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Preface

What Goes Without Saying

“That is a table,” we might say, or “that is wood that has been made into a table.” We consider those statements generally to belong to a different category from the following: “that table is sacred,” or “that table is beautiful,” or “the maker of that table was a genius.” Or, even, “I am moved by the beauty of that table.” These latter assertions about the table do not seem fundamental to its being in the way that the material from which it is composed or its condition of being a particular kind of object are. We may even take some comfort in the existence of this difference because we sense that each of the latter instances entails not just a different category of judgment, but relies on implicit claims that are immediately vulnerable to disagreement. Someone else could easily say some version of the following: “No, that table is not sacred, or beautiful, and whoever made it is no genius. The maker is not especially original. The design is conventional and practical. It was put together under orders, or following a model that he or she could not help but follow, and purely with the intention of being sold so that the maker could live on his or her earnings.” This disagreeable interlocutor could even differ openly on the bases of our fundamental claims: “A table does not belong to the category of things I could ever call sacred.” “I would not call that kind of thing beautiful, at all.” Or even, “I don’t believe anything is sacred,” or “Beauty is a meaningless category—especially in contrast to something recognizable and real, such as a table is.”

I have emphasized the tendentious nature of one set of claims, but it bears saying that we may disagree about the first claim—indeed, it is the sort of statement that only makes sense if there is room for disagreement (who, in the normal course of events needs to be informed that something is a table?). The object in question may have been found after centuries or millennia underground, or otherwise lost to sight. It may belong to a culture we do not understand well, or at all. Looking at a flat surface collapsed in the dust, or lying awkwardly against a wall, with fragments nearby that may be assembled into something resembling supporting members, we may say after a moment of intuition, “that is a table.” But a skeptic may reasonably answer, “We don’t know that. All we know is that those are pieces of wood.”

The poles around which the analyses in this book revolve have names that shift disturbingly, or at least one pole does. On the one side there is matter, that which, in the world of cultural argument—though not in science, of course, and sometimes not in philosophy—we may call the unanalyzable or self-evident. On the other we have whatever we are calling its opposite: the ideal, the spiritual, the artificial, categories that clearly have to be argued for or explained by culture. Material Inspirations: The Interests of the Art Object in the Nineteenth Century and After is a study of the power of evocations of the material in influential reflections on art. It does not propose to stabilize the category on the other side of matter precisely because it is interested in the varied alternatives that the attempts to use matter to conclude arguments will tend to produce.

I will argue in the book as a whole that a number of historically specific manifestations of the relationship between matter and its opposites shape the development of the concept of art in the period in which the modern category was consolidated into the form it holds today. My claim, at its barest, is that the nineteenth-century culture of art is a place at which the period negotiated a still-unresolved relationship to the material world. But I am also interested in the ways in which evocations of the material world intended to ground arguments (in the sense of giving them a basis), or to stop arguments from moving forward (bringing them to ground, stopping their flight), as our hypothetical interlocutor just did (it’s just a table, it’s just wood, it was made for money), are themselves ultimately shaped by claims that are in fact unavoidably conceptual. The “After” in my title is not intended to suggest the endless extendability of my concerns, but to indicate that the project of this book is shaped by arguments about matter that are still current, part of the long aftermath of the nineteenth century. Each chapter may be read as an attempt to take an influential, even conventional idea about the place of matter in relation to the arts and to track it back to a number of important manifestations of that relationship in the nineteenth century. My goal is not simply to trace sources of complex ideas to their more fundamental manifestations, nor to claim that late returns of a concept are somehow deluded because of their ignorance of predecessors. I am certainly interested in demonstrating the richness and sophistication of nineteenth-century formulations that later periods have tended to stint for various reasons. But it is my hope that this study will enrich our understanding of later analyses by illuminating the pressures shaping work then and now—in the nineteenth century and after.

Institutions work hard to settle issues, to project a sense of stability and clarity, but the modern relationship to the fine arts has never been fully stabilized. Looked at even from a quite short historical perspective, the most stolid-seeming museum, or clear convention about art (its originality, say, its ideological function in a society) becomes fascinatingly dynamic. And this quality has implications both for the pasts of the nineteenth century and its futures. The nineteenth century built on ground the twentieth and twenty-first would proceed to develop. And so, structures that emerge in these later periods not only reveal much about the natural features of the terrain, but also about the overgrown foundations left by earlier builders. The space is never fully cleared before culture starts its new constructions; neither is it the case that new structures will be identical when they adapt to the footprint of earlier ones, or when they make use of their remains. We may note the curved run of buildings in a street that took its shape from a Roman amphitheater long gone, or find fragments of ancient temples embedded in the walls or even supporting new houses of worship. Neither amphitheater nor temple remains, but we cannot say the new structures have broken free of the elements that shape them or which they carry, any more than we can pretend that their presence in these new matrixes is a simple matter of continuity.

The fact that this study of the nineteenth century is motivated by concerns that have in many cases received their most familiar expression in later eras has important implications for the method and scope of the project, which I will touch on briefly below and develop more fully in my Introduction. But, it will be useful if I lay out a few of the current conceptual concerns driving the arguments in Material Inspirations, some of which are topics of such familiarity that my reader may greet them as old friends or tiresome acquaintances. The role of originality in art, the effect of mediation on culture, and even the place of the figure of the artist in the reception of work are all subjects that have received conventional and innovative treatment in the fields of literary studies and art history (not to say conventionally innovative treatment). Other issues that can seem even more settled include the place of individual benefit in the creation or reception of art, the power of commodification as a concept, the historical emergence of that quality that is sometimes called (following Walter Benjamin) the aura of the art object, and even the social work of institutions such as museums and other sites of exhibition. These topics, which have been so important in reflections on the cultural work of art for the last fifty years or more, help frame the issues dealt with in Material Inspirations.

This is not a study of the materiality of art objects in the nineteenth century, and not only because many of the works of plastic art on which I touch were produced well before the nineteenth century, and many were encountered in the era of my study in media (and so in material) quite distinct from that of their original creation. This latter fact in no way makes them less material, but it sets up important challenges to later (though surprisingly still-current) concepts of originality and historical embeddedness that art history itself has been putting into question for some time now. I mention these limits not simply with the usual aim of saving my reader’s time and preventing misunderstandings about my goals, but because I want to emphasize that one of the methodological contributions I see this book making arises in consequence of its insistence on the complex implications that arise from engaging with the conceptual force of matter. The constant temptation presented by materialisms of all sort is to suggest that there may be an escape from conceptualization in substances, a sanctuary from the endless unsatisfactory movements of thought, or perhaps of text. Evidently that cannot be the orientation of a project such as this one, in which the ongoing influence of the ways the nineteenth century thought and wrote and visually represented moments of encounter with the material world is a driving concern.

If the scope of this project is in large measure shaped by provocations that came after the nineteenth century, a formative pressure also comes from the past. The historicist commitments of the nineteenth century familiar to any student of the period are particularly marked when it comes to the fine arts. Much of the writing in this area takes as its subject the productions of earlier periods. Even such champions of contemporary artists as John Ruskin, whose career was sparked by his advocacy for Joseph Mallord William Turner, or Charles Baudelaire, committed partisan of Eugène Delacroix, could only imagine the achievements of their most admired artists in the frame of a carefully conceived art history. From its first volume of 1843, the title of Modern Painters, the central book of Ruskin’s career, openly advertises a full commitment to the art of his day. But, as I will discuss in Chapter 3 of this book, the historical claim advanced in the work’s subtitle—Their Superiority in the Art of Landscape Painting to All the Ancient Masters—becomes of pressing interest as the critic develops the surprisingly nuanced historicist sensibility that characterizes the volumes produced in the decades that followed (1846–1860). Baudelaire’s “Salons” are among the most sophisticated writings on art in the nineteenth century because of his engagement with the history of art. But it may be most economical to simply cite his location of the achievement of Delacroix, his preeminent modern, in a long art-historical context in the first edition of Les Fleurs du Mal (1857). “Les Phares,” or “The Beacons,” is a poem that shares a great deal with the various pantheons, literary and otherwise, in which nineteenth-century culture enjoyed arranging its heroes and models in ranked order or categories. But it is also something like a record of a walk through the Louvre, evoking artists from Rubens (“river of forgetfulness”) to Leonardo (“deep and somber mirror”), Rembrandt (“sad hospital crowded with murmurs”), Michelangelo (“rage of the boxer”), Watteau (“carnival”), Puget (“melancholy emperor of galley slaves”), and Goya (“nightmare full of unknown things”), before finally landing on Delacroix (“lake of blood, haunted by bad angels”).1 This extraordinarily grim celebration of tradition (was any context ever more likely to evoke for the reader the original meaning of “carnival?”) is a reminder that all the most interesting avant-gardes are powerful reflections on the past before they are guides to a future that may or may not come to be.

The nineteenth century addressed in this book is dynamic, unsettled. Every one of the fields shaping the relationship to art in the period is in the process of consolidation, from art history, to archeology, to curatorial practice itself. And institutions themselves are no less in flux, from the organization and form of museums and other sites of exhibition to the various aspirations of their organizers and publics. And so, the nineteenth-century culture of art will not provide a fixed matrix against which any specific cultural manifestations take shape. It is shifting in every way, from the objects with which it deals (and to which it responds) to the ideas with which it addresses those objects. A methodological premise of this volume is that it is more valuable to include the unresolved nature of these circumstances in my analysis, rather than to pretend that there is a stable situation against which specific writers or artists orient themselves. This principle has an important effect on the materials with which Material Inspirations deals, and on my treatment of those materials. While I touch on the well-known genres in nineteenth-century letters, its novels and poems, at the heart of this study is that great and inchoate set of projects that is largely known by the vague name of non-fiction prose—a classification as unclear as any purely negative definition will tend to be, and even more inaccurate than many. In the writings of critics such as John Ruskin, Walter Pater, and Vernon Lee, we find extraordinary suppleness of expression based on never-completed projects of self-analysis (even self-revelation) that are also sophisticated projects of cultural reflection. The inglorious category into which we place this kind of writing (as though what was most interesting or even most true about it were the lack of fiction!) manifests a desire to believe that it describes settled states about which it is the role of later critics to discover their unsettled nature.

A few years ago there was some debate in the field of literary studies about how we ought to read, whether we should do so from a distance or from up close, whether it behooved critics to see themselves as suspicious investigators looking for the telling self-betrayals of the text, or as kinder sorts of therapists, repairing the gaps within a work, or healing breaches that earlier critics had opened up between works and readers. In the case of many of the texts I discuss in Material Inspirations, reading the works at all would be a start. Given the decades-long tendency to understand the payoffs of literary analysis to be the insights texts provide into the social conditions or cultural predispositions of a period, it is puzzling that—some important exceptions aside—these often subtle and subtly self-conscious reflections on culture have received relatively little attention outside of specialized circles, aside from those moments when complex and sometimes unwieldy volumes are mined for excerpts to illustrate ideas about the period held to be self-evident.2 It appears to me that to make strong claims about a culture by extrapolating from its fiction, while largely neglecting its non-fiction prose is to carry out an analysis that begins at a surprising level of distance from the subject, and one bound to encounter a number of puzzling methodological impasses. To evoke the metaphor of the analyst, which comes up so often in discussions of reading practices, it would be as odd to try to carry out the work of the session without knowing why the patient thinks they came through the door, and by ignoring most of what they try to tell you about themselves.

When I promote that inglorious category, non-fiction prose, for the insights it is liable to provide into nineteenth-century culture, I do not mean to suggest that that kind of instrumental value is its sole virtue, nor even that it is easily arrived at. In their suppleness, their ability to reflect on themselves, their creativity and even their beauty, works that have their source in urgent and immediate forms of address such as the essay, the lecture, the sermon, the newspaper or journal article call out for readings that stay with the text and that reflect on its figurative work as much as the more widely read canon of literary studies. Sometimes staying with the text requires engaging with material that fits with difficulty into language for formal or historical reasons, such as works of art carrying varying degrees of cultural cachet into later eras, or episodes in the history of the institutions of art that we think are long past—or that we never think of at all. Material Inspirations is meant to illustrate the value of these kinds of engagements.

In an extraordinary sequence in his “Salon” of 1846, Baudelaire suggests first that “the best account of a picture may well be a sonnet or an elegy,” an assertion that reflects the characteristic tendency to move quickly between literature and the fine arts in the period, but which is driven in this instance by a claim about criticism, by the poet-critic’s sense that “the best criticism is the criticism that is entertaining and poetic; not a cold analytical type of criticism, which, claiming to explain everything, is devoid of hatred and love, and deliberately rids itself of any trace of feeling.” Baudelaire does not think these characteristics, which he associates with verse, are limited to poetry. When he goes on to address “criticism proper,” he insists that “to justify itself” it needs to be “partial, passionate and political,” a set of tendencies he glosses with the following open paradox about point of view: “that is to say, it must adopt an exclusive point of view, provided always the one adopted opens up the widest horizon.”3 It is my hope in Material Inspirations to do some justice to the kind of criticism that was in fact written in the era: urgent, immediate, responsive to a network of cultural determinants, unsettled, and—as Baudelaire suggests—of a wide amplitude precisely because of its commitment to an individual point of view. As society shifted and shifted again in this time of epochal change, and as it invented and reinvented institutions that reflected its ongoing metamorphoses, the writers addressed in this book uncovered in their own troubled affective responses to changes in the culture of art and in the society in which those changes took place tools for insight and reflection as fluid, shifting, and unstable as the world in which they found their being.4

I have indicated so far that Material Inspirations is a study of nineteenth-century culture shaped by theoretical reflections that came to the fore in later eras. It is also, as I have been suggesting, interested in looking closely at the passionate and complex prose in which the period itself reflected on its culture. For this reason, much of the material I address has to some degree been lost to taste—not just the prose works the power of which I hope this book will go some way toward demonstrating, but also the art objects in relation to which the writing finds its forms. These objects often present practical and intellectual challenges to later reflection because their status has seen such remarkable shifts since the period of their first making. Items later eras might dismiss as kitsch or ironically embrace as such are in a way easier for our era to place than the troubling work of students or emulators, or of the producers of reproductive engraving. If these are difficult because later eras view them as so fundamentally different from what we have allowed ourselves to call art, or art that matters, the authors whose works are addressed in Material Inspirations also write with a now lost historical sensitivity about things that we admire largely by forgetting the conditions of their original making or reception, such as sculptures of ancient gods, or about things that are still able to move in and out of quite distinct roles, such as paintings of sacred subjects. Art historians have done subtle and illuminating work with all of these topics, and I cite much of it in the pages to follow. But, at least at this point, I believe it is still the case that much of what is interesting about the place of these works in culture remains to be addressed, notably how they might be said to articulate with literature on the one hand, and with later theoretical accounts of the role of matter on the other.

I have been trying to suggest some of the disjunctions that shape this project and therefore its scope and methods. Nineteenth-century British texts are at the heart of Material Inspirations. But, my concern with the treatment of art and its institutions means that there is a doubled temporal dislocation in my analysis: my authors are often discussing their own period by addressing work of the past, and many of the works they discuss, whether of their own day or earlier have been lost to sight by contemporary taste. A further apparent disjunction shaping this study is that I do not hesitate to bring continental texts and works of art to bear in my discussion of largely British authors. The reason for this is simple, though sometimes neglected in our more provincial day: the nineteenth-century culture of art was of necessity international. Images, texts, and ideas, as well as individual critics and artists crossed the channel with great facility in this period. It is not simply the case that British writers were very often looking at foreign art, ancient and modern; they were also following the achievements of philosophers, historians, and curators abroad, authors whose works were translated and engaged with at a level of detail that really should embarrass the contemporary.

* * *

I should note that my claims generally run two ways. My interest is not only how a fuller account of material claims may enrich our understanding of art and of the history of its reception, but also how the nineteenth century found in art a place to talk about the emotional and intellectual force of matter. I will turn in the Introduction of this book to the intersecting traditions that have helped shape the affective power of arguments coming back to the material nature of human existence. But it bears saying up front that I take our constant need to insist on the power of the material to be an attempt to do something peculiar: to remind us of something we already know. It is true that we differentiate ourselves from the world around us at every turn and as a matter of course, but no one who has ever used a hammer and missed the nail, or raised the head too quickly and found an open shelf door waiting above it, or who has spent time in the hospital with a loved one, can have any doubt of the condition of our often melancholy place in the world of material facts.

The act of reminding others, of reminding oneself, of something that is unforgettable, is evidently neither practical nor strictly necessary. I started this preface with a brief discussion of how we might talk about tables, but evidently that piece of furniture—which comes up almost as often in the literature about the relation of self to world as ceramic vessels—is best understood to be a proxy for more troubling objects to which the attention may address itself, the material nature of selves, of bodies. It is easier to talk about tables or wood than to talk about the needs, vulnerabilities, desires, and limits attendant on our lives as physical beings. As the centrality of the material world in which we at once perceive and have our being pretty much goes without saying, it might seem only appropriate and to be expected that it should inevitably consume by far the largest part of the attention of those selves for which it constitutes the greatest and most unavoidable part of an existence that comes into being and is dissolved in the course of a sadly brief span. Still, given that not just our lives, but all our certainties can seem purely material, it bears asking why it is that we are so frequently reminded that our ideas are bound to a world they can never truly leave behind. And, of course, we are prompted to the recognition of the power of that fundamental material element, not by the inchoate manifold which, while it does so much, and is so much, cannot speak. What keeps telling us what goes without saying is the element we consistently recognize to be the weaker part of the dyad that culture calls nature and culture, or selves refer to as world and self, and that our ideas describe to us as material and idea.

Baudelaire concludes “Voyage to Cythera,” a poem based on an evocative painting by Antoine Watteau at the Louvre, with a prayer that god will give him the strength to contemplate his own body and heart without disgust.5 It is a remarkable ending for a text created in response to the painter’s calm procession of lovers embarking for the island sacred to Venus (or perhaps preparing to return from it). But, the difficult associations that lead from Watteau’s sinuous band of complacent couples to Baudelaire’s wrenchingly personal final formulation are precisely the ones that concern this book. As I will suggest at various times in Material Inspirations, not only is it the case that the erotic life, the satisfaction of which travelers go to Cythera to seek, is one characteristic location at which the force of the material makes itself pressingly known and so a vital resource from which culture draws when it fills its emblematic registers, but the same is true of the vulnerability of the body Baudelaire’s voyager finds hanging from a gallows on the island (the only thing he sees standing there), the distressing vision that provokes his prayer. The distinct evocation of both body and heart in that appeal is evidently meant to indicate that the experiences written into the carnal allegory Baudelaire discovers in the painting combine the affective life and the most base and fundamental instincts in a way that is itself perhaps even more troubling than the inevitable decay of our mortal frame. Disgust is not always the response to the reminder of what goes without saying about our place in the physical world. But it is the aim of this book to suggest some of the ways in which the network of vulnerability, desire, fear, and realization Baudelaire identifies on the island of Venus toward which he has been inspired to sail by Watteau’s canvas shapes the fascination with matter in the nineteenth century and after.
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Introduction

Feeling for Things, or What Really Matters




What is meant by “reality?” It would seem to be something very erratic, very undependable—now to be found in a dusty road, now in a scrap of newspaper in the street, now a daffodil in the sun. It lights up a group in a room and stamps some casual saying. It overwhelms one walking home beneath the stars and makes the silent world more real than the world of speech—and then there it is again in an omnibus in the uproar of Piccadilly. Sometimes, too, it seems to dwell in shapes too far away for us to discern what their nature is. But whatever it touches, it fixes and makes permanent. That is what remains over when the skin of the day has been cast into the hedge; that is what is left of past time and of our loves and hates. Now the writer, as I think, has the chance to live more than other people in the presence of this reality. It is his business to find it and collect it and communicate it to the rest of us. So at least I infer from reading Lear or Emma or La Recherche du Temps Perdu. For the reading of these books seems to perform a curious couching operation on the senses; one sees more intensely afterwards; the world seems bared of its covering and given a more intense life. Those are the enviable people who live at enmity with unreality; and those are the pitiable who are knocked on the head by the thing done without knowing or caring. So that when I ask you to earn money and have a room of your own, I am asking you to live in the presence of reality, an invigorating life, it would appear, whether one can impart it or not.

Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Own (1929)



“Really?” asks my six-year-old about some ridiculous fact I have just made up to amuse her, and which she suspects is not true. “Really?” she demands again with added emphasis, and because she has no other term available. Already she has learned that the bedrock on which truth lies is something we agree to call real, something we often affirm by simply repeating the term ever-more forcefully as we seek certainty in moments of doubt. Really is so common an adverb that it is easy to forget what a peculiar one it is: it has res at its root, meaning thing in Latin. To try to identify things does not always clarify matters, however, though it may express feelings, as it does in the case of a demand for truth such as my daughter’s insistent desire to clarify just how real the thing I said in fact is. Res is also closely related to reification, of course—to the act of turning something that should not be a thing into a thing, and this too carries with it an emotional charge.1 The old but still forceful Chinese insult, which is to ask a person “What kind of thing are you?” reminds us that reification has often been understood as a kind of offense. And certainly, the identification of instances of reification has typically been carried out in tones of indignation.

“Sunt lacrimae rerum”—“there are the tears of [or for] things”—exclaims Aeneas in Book I of Virgil’s Aeneid, moved by his sudden encounter with a series of reliefs by Carthaginian artists showing events he had lived through during the fall of Troy.2 The phrase is notoriously difficult to translate because rerum can be objective or subjective, meaning that the tears can be of the things or about the things in question. But the matter is clearly more than grammatical. “The beautiful word ‘reality,’” Bruno Latour observed in “From Realpolitik to Dingpolitik: How to Make Things Public” (2005), “has been damned by the too many crimes committed in its name.”3 While Aeneas himself might be taken as one of the great criminals of realism in literature, at least as far as Dido is concerned, the famous Virgilian phrase—“tears of [or for] things”—is really difficult to translate precisely because of our mixed feelings about things. It might be that things are inherently sad—in fact, we know this is the case, because things are either not going our way and we are unhappy, or they are going our way and we know that state cannot last. Things, in this understanding of the idiom, stand for a reality that is the name for our actual experience, something that has more than an idiomatic relationship to objects because it is built on the memory of a long-standing distinction between selves and those elements in the world around which selves organize their feelings. But this is to follow a Romantic reading of the passage, one in which things are bound to let selves down (as though selves were not a typical source for disappointment as well). Perhaps we are even less sure today where the feelings of and for things reside. In the recent past it was still widely thought impossible that things should have feelings; now it can seem that one of the few things we are sure of is that the only things that are are things. And so we ask what we call the hard question: how does a thing come to consciousness? or how do things rise to the level of the thoughts or feelings we associate with selves?

“Sunt lacrimae rerum” is followed by “et mentem mortalia tangut.” “[A]nd mortal things touch the mind” would be a good literal rendering of the relatively straightforward second clause. Of all things that might be vague or ambiguous in the passage, the faculty affected by mortal things—mentem—should not be one of them. And yet translators consistently identify it with the organ we associate with the feelings, not thought. Robert Fagles renders the line as “The world is a world of tears, and the burdens of mortality touch the heart.” In Robert Fitzgerald’s translation “They weep here / For how the world goes, and our life that passes / Touches their hearts.” Kenneth Clark proposes in the first episode of Civilisation that “These men know the pathos of life, and mortal things touch their hearts.”4 This lodging of the emotions in the heart and not the mind indicates that each translator feels a need to separate the realm of the rational from the affective—a separation that the poem itself eschews. Another striking element in the passage liable to be lost sight of when it is cited out of context is the nature of the objects that are moving Aeneas. These are not things at all according to many common uses of the term today, but representations of things. It is not paint or stone that moves Aeneas to tears, evidently, but the images of events at Troy those materials have been manipulated to represent. Indeed, the text itself tells us that Aeneas is feeding his soul on “unsubstantial scenes,” “a mere image,” or “what is nothing but a picture.”5 And how real is that?

When Gertrude instructs Polonius to speak “more matter, with less art,” we understand her request because it is based on a long-standing suspicion of rhetorical distraction from substantial meaning.6 We know that there is something about artful speech that can be irritatingly distant from what, as we say, “matters,” that may even cover it up. That matter is what we really want, and that art may only partially represent what is truly significant, are notions premised on the idea that a creative production may only be as good as its ability to get out of its own way in order to reveal something that lies below it (say, dead Troilus being dragged by his own horses, destroyed before the eyes of his city). Less art is supposed to leave room for more matter. Unsurprisingly, Gertrude’s matter-obsessed son does not see things so simply. Hence this famous exchange:


polonius:  What do you read, my lord?

hamlet:  Words, words, words.

polonius:  What is the matter, my lord?

hamlet:  Between who?

polonius:  I mean, the matter that you read, my lord. (2.2.188–92)


The prince’s humor, which often emerges as a perverse literalism, wrong-foots his interlocutor by shifting the registers of meaning. Hamlet’s quips are built on the difficult ground that opens up between language and the matter of a world that words cannot fully capture. This, we may remember, is the scene that leads Polonius to posit that there may be a method in Hamlet’s madness. The oppressive presence of matter, which Hamlet associates with Gertrude—that which made his own flesh feel too solid or sullied, the world an unweeded garden—is everywhere around us, but never free of a conceptual element, an argument.

* * *

Material Inspirations is a study of the inextricable relationship between matter and idea that shaped the nineteenth-century culture of art, and also of a topic that is closely related but not identical: the ways in which those who reflected on that relationship so often returned to art in order to give shape to their thinking. To focus on the relationship between matter and art as it never quite stabilized in nineteenth-century culture is to uncover a number of rich and productive instances in which the aspiration toward the real does not overcome, but rather expands, the sense of a gap that is in any case largely notional. When, in one of those quiet provocations characteristic of his work, Walter Pater writes about “objects in the solidity with which language invests them,” he intimates that words come with us even when we raise our eyes, as from a book, to gaze out the window, say, at the solid world we believe to be outside of us (or, as Pater puts it, “without”).7

The tendency is to see an interest in matter as a reaction to all the virtual, not-fully-real forms of experience with which we live.8 We place a hopeful emphasis on really, as if to claim that here or now we encounter some thing that makes experience real. It is a premise of this book that the question of the virtual does not arise at the encounter of an otherwise stable world with any one technology or set of technologies, whether steel engraving, the steam-powered printing press, the still or movie camera, the computer, or the internet. The instances analyzed in Material Inspirations demonstrate that the nineteenth-century culture of art took shape in response to a dynamic and constantly changing situation in which both distinct objects and forms of mediation came to the fore at different times, meaning that developments in technologies of display and reproduction were frequently integral to the emergence of concepts, including some they have at times been understood to challenge.9 The authors and artists considered in this book, like Aeneas, see things in pictures. They look at statues in museums and at paintings in exhibitions of various degrees of duration, and they see reproductions of these objects in the pages of compendia or reference books. The real encounter with art in the nineteenth century took place in all these mediated contexts and more: gazing at a modern print of an Old Master or of an antique statue; visiting a new kind of exhibition of recently discovered artifacts or taking in a display of admired pieces only known previously from description; perhaps reading an art historian’s account of the documentary evidence for and against a certain attribution. Even as the proliferation of museums and other forms of exhibition made admired works available to view, the consolidation of art history and archeology as fields shaped and reshaped the meaning of the encounter with things that both disciplines valorized. Throughout the century each of these systems for the organization of knowledge was subject to dramatic reversals in methods and values. As many of the admired objects around which their methods evolved underwent radical revaluations, the nature of institutions and media designed for display and for the disposition of viewers were also liable to change.

It is characteristic of institutions that they project a sense of permanence, as though they existed in a realm apart from those parts of culture we know to be prone to transformation. Even when we recognize that museums and other modes of encountering art are inevitably formed and reformed in relation to prevalent social facts, the fantasy that it could or should be otherwise is not thereby dissolved. In the period of this study, as is demonstrated in every instance in this book, neither institution nor viewer nor even admired object exists in a steady state. The richest collection of one decade might be gone the next, or simply fall out of favor; the prized masterpiece might fade into decorative insignificance. Lost museums, vanished exhibitions, aesthetic conventions shifting to the point that they no longer offer support to the works which originally shaped the discipline, attributions lost, even artists whose identities are consolidated for a moment before finding themselves at risk of dissolution: as Marx suggested not just about the case of art, the material experience of the nineteenth century is not of a solid, but of a melting kind.10 Throughout the period, it was as much by means of as in spite of these highly mediated and always changing kinds of encounters that the material nature of art itself became ever-more pressingly and sometimes worrisomely apparent.

This book is intended to demonstrate just how much the forceful resurgence of interest in matter and things in our own day is dependent on varied nineteenth-century efforts to grapple with the complex feelings for and of things aroused by material forms of culture.11 To argue in this way is not only to make a historical claim, but to characterize a set of relationships that are sometimes taken to be just the opposite of personal or individual as only significant because they are charged with affective force. Thing, matter, materialism, reification, object (and objectification), commodity (and commodification): these terms connote solidity and neutrality, but have in fact always been freighted with forceful conceptual and emotional implications.12 To acknowledge the desires driving characteristic approaches to matter in contemporary cultural theory is to recognize underlying and important commonalities that link apparently distinct intellectual orientations, especially the shared effort to stabilize the relationship between thought and the world that houses it. Not infrequently, the theoretical attempt to ground such stability results in agitated yet partly skeptical tautologies of the sort my daughter is driven to when she seeks clarification (really!).

1. What Matters in Theory

Matter has typically been identified in contradistinction to idea, or, more neutrally, it has been understood as describing the thing or things which form shapes, that which is acted on in the process of formation (hence: raw material). And yet, in spite of what is clearly a close and necessary relationship, there has been a recurrent tendency in culture to think of matter not simply as the thing required for either ideas or forms to come into being, but as somehow opposed to ideas, or as the necessary antithesis of form itself, as though wood were the antithesis to table.13 Through much of its history, matter has been given the role of despised other—not only in various early schools of idealist thought, and in a number of ethical systems influenced by those schools, but, perhaps most interestingly, in intellectual projects aiming to get beyond ideas or idealism and reclaim the world in the name of matter itself. The long history of materialism in cultural theory presents as many contradictions as tricky continuities (the contradictions often emerging in the form of apparent or actual continuities). In this, it is not unlike other important cultural concepts, except for one complicating factor: materialism has claimed much of its power in modernity by resisting its very status as concept.

Originally, and for many centuries, materialism derived its cultural force largely through its association with or resistance to religion, or through its links to nascent scientific ideas, a mixed foundation that suggests why we cannot be surprised to find its manifestations often pulling in different directions. From at least the eighteenth century, and without losing its first associations, materialism was part of a powerful reaction to philosophical idealism. This reaction inevitably took on a complicated relationship to the great late-Enlightenment systemizing project that is Immanuel Kant’s compelling account of the subject’s limited access to the world at the moment of perception. While the philosophes might have embraced materialism as a powerful alternative to theological claims, the epistemological challenge posed by Kant was a mixed boon. It is hard not to feel it is a loss when the smell of the rose and the taste of the wine are forcefully removed from the realm of things in themselves, as the philosopher declares, “objects in themselves are not known to us at all.”14

But this is to address the history of materialism as though it were largely an episode in the development of philosophy. Evidently the pressures on concepts through which individuals orient themselves toward the material world are never likely to be purely intellectual. And, indeed, one of the most important traditions shaping reflection on these topics is precisely the one against which materialism was often understood to have emerged. As will become clear at key instances addressed in this book, both the conditions in which matter was found to be most meaningful, and some of the most important models for thinking about the force of matter, arise in responses, explicit and disguised, to developments in the history of religion.15 Given the centrality of incarnation in Christianity, the importance of the church as a patron of art, and as a location for its display, given also the fear of idolatry that characterized so many Christian controversies and the historical vulnerability of its sacred objects during periods of social upheaval, it is little surprise that religion in its popular and more recondite manifestations is an ongoing presence when it comes to European reflections on the significance of matter, not least in periods such as the nineteenth century, when secularizing tendencies were only more likely to generate important new variations on the relic, and new concepts with which to identify their significance.16

Nevertheless, the mystery of incarnation is evidently a particular case. It may inflect, but it does not do away with or replace the fundamental wish to encounter the real in the world around us, or at least to do without its opposites. In Gertrude’s impatient demand for more matter we hear a characteristically reductive materialist desire, the wish for less art. We know that art may proliferate and take on all kinds of forms, but surely—the school of Gertrude holds—the ground on which all that palaver rests is more stable, more fundamental, not a site where we will find further elaboration but one at which we may establish a firm footing for all claims and forms. And yet, the explanatory substrates on which materialists have based their claims have seldom yielded the resolutions they have been taken to promise. It is hard to sustain the claim that matter really presents a conceptual solid ground free of the distractions of art. Much as one encounters the abject fragment of a saint’s body or the sliver of prized wood or strip of cloth associated with the canonized person not in itself, but in the reliquary built to house it, or even hidden within an altar that obscures it from view while ratifying its significance, the serious engagement with matter will seldom take place in a space cleared of representation, so much as at a structure at which more art will not infrequently make itself known.

Recent years have seen claims for the force of materiality proliferate in what W. J. T. Mitchell has termed “an unprecedented fascination with material things” in both high and low culture.17 From the re-emergence of Spinoza and Lucretius as major figures for understanding modernity, to the centrality of Darwinian models for human behavior, or of brain science in attempts to understand phenomena that were once taken to be entirely products of culture, to the insistence on economic models centered on self-interest in explaining almost every form of human behavior, and even to the recent vogue for writing histories that take their shape as explanations of particular objects from the past—it will only be news to say that materialism is back with a vengeance in the sense that it has so swept the boards that some might be surprised it ever wasn’t the chief explanatory model for human life. Nevertheless, this book shares in the sentiment expressed by Bruno Latour when he calls for a politics that recognizes that materialism itself is, as he exuberantly puts it, “up for grabs,” and can no longer be taken for the solid bedrock for thought it has sometimes been understood to be. “To be materialist,” he notes, with a knowing bow to a great artificer, “now implies that one enters a labyrinth more intricate than that built by Daedalus” (“From Realpolitik,” 14). The figure of the labyrinth—abstract thought made concrete and dangerous, a murderous animal-man at its heart—may remind us of the improbability of ever finding a clear dividing line between art and matter. What we usually have to aid our movements is something between the clue of Theseus that only offers an escape via recapitulation and the wings of Icarus—designed to escape the island of the maze, but always as vulnerable to the melting point of beeswax as to the exuberant overreach of the mind that brings together feathers, wax, and electromagnetic radiation in unfamiliar flight.

In literary studies the place of the material, especially in the realism-dominated nineteenth century, is vital but vexed—both as a problem of representation and as entailing reflection on a complex set of ethical concerns. On the one hand we have the basic question that has received increasing attention in recent years (in part because of an ever-more materialist relationship to the mind itself): how does a pattern of words manage to capture and relay the experienced object world? On the other we have a network of social determinants both in and out of the text: What do particular objects mean? What does it mean to own, to acquire, to see, or be associated with specific things? What is the significance of having or not having wealth? Recent work has addressed itself compellingly to both categories of question, the cognitive and the social, even as it has instantiated various forms of value judgments about them—in particular about the conceptual centrality of matter, whether it derives from the interests of a class, or the gray matter behind the eyes, or the desiring body, or issues uncannily from a world more real than the one we encounter in our everyday lives.18

Although art history has sometimes followed a trajectory related to that traced by literary studies, distinctions are quickly evident, in part because the material nature of the objects the field is devoted to elucidating can appear so obvious a fact as to obviate the need for justification. Whereas most books are read in editions of negligible commercial value, contemporary notions of art typically require (with some ironic exceptions that prove the rule) that the real experience of an art object be of the singular unique thing, the irreplaceable original. And, of course, when we speak of an art market we are talking about the trade in particular valued goods, not in endlessly reproducible text.19

Still, the economic arena is only one source for materialist approaches to the history of art, which have proliferated in recent years, as the varied points of departure from which they arise determine distinct methodological innovations and conceptual turns. Thus, while an important line of feminist scholarship has focused on the pressure of the body as an object of representation, the undeniable power of the raw materials out of which art is wrought has also received a great deal of compelling attention, especially since the publication of Michael Baxandall’s groundbreaking The Limewood Sculptures of Renaissance Germany (1980). Caroline Arscott’s richly detailed studies of nineteenth-century art in Interlacings (2008) achieve new critical insights by bringing together a preoccupation with the human body (itself understood in relation to contemporary developments in science and technology) with the material form of specific created objects. In the French intellectual context, we might cite Georges Didi-Huberman, whose career-long concern with the challenging place of matter in the history of art is evident from arguments published in La Peinture Incarnée in 1985 to “Viscosities and Survivals: Art History put to the Test by the Material” from 2008.20 Even the gaze, that frequently incorporeal category, receives a newly material history in Pascal Griener’s Pour une histoire du regard: L’expérience du musée au xixe siècle (2017). Griener’s title balances a tendentious claim on either side of its colon: the history of the gaze as the experience of the museum in the nineteenth century. The body of the viewer returns into consideration in spite of its location within the very institution in which a whole tradition of theorists has encountered largely disembodied deracination.21 Caroline van Eck’s scholarship also should be cited in this brief survey meant to just suggest the variety and richness of recent material approaches to art history, notably, Art, Agency and Living Presence: From the Animated Image to the Excessive Object, a set of studies from 2015 that participates in a promising new tendency to link nuanced accounts of episodes in the history of art and its institutions with such anthropological topics as magic and religion. In that volume, and in her edited collections, van Eck compellingly demonstrates the promise of a non-reductive materialism in which attention to concrete specificity and to the forms of mediation come together with an acutely sympathetic responsiveness to the forms of human longing.22

The complex nature of the response to the material experience of art in the nineteenth century is the burden of this book because, although the arts have consistently played a special role in written accounts of the aspiration to find oneself in relation to things—and never more so than in the period with which this book is concerned—what that role is has never been fully stabilized in culture. Does art provide access to a higher level of experience (more marked, more intense, or simply more real)? Or is it the opposite of experience, what must be cleared away in order to get back to a world we may feel we have lost? An even more challenging uncertainty in the modern era has been the one that arises with the realization that every encounter with art is itself at once mediated and mediating. Is this insight liable to foster a sense that such experiences are encounters with the real (real art, even a more real, fuller, experience of life) or does it provide yet another occasion to mourn its loss? Is art a thing or its opposite is an easier question to ask than whether mediation is reality or art. Recent work on forms of mediation in which the labor of the maker is highly marked—by the presence of his breath, say, as in Isobel Armstrong’s Glassworlds, or by the painter’s relationship to the manipulated pigment in David Peters Corbett’s The World in Paint—has challenged the more reductive tendencies in concepts of mediation.23 But the sophistication of such groundbreaking studies may well remind us how difficult it is to value something that may be felt to stand between the subject and the world. Is the experience of mediation (Aeneas before the art that makes him weep, say) an experience of reality (as Virgil’s text suggests) or a reminder of the unbridgeable space between the viewer and a world that is irrecoverable? Although they are not the real thing, we can project all kinds of fantasies of creative achievement or cultural significance onto the objects decorating the temple to Juno in Carthage in which Aeneas is moved to discover the painful records of his own recent past. The materials with which Material Inspirations has to do, however, are of an entirely different order, having typically been stripped of much of their cachet in our own period. Even when their making involves remarkable forms of creativity and labor, reproductive prints, copies of statues, and other adaptations of admired forms have entered into the register of the kinds of productions modern taste hesitates to admire, and toward which critical reflection has directed little focused attention.

* * *

I will be discussing three kinds of modern relationships to matter in the balance of this Introduction, so it will be helpful for me to name them and to lay out some representative instances of each. Demystification, experience, realism: the categories I will propose are not parallel, and they are intended to stand less for fully worked out and contending methodologies or concepts than for distinct aspirations. For this reason, plenty of apparent and actual overlap in practice will soon make itself evident, and differences among members of the schools of thought I link under each heading are easy to find. The analytical claims of demystification will often present their force not just through argument, but through the suggestion that following their lead will result in that closer intimacy with the real to which I give the name experience. But then, if what I call the school of experience seems to proffer an unmediated encounter with things, beyond or outside habitual systems of thought, it is nevertheless also the case that the experience described depends on an elaborate network of arguments seldom free of either the reductive aspirations of demystification or of the inextricable set of relationships built into the approaches I group under the term realism. My goal in what follows will be to identify some important intersection points of these approaches because it is at these junctures that the force of their affective and conceptual claims becomes most vividly clear. The surprising centrality of the experiential will be manifested structurally in my argument by the length of time that category claims in my discussion, not because recourse to experience manages to provide a resolution for the restless relationship between concept and matter, but on the contrary because the claim of immediate experience becomes such a crucial point of departure and return throughout the period of my study. I am less interested, I think, in identifying the most accurate school of thought—though my preferences in this regard will doubtless be quite evident in what follows—than I am in registering the related affective drives shaping all of these approaches. Still, I will begin with the category that has the most recognizable intellectual pedigree, and in which the desire is not so much a fuller experience as a clearer account of causality.

a. Demystification


Demystification is the name we give efforts to explain the nature of objects by linking them back to the social–material matrix from which they are said to have arisen, typically an economic or economically shaped interest understood to have been obscured by ideology, or by constraints in our day-to-day perception, or by some other phenomenon that effectively hides an underlying truth. Much of the excitement written into the causal claims of demystification is derived from the condition in opposition to which it comes into being: a mystery, and even a system that keeps things obscure—mystification. The meteoric rise in the use of the term tends to camouflage its surprisingly recent history. Demystification first entered common use in the 1970s, but it soon became widely diffused. The approach is now easily recognizable even when the term is not cited.

For a characteristic and influential example of the materialist demystificatory tendency, consider Michael Baxandall’s disarmingly straightforward proposition, in his Painting and Experience in Fifteenth-Century Italy, that “Money is very important in the history of art.” The style and the claim of the opening to this much-read book from 1972, which is still widely used as an introduction to the field, are characteristic of the critical orientation that tends to make its points by reference to the economic conditions governing at the moment of creation. The first chapter, with its boldly deflating title, “Conditions of Trade,” develops the promising proposition that “A fifteenth-century painting is the deposit of a social relationship” with a sad equation. “On one side there was a painter who made the picture, or at least supervised its making,” writes the art historian, in a prose style that toes a thin line between generously lucid and condescending. “On the other side there was somebody else who asked him to make it, provided funds for him to make it and after he had made it, reckoned on using it in some way or other.”24 It turns out the deposit in “deposit of a social relationship” is more of a financial than a chemical or otherwise material remnant, because what Baxandall means here by “social relationship” is mercantile exchange. Even the patron’s reflections on what to do with the painting are described as amounting to a kind of reckoning. And indeed analysis of financial documents is the source for all claims about value in the book.

Baxandall’s deeply influential analysis of the Adoration of the Magi that Domenico Ghirlandaio produced for the Ospedale degli Innocenti in Florence around 1488, a painting of exceptional beauty and invention, is motivated not by anything represented on the surface of the panel, but by the fact that the contract for its making allows the historian to reflect on two material topics: the question of authorship (whether by the master or the workshop), and most especially on the significance of the raw materials used to create the piece, its pigments. The adoration of the Magi, that homage of the material world to incarnated divinity, offers the painter an occasion for the representation of sumptuous beauty. And Ghirlandaio’s work is exuberantly copious; his Eastern potentates are accompanied by an astonishing number of people and things: horses, saints, sumptuous fabrics, gifts of gold and crystal, but also brick walls, lovely flowers, and horrible massacres, not to mention angels and other divine figures, many indifferent ships going about their business, and at least one town in the distance, if not two (fig. I.1). Here is what Baxandall focuses on:



[image: image]
Fig. I.1 Domenico Ghirlandaio, Adoration of the Magi, 1488. Ospedale degli Innocenti, Florence. Photo: Wikimedia Commons.





Ghirlandaio’s contract insists on the painter using a good quality of colours and particularly of ultramarine. The contracts’ general anxiety about the quality of blue pigment as well as of gold was reasonable. After gold and silver, ultramarine was the most expensive and difficult colour the painter used. There were cheap and dear grades and there were even cheaper substitutes, generally referred to as German blue. (Ultramarine was made from powdered lapis lazuli expensively imported from the Levant; the powder was soaked several times to draw off the colour and the first yield—a rich violet blue—was the best and most expensive. German blue was just carbonate of copper; it was less splendid in its colour and, much more seriously, unstable in use, particularly in fresco.) To avoid being let down about blues, clients specified ultramarine; more prudent clients stipulated a particular grade—ultramarine at one or two or four florins an ounce. The painters and their public were alert to all this, and the exotic and dangerous character of ultramarine was a means of accent that we, for whom dark blue is probably no more striking than scarlet or vermilion, are liable to miss. (11)

The blue of the altarpiece undeniably gains substance at such a level of magnification, but it does so at some cost. The pleasures of Baxandall’s slim volume reside in the discovery of a remarkable power; the text allows us to look through all the distracting men, women, angels, children, and animals, past the stone columns and brick walls that might take up our gaze and keep it, to look through all that and find something that feels far more solid. If the art historian removes from consideration some of the more obvious charms of the painting, clearly what he leaves us with must have its own compensations, which are not solely analytical.

The notable popular success of this form of analysis, and of the ambitious claim about the “period eye” toward which it is moving, is based on qualities it shares with an intellectual project with which it is closely contemporary, another attempt to identify the social bases of perception, and so of reception of art—ultimately, to find in aesthetic objects the material for a critical social history with implications for our own time. Art and Experience was the fruit of years of lectures at the Warburg Institute, starting in 1965, which makes the period of its conception precisely overlap with the time in which Pierre Bourdieu developed and carried out the research into the taste of the French museum-going public that was eventually published in Distinction, possibly the most influential version of the demystificatory argument produced in the twentieth century.25 I will address the claims of that extraordinarily effective project of research and popularization in Chapter 2 of the present work, but I mention it here to just suggest that the related strategies of two very distinct contemporary projects are not only traceable to their common aspiration, but in no small part responsible for their success. Bourdieu proposes his undertaking as A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste, Baxandall identifies his as A Primer in the Social History of Pictorial Style. The shared adjective in the subtitle of each volume is a fulcrum on which each leverages not just an analysis, but a claim about the place of the broad world in relation to topics from which that world has sometimes been shut out (critique, judgment, taste, style). Erudite engagement with the material conditions of artistic production has the double attraction of the positive historical knowledge it brings to bear and of the pleasure attendant on participating in the act of demystification that is the peculiar charm of the kinds of analyses Bourdieu and Baxandall pioneered in their distinct fields.

It is no more than simple description to identify Baxandall’s analysis in the first chapter of Painting and Experience as participating in a demystificatory line of materialist thought, one that aims to bring the admired object to the level of the viewer or student by the expedient of presenting it not as a manifestation of rare skill or even of recondite knowledge, but as an instance of a recognizable social structure shaped ultimately by quite familiar human drives. To the question why something is the way it is, this kind of analysis answers, with a matter-of-fact simplicity, “follow the money.” Why is it like this, you ask? Well, someone had the wherewithal to pay, and so a contract was drawn up that made it just as expensive as the buyer wanted it to be, a desire that in turn was formed around a matrix of financial and class advancement. The achievement of Baxandall’s book is far richer and more nuanced than this bald causality would suggest. But it is hardly surprising that the afterlife of the work has tended to be shaped by the compellingly reductive claims of its bold opening chapter rather than by the more tentative arguments later in the study that draw on religious culture, textual analysis, and even on the careful tracing of gesture.26

More matter, less art is the burden of an analysis which offers even more than the promise of seeing past things. There is, after all, an art to evoking the pleasures of matter. The demystificatory materialism of the argument (its talk of contracts and wealth) often slides into an evocation of the experiential fascination with matter itself. The pleasure of Baxandall’s text is a doubled one; the sense of power he provides for the novice student who feels able to see beyond the surface of a painting almost overfull of represented subjects that might otherwise arrest the eye or baffle the mind is accompanied by a wonderfully developed romance of things. Surely shopping for art supplies has rarely been made as exciting as it is in the long passage cited above, with its anxiety, danger, and its exoticism. Consider just the parenthesis on color: the details that are the warrant for the authority of the historian are enlivened by the concrete particulars expertise lands upon without explaining (perhaps because the unspoken fantasy is that common one that holds that once we reach its component parts matter explains itself, or requires no explanation, or just escapes elucidation). The pleasure of craftsmanship is evoked in the language of elemental things—rock, water. While the drawing on the panel goes unaddressed, the “drawing off” of the color opens the door a crack to a world of technique it does not then illuminate so much as it brings right to the edge of our consciousness and allows us to imagine as a lost place of real substance. When the Levant is mentioned, it is not as the setting for the birth of the Messiah, nor even as that romantic realm further east from whence the Wise Men—those Magi carrying gifts of unelaborated matter (resins from trees, elemental metal) in beautifully adorned receptacles—have come. The art historian references that source of exotic treasures only as it is the provenance of an expensive pigment.

Baxandall’s Hemingwayesque ability to evoke material pleasure from the equipment of specialized practices allows him to finesse certain turns as his description moves from the concrete to the impossible: How does that look? one finds oneself asking. Powdered lapis lazuli: must be beautiful. And the just in “just” carbonate of copper—the adjective is a masterful invitation to feel included in a knowledge that I suspect most of the students attending Baxandall’s lectures, like his later readers, did not have unless they were painters themselves. The reader finds a pleasure in the sense that someone (Baxandall, if no one else) knows just what that is and just what it looks like and why it is nowhere near as worth having as powdered lapis lazuli. It is merely a performance of expertise, after all, to mention fresco in the context of this discussion of a work in tempera on wood. But that performance itself contributes to the pleasures of the text.

To reflect as I have been doing on the satisfying features of Baxandall’s apparently plain style and openly reductive arguments is also to consider the possibility that demystificatory approaches to culture owe more to a human desire to cut through artifice so as to approach a deeply valued experience of matter (and even materialism) in order to feel the relief of believing one is coming closer to the real than they do to Marx’s account of the class sources of mystification and ideology. Follow the money and you will know why that blue is there, Baxandall tells us. Follow it again and you will know why you are looking at the painting at all, says Bourdieu. It is doing no more than taking these projects at their word to note that though consistently compelling in their application and claims, they offer a willfully limited approach even to the material. As Bruno Latour has recently pointed out, ostensibly materialist approaches may best be understood to provide not the fuller engagement with the world they seem to promise, so much as a “highly politicized interpretation of causality.”27 The modern force of the material emerges between the attempt to establish a newly clarified and compelling relationship to causes shaped around recognizable human interest on the one hand, and the pleasure of reaching something more solidly real than the representation under consideration, than even the social matrix on which we originally find it resting. Powerful though the drive toward the material may be, its heterogeneous sources are always vulnerable to two fundamental challenges: the unpredictable and uneven relationship between the political desires of the critic and the mute nature of matter on the one hand, and the generally unstated and always unexamined relationship between pleasure and the fantasy of access to unmediated experience on the other. If the assumption that reaching the realest parts of the world will of necessitate validate our political hopes is bound to say more about our desires and hopes than about unmediated matter, evidently the same and more will be true about fantasies involving the encounter with the most real forms of experience. It will be useful, therefore, to lay out with some care the nature and some of the sources of the experiential school, before turning to its manifestations in theory and practice.

b. The Experiential School (i): Philosophical Sources and Sentiments


What I will be describing as the experiential school can seem at first glance closely related to the demystificatory one, especially because both depend on a generally untheorized and by and large unacknowledged relationship to pleasure in the encounter with what they understand to be the real. But the experiential school does not aim to identify the material substrate in order to find a royal road to interpretation so much as to enjoy the real thing as a relief from the process of reflection tout court. Though in contradiction at the level of concept (as a more powerful “interpretation of causality” should be difficult to align with an aspiration to interrupt the process of thought itself), these approaches, nevertheless, will often be found to intersect within the course of a single argument. Bourdieu, for one, is quite open about finding in Baxandall “an opportunity to get rid of the traces of intellectualism” (Rules of Art, 313). Both theorists seem driven by the hopeless desire to bring the process of ratiocination to a halt in the face of a powerful reality (a reality so powerful we want to believe it stops the otherwise endless flow of “intellectualism”), which is why their conclusions are less opposed than one might expect, even though one is studying fifteenth-century Florence and the other twentieth-century France. The demystifier’s aspiration to find a layer of bedrock from which the apparently shifting sands of culture take their form is not free from a visceral fondness for the (imagined) rocks themselves. And so, when we turn to the experiential school, we do not in fact leave the demystificatory one completely behind.

Nevertheless, despite all they share, it is important to recognize the different sources from which the demystificatory and experiential approaches arise. Karl Marx’s German Ideology of 1845–1846 (first published in 1932), as its title indicates, is intended as a challenge to a particular strand of post-Hegelian idealist thought. “Empirical observation [empirische Beobachtung],” writes Marx, “must in each separate instance bring out empirically [empirisch], and without any mystification and speculation, the connection of the social and political structure with production.”28 The tautological reiteration of empirical is a form of insistence characteristic (not to say symptomatic) of efforts to establish the real on material foundations. In Marx’s case, this insistence leads directly to a classic formulation of the demystifier’s creed:

The social structure and the State are continually evolving out of the life-process of definite individuals, but of individuals, not as they may appear in their own or other people’s imagination [Vorstellung], but as they really [wirklich] are; i.e. as they operate, produce materially, and hence as they work under definite material limits, presuppositions and conditions independent of their will. (46)

Reality is material, but it is precisely not what appears to us at the moment of perception. Since its use by Kant, Vorstellung, what Marx’s translator gives us as “imagination,” has had a more fundamental meaning than the second order of reflective play the English term can suggest; more typically rendered as “representation,” it indicates in Marx a perception of the world that must be corrected by analysis.29 It is in relation to, but also in sharp contradistinction from, this diagnostic mode of demystification that I want to place what I characterize as experientially driven approaches to the materially real, or really material. Both approaches aim to return to something lost or depreciated because unperceived. The thing is always waiting to be discovered, which suggests it is at once always missing and inevitably there to be found, like the lapis lazuli in the cloak of a Wise Man.

Like Stephen Dedalus speculating on the ineluctable modality of the visible by taking a few steps with his eyes closed on the beach, when we open our eyes again we can say “See now. There all the time without you: and ever shall be, world without end.”30 We look up from our book, and a quick glance out a dusty window onto the most unremarkable prospect, or down to even the neatest desk, shows us the world in a textured contingent detail words have no hope of providing. Our gaze wanders from the scattered provisional ideas on our computer screen and finds a table in which every screw and nail has a history, each nick and scratch speaks to the inescapable effect of time on us and all things. It rains and the red wheelbarrow that carried the chicken feed gets slicked with water; the fowls gather near it, waiting out the weather. Window, table, and wheelbarrow, like broken hammers, old shoes, and vessels of various description (jug, vase), are just some of those recurrent discoveries of the power of the world, a small tradition the persistence of which suggests something of the conventional quality of the contingent processes they are sometimes taken to illustrate. In what sense have we lost the world when it is as easy to find again as it is for what I am calling the experiential school?

Although the question has acquired new urgency with the emergence of a virtual world online, it was anticipated substantially before the ubiquity of networked computers by the anxious response to the proliferation of images and texts evident in writings dating back to at least the early years of the nineteenth century.
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