes politically relevant. But in this manner, the poem speaks out of both sides of its mouth simultaneously: as an individual, autonomous (organic) art object that is also critiquing the world for its false consciousness. Later in the essay, Adorno explains that this paradox stems from the inherent doubleness of language as a medium, which both “assimilates itself completely into subjective impulses” while remaining “that which establishes an inescapable relationship to the universal and to society.”42 Robert Kauffman provides insight on the problem when he explains that attention to form “is extended into the social and back again,” whereas the art work is considered, after Benjamin, “as part of a constellation or force field [Kraftfeld] that obtains through a series of complex relationships between the work and the social” instead of a wholly independent object.43 But whether Adorno invokes language’s doubleness or Benjamin’s force field, a strict account of autonomy fails once it is split apart by language or reattached to the social as part of a constellation (a form competing with the aesthetic).

Adorno’s argument is instructive because it illuminates precisely how Stein’s and Lewis’s version of meaning’s autonomy avoids both his and the New Critics’ dilemmas.44 For Adorno, as for the New Critics with the affective fallacy, autonomy does not mean immunity or irrelevance to the social world but resistance to the social world—to either bourgeois culture (in Adorno’s account) or emotive, untrained readers (in Wimsatt and Bearsdley’s). If the work is actively rejecting, holding off, or refusing the heteronomous world—instead of simply declaring that world irrelevant to its meaning—then autonomy has already failed. In the act of making a judgment on the social world of the bourgeoisie or the flawed reader, the art object repositions itself in and of that world.45 As Adorno puts it, “the lyric reveals itself to be most deeply grounded in society when it does not chime in with society.”46 But the modernists I discuss have a very different account of how autonomy works because they are rarely committed to the art object’s resistance to or rejection of society; instead, they believe that the art object remains immune from society’s meaning.47 The difference is crucial. For these writers, autonomy, defined as the spectator’s or reader’s irrelevance to the meaning of the art object, produces something closer to a parallel political world, an account of the art object’s freedom from readers that reflects a relation to the liberal political world in a fully allegorical, symbolic way, without the worry of mimetic accuracy and without the ideological critique Adorno demands from artistic greatness.

To reiterate, if the art object according to Adorno has no choice but to speak from within the structure of its aura-bereft, commodity status (and from this and only this position might it be able to resist capitalist culture), the version of aesthetic autonomy I depict exemplifies something quite different: a detached relationship not to the art object but to the art object’s meaning. In certain ways, this distance resembles a Kantian account of political autonomy, where you may act freely following self-imposed laws but you still are tied to the world’s varied, inescapable forces. The same paradoxical language of imperviousness and entanglement permeates discussions of meaning’s autonomy within modernism, whether those discussions are framed as a poetics of beholding or as a micropolitics. The commitment to an art object as having a distinct meaning irrespective of any particular reader’s correct or incorrect interpretation of that meaning is understood by Stein and Lewis to parallel a commitment to the classical liberal subject, whereas the critique of meaning’s autonomy I discuss in the last section of the book maps onto the communitarian critique of the liberal subject in the work of Charles Taylor, Michael Sandel, and Judith Butler.48 For these theorists, because classical liberal autonomy cannot account for commitments we did not choose, and because there are already far too many heteronomous actors involved, autonomy is ultimately an impossible goal. The poetics of meaning’s incorporation in the work of Olson, Baraka, and Spahr follows a similar set of claims. In their poetics of communitarianism, meaning must heteronomously include readers—and readers’ bodies—making meaning.

To locate this transition in meaning from the poetics and politics of detachment to that of incorporation, consider William Carlos Williams’s lecture supporting economist C. H. Douglas’s social credit theory, in which he argues that social credit would undermine the credit monopoly of big business while avoiding Marxist dogma and protecting civil liberties, becoming liberalism’s golden middle way.49 Although Williams is hardly well known for his economic theories (that was Pound’s territory), his precise formulations in this text display an often-overlooked understanding of the relation between art and a political philosophy, as he suggests that poetry is a kind of aesthetic work that is simultaneously historical-political:

[The artist] must admit all classes of subject to his attention, even though he hang for it. This is his work. Nothing poetic in the feudal, aristocratic sense but a breaking down, rather, of those imposed tyrannies over his verse forms. Technical matters, certainly, but most important to an understanding of the poet as a social regenerator. The facts are enclosed in his verses like a fly in amber. 50

In this intricate and even contradictory description of his poetics, what looks like a political declaration of his right to incorporate controversial or forbidden material “even though he hang for it,” morphs into a declaration of the artist’s right to innovate formally. His “work”—a capacious term—breaks down “imposed tyrannies over his verse forms.” The use of “tyrannies” is also complicated: although seemingly alluding to political coercion, the next phrase, “over his verse forms,” refers to oppressive literary conventions. Disputes over literary form—between convention on the one hand and innovation on the other—are “technical matters” that illuminate a far more vital power in the poet, revealing him as a “social regenerator” who operates simultaneously as a force of destruction and as the protective illuminator of society’s future evolution. Most strangely, by identifying and representing valuable details, Williams catches the “facts” of the world in the “amber” of poetry, a glowing, translucent ooze hardening over time. A physical barrier separates the reality of the trapped “fly” from the world of poetry readers and spectators who inspect it. The fly is both a palpable reality from our world—like one’s breath—and, once trapped in the poem’s impregnable amber, a truth protected from the world’s spectators—a real toad in an imaginary garden.51 Despite the peculiarity of this analogy, the same connections between political rights and artistic freedom, and between factual reality and poetic form, regularly appear in statements of Williams’s poetics.52

Exploring these paradoxes throughout the lecture, Williams suggests that social credit theory permits the artist to do “technical” or formal work creating poetic forms that have nothing to do with government, society, or accumulating wealth, while simultaneously those independent forms allow his innovative poems to enclose “facts” that will regenerate society: “Not seeking to compete with the great formulators of ideas, (the Cushing journals, the voluminous Veblen’s and others) of his day he, the poet, at his best will see and enclose in the hard nut of the fruit, in the invention of his forms, the whole contemporary history.”53 Unlike Adorno, whom Williams at this moment might seem to anticipate, he is not implying that the aesthetic object is “wholly individual” from society, since it deliberately incorporates history in its nuts, the world’s flies in its poetic amber.54 Nor is he suggesting that the art object can undermine the status quo of liberal society through avant-garde ideological critique. Williams’s notion of poetry is too invested in making contact with the everyday world, whereas his aesthetic position implies the potential for political change in an improved but not radically altered society. Yet his understanding of the art object stands squarely in the middle of an aesthetic and political debate of the period: the art object is paradoxically part of but in other ways shielded from the world (like a nut protected in a hard shell), while that same art object exemplifies the rejuvenated political relationship between individuals and the liberal state he yearns for. Although this account in part resembles other recognized descriptions of autonomy—Adorno’s or the New Critics’ (and more recently, Peter Bürger’s and Pierre Bourdieu’s)—here we can see how the modernist autonomy I am identifying differs from theirs in critical ways that remain unexplained in standard accounts of the period and its aesthetics. Aesthetic autonomy for Adorno exemplifies political protest; for Stein, Lewis, and Williams, autonomy was understood as the art object’s freedom from the reader’s meaning and exemplified the subject’s desired relation to political liberalism.

In other words, modernists like Williams often ignore or refuse ideological critique while simultaneously claiming that art exemplifies a political relation. It is in use and concrete relation that the politics emerge, not in ideological analysis or theory. While avoiding the contradictions in Adorno’s account of art, they face different problems. In his challenge to Adorno, Peter Bürger argues that when organic (autonomous) works of art attempt to incorporate political or moral concerns, they invariably subordinate them to the unity of the whole because the institution of art neutralizes the work’s political content.55 Challenging the usual association between modernism and aesthetic autonomy, he locates a separate and distinct avant-garde movement within what is usually categorized as modernism (primarily in Dada) that bucks the trend toward organic form, breaking the frame and working to eradicate the boundary between art and everyday life in a political act.56 Only by rupturing the distinction between art and the world did the historical avant-garde achieve the political, he argues, in an act that cannot be repeated successfully. As should be clear by this point, the writers discussed here simply were not avant-garde in these restricted terms (although they surely were in more catholic accounts); they did not feel that the political could be achieved by rupturing the distinction between art and life. Political “content” was not intended as a part of their work but as a model intended to be experienced in the relation of the reader or spectator to the whole—to what Bürger describes as the organic, autonomous work of art. Whereas the European avant-garde has been understood as the true “prehistory” of poststructuralism and ideology critique, the causal connection between the American moderns and theory becomes far less certain than theorists of modernism have hoped.57

Polemical interest in the modernist aesthetic object—particularly in its relation to postmodern art, literature, and politics—remains vital and ongoing.58 At the same time, these studies tend to be particularly interested in teasing out distinctions between earlier forms of autonomy in contrast to postmodern versions of autonomy or postmodernism broadly conceived.59 Inadvertently, a distinct account of modernist autonomy has been lost. Modernism’s Other Work substantially challenges this vital discussion and omission, fundamentally rethinking the conventional account of the art object’s ontology to expand the political framework of modernist studies and beyond. From the very start, modernist autonomy was a fascinating compromise between poet, poem, and reader that enabled modern poets to resituate themselves, and their texts, in the world. My account does not seek to displace, undermine, or restore autonomy as an aesthetic truth (à la New Historicism, Deconstruction, and New Criticism, respectively) but to historicize the term conceptually within a twentieth-century cultural and theoretical debate, transforming our understanding of both modernism and postmodernism in the process.

FROM MEANING’S AUTONOMY TO MEANING’S INCORPORATION

When Gertrude Stein realizes that despite her love of fresh air and the outdoors, her love for painting has nothing to do with that air (“There was no air, there was no feeling of air, it just was an oil painting and it had a life of its own”), she is insisting on a distinction between the literal world outside and the world inside the painting that is entirely opposite to the aesthetic and political position of incorporation that Olson and Baraka later take. For Stein and like-minded writers, the independent meaning of the art object always takes priority. In chapter 1, we explore how Stein proposes this expansive and novel aesthetic theory of meaning’s autonomy by pointedly refusing normal punctuation. Unlike New Critical or Frankfurt School accounts of autonomy, Stein’s also shows her support for universal suffrage. Instead of producing an art that merges content and context—a poem and its reader’s particular space in the world—Stein respects both the text’s independence and the reader’s privacy by declaring everything specific to the reader irrelevant to her art.

Wyndham Lewis, like Stein, argues that the beholder’s irrelevance to the work’s meaning implies a number of philosophical, aesthetic, and political positions in modernity, stating his case with a similar account of air. In chapter 2, we see how Lewis defends visual representation to defend political representation. In The Childermass (1928), he portrays two characters who step through a picture frame into a painting full of air, in the process nearly killing Thomas Paine and thereby threatening the very possibility of representation (whether liberal political or aesthetic). The “time-philosophy” he brilliantly satirizes in Time and Western Man (1927) damages pictorial, symbolic, and political representation alike. Expanding on this idea, as well as on related accounts in his novel The Revenge for Love (1937) and his drawings in the little magazine The Enemy (1927–29), I argue that Lewis is not the creator of postmodernism but, through his attempts to renew the possibility for representation under the dominance of time-philosophy, the first critic of it. By bringing Lewis’s art theories into a conversation about liberalism in modernity, we discover that he is not theoretically opposed to a liberal politics but is determined to challenge its current manifestations.

As we have already seen, a polarity appears between spectator or readerly irrelevance on the one hand (what I have been calling “meaning’s autonomy”), and bodily incorporation of the reader’s body on the other (what I have been calling “meaning’s incorporation”). But certain writers and artists struggle to articulate positions that negotiate between these poles. Chapter 3 examines one paradoxical figure in particular: William Carlos Williams, who understands collage as a way to productively complicate the notion of meaning’s autonomy. The autonomous art object of Stein and Lewis finds its most serious early challenge in the Dada aesthetics of Marcel Duchamp and Mina Loy, who contest both the frame’s integrity and art’s removal from politics by insisting on the inseparability of art and life. Responding to Duchamp’s and Loy’s notions of framing, Williams’s Spring and All (1923) negotiates a shifting compromise between art that rejects the incorporation of the spectator’s world and art that insists on it, while a less-known work, The Great American Novel (1923), implies that this new theory of framing facilitates specific forms of social progress that hopefully could preempt the state’s attempts to do the same.

Chapter 4 brings us into the mid-century period, where theorizations of framed, airless art enter the postwar era as adaptable and consumable “styles” competing with one another in the marketplace (Duchamp’s and Dalí’s versus Gris’s and Picasso’s). With Vincente Minnelli’s blockbuster film An American in Paris (1951) setting the stage when Gene Kelly dances through painting frames, late modernist texts about frameless, counterfeit, or bad art—such as William Gaddis’s The Recognitions (1955) and various poems in Elizabeth Bishop’s North & South (1946)—grapple with the idea that kitsch is more egalitarian than high modern culture, in part because for kitsch to work it must value the spectator’s experience. Granting this interdependent relationship between mass culture and high art, both Gaddis and Bishop develop a strategy and a solution. They use the relationship between avant-garde and kitsch to develop a “neo” rear-guard aesthetic of modernism, one that follows both Stein’s and Lewis’s insistence on the spectator’s irrelevance to the art object’s meaning but situates it differently as an “aesthetic of criticism” for the mid-century’s increasingly corporate culture. By defining art objects in relation to popular culture, they also consider how the frame of an art object could work to distinguish high art from popular culture, and debate what role different kinds or classes of spectators play in that selection process.

In contrast to this “neo” rear-guard position, chapter 5 returns to the avant-garde by exploring Charles Olson’s and Amiri Baraka’s various ways of letting the body into their writing. Olson’s Maximus, for example, equates fidelity to a viewer’s particular perception and body with fidelity to meaning, privileging American immigrant experiences in the process. He imagines that the puff of air he breathes (when speaking a word) can be an element of that world—like a piece of newspaper—captured by the poet. Drawing on archival sources, I show how Olson injects his pluralist poetics with the administrative ideology he developed in the 1940s at the Office of War Information. Such a relationship between perception, politics, breath, and meaning also characterizes Amiri Baraka’s early writing (as LeRoi Jones), when he identifies Olson’s influence on his work in “How You Sound??” (1960). Although Baraka’s black nationalist poetry of the 1960s and early 1970s explicitly rejects white American poetry, his adoption of Olson’s poetics of identity emphasizes racial qualities of voice over the meaning of words. The coda extends Olson’s and Baraka’s theories of breath and bodily incorporation to quite different forms of contemporary writing, including Native American Leslie Marmon Silko’s photo-poems, Sacred Water (1993), Juliana Spahr’s post-9/11 poem, This Connection of Everyone with Lungs (2005), and a series of theoretical accounts challenging conventional claims of universality and liberalism.

Although the balance varies, each chapter moves between articulating aesthetic concerns on one hand and sketching the understood political ramifications of those aesthetic positions on the other. As such, Modernism’s Other Work does not aim for exhaustiveness but to pinpoint striking examples and unusual intersections—such as Williams’s focus on women’s welfare from the perspective of an obstetrician, or Olson’s administrative work at the OWI as an early model for his poetics—in the debate over meaning’s autonomy. This professionalism or (in the case of many of these writers) dual professionalism returns us once more to their inquiries into the very nature of modernist work. The deliberate variability observed between different chapters (more biographical and archival discussion about Olson than Stein) is a consequence of an attempt to stay true to each of these writer’s unique ways of tackling the problem of meaning and politics in terms that remain deeply their own. Twentieth-century writers understand their often quite different positions on framing to lead to disparate political or social consequences in the world. For that matter, only some of those writers, their positions, and those imagined consequences could be included here. Despite the methodological variations, the unlikely bedfellows explored in the following pages—Stein/Lewis, Gaddis/Bishop, Olson/Baraka—prompt us to rethink our own intertwined relation between formal art objects and politics, complicating the stories we tell about modernism’s and postmodernism’s formal and political preoccupations. What is at stake in this genealogy of meaning’s autonomy will be our future narratives of the relationship between art and the world.
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