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ART IN ITS TIME


Art writing normally contrasts art with “everyday life.” This book explores art as
integral to the everyday life of modern society, providing materials to represent
class and class conflict, to explore sex and sexuality, and to think about modern
industry and economic relationships. Art, as we know it, is not common to all
forms of society but is peculiar to our own; what art is changes with people’s
conceptions of the tasks of art, conceptions that are themselves a part of social
history. The history of society does not shape art from the outside, but includes
the attempts of artists to find new ways of making art and thinking about it.


The essays in Art in Its Time offer a critical examination of the central categories
of art theory and history. They propose a mode of understanding
grounded in concrete case studies of ideas and objects, exploring such topics as
the gender content of eighteenth-century theories of the sublime and beautiful,
the role of photography in the production of aesthetic “aura,” the limits of political
art, and the paradox by which art, pursued for its own sake with no thought
of commercial gain, can produce the highest-priced of all objects.


Employing an unusually wide range of historical sources and theoretical perspectives
to understand the place of art in capitalist society, Art in Its Time shows
a way out of many of the cul-de-sacs of recent art history and theory.


Paul Mattick is Professor of Philosophy at Adelphi University. He is the author
of Social Knowledge and editor of Eighteenth-Century Aesthetics and the Reconstruction of
Art. He is also editor of the International Journal of Political Economy and has written
criticism for Arts, Art in America, and Artforum, among other publications.
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PREFACE


In writing this book I have depended greatly on the work of many people, inadequately
represented in my footnotes, with whom I have discussed over the years
the issues treated here. I thank in particular Jeffrey Barnouw, Annie Becq,
Timothy J. Clark, Susan Denker, Judith Goldstein, Valerie Jaudon, Richard
Kalina, Sylvia Plimack Mangold, Sally Markowitz, Joseph Masheck, Maureen
Ryan, Richard Shiff, and Barry Schwabsky. Two art historians have been of special
importance: Meyer Schapiro gave me, along with an example combining
immense learning with a flexible and sensitive language for the description of
works of art, the single most important piece of advice I received when I began
my study of art: to draw everything I wanted to look at seriously. And Alan
Wallach, who first gave me the idea that I could try to understand my reaction
to a picture, in terms both of its physical form and of my historical relation to it,
was for years a companion in my attempts to understand a domain of experience
in which he is also deeply involved.


I have been privileged to encounter art not only as a set of finished objects but
as process; I owe much to the artists who have discussed their work and ideas
about art, history, and society with me. In particular, Rochelle Feinstein first led
me into the world of contemporary art, and I am honored to acknowledge the
pleasure and stimulation of years of friendship with the late Sidney Tillim, whose
brilliance as an artist combined depth and subtlety of thinking with formal inventiveness
steeped in history and so critically alive to the present moment. Long
ago, Frans Brüggen helped me see and hear the relation of art, as a mode of
action, to the social worlds in which it is produced and consumed.


Katy Siegel read the entire manuscript, offering criticisms and suggestions
both material and formal that considerably improved the book. She has also
considerably improved my life as a whole.


I acknowledge two sources of funds that made it possible for me to take time
off from teaching for research and writing: the J. Paul Getty Trust and the
Dedalus Foundation. Regina Di Pietro helped with production of the manuscript.
Muna Khogali was an encouraging and otherwise exemplary editor.
Claire L’Enfant is at the source of this project.


Finally, I am grateful to schools and editors who invited me to prepare earlier
versions of the essays collected here. Chapter 2 was originally given as a lecture
to the Department of Art, College of William and Mary. Chapter 3 appeared in
Paul Mattick (ed.), Eighteenth-Century Aesthetics and the Reconstruction of Art (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1993). Portions of Chapter 4 formed an
essay included in Peggy Brand and Carolyn Korsmeyer (eds), Feminism and Tradition
in Aesthetics (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995). A
German version of Chapter 5, “Kunst im Zeitalter der Rationalisierung,” was
included in Brigitte Aulenbacher and Tilla Siegel (eds), Diese Welt wird völlig anders
sein. Denkmuster der Rationalisierung (Pfaffenweiler: Centaurus, 1995). An early version
of Chapter 6 appeared in the September 1990 issue of Arts magazine, now
sadly no more. Chapter 7 came into existence as a talk commissioned by Grantmakers
in the Arts for their 1993 annual conference; an edited version appeared
in Andrew Patner (ed.), Alternative Futures: Challenging Designs for Arts Philanthropy
(Washington: Grantmakers in the Arts, 1994). An ancestor of Chapter 8, “Aesthetics
and anti-aesthetics in the visual arts,” was included in the Journal of
Aesthetics and Art Criticism 51:2 (1993). Chapter 9 appeared in Critical Inquiry 24
(1998). Chapter 10 was first given as a lecture in the Fordham University Fine
Arts Lecture Series, 1998, and Chapter 11 began as a paper read at the 1999
annual meeting of the American Society for Aesthetics.







1: INTRODUCTION


The ten chapters that follow this introduction were first written, over about as
many years, as lectures and essays for a variety of audiences and occasions.
Assembled to form a book they present at once the problem of disjointedness
and a tendency to repetition. I have left the latter alone, for the most part, in the
hope of diminishing the effect of the former. Reading them through to revise
them for the present publication, I was pleased to discover to what extent they
are bound together by the recurrence of a small number of artists and writers on
art: Eugène Delacroix, Marcel Duchamp, Piet Mondrian, Barnett Newman,
Pablo Picasso, Jackson Pollock, Joshua Reynolds, and Andy Warhol; along with
Charles Baudelaire, Walter Benjamin, Pierre Bourdieu, Clement Greenberg,
Immanuel Kant, Karl Marx, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and Friedrich Schiller,
among others. The fabric created by the warp and woof of the works of these
figures displays, if not an overall design, a coherent set of basic themes: the
eighteenth-century origin of the modern practice of art; the nature of modernity
as a period of social history and the place of art in it; the salience of gender categories
in the theory as well as the practice of art; the conceptual opposition of
art and commerce; the dynamic character of the social category of art, changing
theoretically and practically along with the society in which it has its life.


By emphasizing the intimate relation between art and other historically specific
features of modern society, I am violating a fundamental aspect of the idea
of art, the contrast with what art writers generally call “everyday” or “ordinary”
life (a common variant is exhibited in the title of Arthur Danto’s first booklength
contribution to aesthetics, The Transfiguration of the Commonplace1). While its
underlying conception is seldom made explicit, it is clear that the contrast is
meant to signify a radical separation of art from the social (and individual) circumstances
in which it is produced and enjoyed, which then can only appear as
its historical “context.”2


Art, in the first place, is supposed to transcend its historical moment: the category
unites products from all epochs and areas, a unity represented physically
by museum collections and intellectually by art history as a study of products
from every human society. The museum physically separates art from the hustle
and bustle of modern life, creating an apparently independent universe in
which—in the words with which Gurnemanz in Parsifal describes the ritual of
the Grail that Wagner no doubt identified with the mystic power of art—time
has become space. Similarly, art history presents an autonomous narrative structured
by such categories as tradition, influence, style, medium, and technique, a
domain of relations between artworks.


In the second place, art represents a mode of value—aesthetic value—
independent of practical interest. From the eighteenth century, when Kant
characterized the aesthetic attitude to an object (in contrast with the moral or
instrumental point of view) as marked by disinterest in its existence, to the twentieth,
when the US Supreme Court defined “obscenity” in terms of the absence
of artistic value, art’s significance has been distinguished from other modes of
social importance.


With no apparent use-value, the work of art seems to acquire its exchangevalue
simply by the expression in money of the art-lover’s desire. The miracle is
that these objects can achieve prices higher than those of any other human
products. This well-known paradox suggests a problem with the distinction of
the aesthetic realm from that of the everyday. And a moment’s thought suggests
that art as actual thing exists nowhere but within the “everyday life” from which
its cultural construction separates it. The artist must pay rent on the studio, buy
paint, seek dealers and buyers; his or her product, if it succeeds in entering the
stream of art, will find a place in a home, a museum, a reproduction in a book
or postcard. The work of art, to have a chance of entering that stream, must
show its kinship to other things called art and so to the social world in which
artists and art have their places.


That moment’s thought, however, has not as a rule disrupted the flow of aesthetics,
art theory, and criticism from the eighteenth century until quite recently.
This fact itself is evidently a key to the nature of art, and must be central to an
engagement with the literature of art that wishes to provide a path to understanding
this social reality constituted, like others in most societies, by activities
both represented and misrepresented by the concepts and theories evolved to
describe them. To put the same point in other words, these essays are meant as
elements of a critical analysis of the ideology of art.


To call a discourse ideological is to read it differently than did its originators:
in particular, to identify at its basis a set of assumptions not explicitly recognized
by them. While the inhabitants of a mode of social life typically
experience their cultural conventions as not only normal but natural, an outsider
may seek to understand those conventions as the product of particular
historical circumstances. This might be described as the anthropological point
of view; to understand one’s own culture with some independence from its
ideology, as I am attempting to do in this book, one must view it from something
like an outsider’s perspective. Comparing it to other cultures is helpful; a
variant required in any case is to view it historically, in the double sense of
having not only an origin but also an imaginable endpoint in a future fundamental
social transformation.3


Characteristic of modern ideology is the idea that culture has a history of its
own, with a logic of thoughts operating independently of the other factors acting
on the thinkers of those thoughts. It may even seem—as it did to the thinkers of
the Enlightenment, to Hegel, and still to many contemporary thinkers—that
social history as a whole is regulated by the progress of thought. This appearance
acquires strength, as Marx and Engels pointed out in their influential
treatment of ideology, from the existence of professional thinkers within the
social division of labor.4 As the activity in which a particular group of people
specialize, consciousness ceases to look like the necessary aspect of all social
activity it is and appears as an autonomous domain, with its own history.


Only in relatively modern times has the set of practices grouped since the
eighteenth century as the fine arts become an important element of ideology in
this sense, demanding to be considered historically autonomous, part of the
domain of “mind” alongside law, morality, religion, and philosophy, as opposed
to that of productive labor or quotidian life generally. This peculiarity of the
modern idea of art cannot be explained within the terms set by that idea. Art
developed along with the commercialized mode of production that became capitalism,
and it is only by understanding art as an aspect of this mode of
production that the supposed antagonism between them (central to aesthetics)—
and so the idea of art’s autonomy—can be understood.


How difficult it can be to attain the outsider’s anthropological perspective can
be gauged by considering Terry Eagleton’s popular (at least among academics)
effort to confront aesthetic theory as ideology, a book that itself employs the
vocabulary of that ideology in speaking, for example, of the “debasement” of art
as a branch of commodity production.5 Eagleton’s argument is that aesthetics,
the intellectual product of a social system that both places its highest value on
human subjectivity and requires the subject’s submission to class oppression, at
once expresses basic ideological themes of modern society and provides a powerful
challenge to those themes. In its freedom from social and economic
utility—threatened by commodification—art provides “a utopian glimpse of an
alternative to this sorry condition,”6 in principle shareable by everyone. Such
an argument, despite its author’s wishes, restates fundamental elements of the aesthetic ideology against which it is directed; in particular, the idea of a polarity
between creative freedom and the compulsions of the market.


Renaissance artists laid the groundwork for the modern ideology of art when
they struggled for social status by insisting that they practiced not a craft but a
liberal art, the object-making hand merely fulfilling the dictates of the imaginative
mind. The nineteenth-century modernization of art that replaced working
to the order of religious, state, and private patrons with producing on speculation
for the market redefined it as the expression of individual genius. In fact,
artworks are produced by independent entrepreneurs (or, latterly, professionals,
employed by nonprofit cultural or educational institutions) rather than by wageworkers.
Art
can therefore incarnate free individuality, validating the social
dominance of those who collect and enjoy it, and signifying a cultural end to
which the making of money becomes only a means. The freedom of the artist,
including his or her freedom to starve, provides a model for that of the ruling
elite (who have the education and leisure necessary for the appreciation of art)
purchased by the unfreedom of the many. It is precisely its distance from market
considerations, its “non-economic” character, that gives art its social meaning—
and its market value.


Aesthetics, along with the artistic ideologies at work in critical and pedagogical
theory and in the history and psychology of art, consists of theoretical
constructions open like other discursive products to critical analysis. But if, in
accordance with such analysis, art is seen to derive its meaning not from some
autonomous realm of spiritual significance but from the social world in which it
exists, art objects themselves must be able to embody ideology. It is not in principle
difficult, though it may take ingenious and scholarly work, to identify
ideological elements in the aspects of artworks that have or can be given linguistic
representation, such as Zola’s biologism or the vision of a fruitful natural
order crowned by aristocratic ownership presented by some English landscape
painting around 1800. But since the nineteenth century the question of artistic
meaning has increasingly been addressed in terms of a contrast between the
“content”—stateable in words—of artworks and their nondiscursive “form.”
Especially after the development of abstract art, the purely aesthetic element in
art has been identified with those attributes—color, line, and handling, in the
case of painting, for instance—peculiar to particular artistic media. Can ideology
be interpretively identified in artistic form?


This question provides a meeting point for two important problems: the relation
between experience and what is said about it in words; and the means and
nature of the production of meaning in non-discursive modes of signification,
such as gesture, sound, and imagery. The first of these arises as soon as ideology
is understood as a systematic rendering of social practices—such as behavior at
home, school, and work, voting or not voting, reading newspapers, watching
television—that people ordinarily engage in without thinking too much about
what they are doing. What is decisive in social life, as Raymond Williams says,
“is not only the conscious system of ideas and beliefs, but the whole lived social
process as practically organized by specific and dominant meanings and values.”7
Williams wrote of “structures of feeling,” meaning “not feeling against thought,
but thought as felt and feeling as thought: practical consciousness of a present
kind.”8 This may be compared to Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of “habitus,” dispositional
schemata of action and perception, learned in the family and reshaped as
individuals move through social institutions like school and workplace. Habitus
includes, for instance, the unconscious details of carriage, tone of voice, vocabulary,
and differentiated response—reactions of enjoyment, displeasure, or
indifference—to objects and activities, that allow people to sort each other out by
social class. It involves for some a sense of being at home with works of art, and a
felt assumption of a high place for art in the scale of social values. We can think
of ideology as a systematizing (and simplifying, since abstracting) presentation of
such structures of feeling and action as natural forms of experience. Thus the
doctrine of “aesthetic experience” defines art, a cultural practice, as the natural
producer of a particular psychological response (if only on the part of certain,
properly sensitive individuals).


But why should language be seen as the only medium for such systematization?
Even within the linguistic domain, the plot summary of a novel leaves out
much that readers might look for in the work, and that a writer might have
labored to put into it; no description of a painting is a substitute for the visual
experience of the picture itself; and the question of the “meaning” of music antedated
the development of abstract composition, in eighteenth-century debates
about the relation between music and text in opera. Yet it is hard to see how a
piano sonata or an abstract painting can be understood as exhibiting features of
an ideology. Can the meanings inherent in such works, or identifiable in the
formal aspects of narrative or descriptive art, be capable of ideology, presenting
people’s experience of their social existence in ways that occlude the historical
specificity of that experience?


Theodor Adorno argued that it was the very irreducibility of an artwork to its
description—a version of Kant’s idea of the autonomy of art, its independence
as a mode of meaning and value from other modes of experience—that constituted
its social significance. Music, the most abstract art, provided the clearest
case. Adorno saw the music of Viennese classicism as ideological by virtue of its
submission to formal laws of composition, by which “it closes itself off against
the manifest portrayal of society in which it has its enclaves,” hiding class conflict
with harmonically structured wholeness.9 He believed that the new music of
the second Viennese school, in contrast, was “no longer an ideology,” because in
its hermeticism and refusal to please an audience it “surrendered the deception of harmony” and made the alienation of the oppressive class system in which
music has its being audible in the rigors of serial technique.10


Despite the brilliance of Adorno’s writing the relation he discovers between
Arnold Schoenberg’s liberation of dissonance and the avowal of social disharmony
is only a suggestive analogy. Elsewhere he compares serial composition
to bureaucratic rationalization and the relation between theme and variation in
sonata form to the dialectic of individual and society. Such analogies or allegorical
readings can be stimulating and even revealing, but they can also be
arbitrary or mechanical. At best they point to further, deeper questions about
the origin of the seeming similarity between such disparate orders of social reality
as economic organization and compositional technique.


The relation between the two tends to be mediated in cultural theory by some
conception of “world view” or “class outlook.”11 Such conceptions demand further
exploration of the relation between artistic activity and the social groups to
whose outlook it supposedly gives formal definition. One path art historians
have taken into this territory is the study of patronage, ranging from examination
of the constraints set on earlier artistic activity by the religious or courtly
commissioners of work to more recent examples such as the effect on Abstract
Expressionist painting of its utilization by the American ruling class as a propaganda
weapon in the Cold War. Serge Guilbaut, for instance, concluded with
regard to the latter case that American “[a]vant-garde art succeeded because the
work and the ideology that supported it, articulated in the painters’ writings as
well as conveyed in images, coincided fairly closely with the ideology that came
to dominate American political life after the 1948 presidential elections.”12 (I
consider a related argument of T. J. Clark’s, formulated partly in response to
Guilbaut’s, in Chapter 10.) Whether such claims are true or not must in the end
be decided by the plausibility of interpretations of the actual images; study of the
uses made of art provide only a temporary escape from the question of how
form in art can constitute ideology.


This can only be because—to repeat—art does not exist in a world of its
own, sealed off from the conceptualizing performed in language. In Meyer
Schapiro’s words, “there is no ‘pure art,’ unconditioned by experience; all fantasy
and formal construction, even the random scribbling of the hand, are
shaped by experience and by nonaesthetic concerns.”13 The mute experience of
an art object is no different from any other lived event. Just as all language is an articulation of nonverbal as well as verbal practices, so nondiscursive form—
visual, aural, and other—shares its world of meaning with that constructed in
speech. Not only can a mode of depiction or mark-making be, for instance,
described as literally “free,” meaning ungoverned by convention or a definite
idea of an image’s final configuration. Images and sounds can also metaphorically
exemplify (to use Nelson Goodman’s terminology14) the same descriptions
as other things (giving us gloomy colors, happy tunes, or mechanical shapes), in
this way establishing links to them.


Schapiro gives an example, drawn from the appeal of machinery to modernist
painters after the First World War:



The older categories of art were translated into the language of modern
technology; the essential was identified with the efficient, the unit with
the standardized element, texture with new materials, representation
with photography, drawing with the ruled or mechanically traced line,
color with the flat coat of paint, and design with the model or the
instructing plan. The painters thus tied their useless archaic activity to
the most advanced and imposing forms of modern production; and
precisely because technology was conceived abstractly as an independent
force with its own inner conditions, and the designing engineer as
the real maker of the modern world, the step from their earlier Expressionist,
Cubist, or Suprematist abstraction to the more technological
style was not a great one.
15



Ideology can be identified in such artistic work in the location of “modernity” in
engineering (and indeed in what might be analyzed as ideological forms in
the presentation of machine-made things), ignoring the historical specificity of
the ways in which the mechanization of production was being accomplished.
The advance of capitalist production—including, in the USSR, its state-directed
analogue—was equated visually with the progress of universal norms of rationality
and efficiency (a matter discussed in some detail in Chapter 5).


We can say, then, that ideology can be identified in artistic form where the
latter can be conceptually linked, by maker or receiver, to other areas of social
practice. Ideological content, in form and subject-matter alike, is for this reason
not univocal, as Schapiro pointed out in a discussion of Diego Rivera’s Mexican
murals: “in so far as the revolutionary work of art projects slogans, phrases, and
their counterpart images, in so far as it forms a spectacle rather than determines
an action, its effect in stirring the imagination may be manipulated in contrary
ways”.16 It is open, that is, to contrary interpretations. As an artifact, thrown by its maker into the public realm, a revolutionary poster can be recycled as a testimony
to a collector’s liberal sympathies with the downtrodden, or to the
autonomy of artistic form. Ideology is a matter of the uses to which a work of art
is open.


The essays presented here are concerned with the use of both art and theories
about it for the elaboration of social meanings. Chapter 4, for instance, investigates
how eighteenth-century writers both employed gender categories for the
interpretation of artworks and established those categories by reference to aesthetic
concepts, while artists united aesthetic doctrine and sexual ideology in the
formal construction of their works. Chapter 6 considers the efforts made by a
number of artists in the 1920s to redefine art itself in terms of the rationality
identified as the spirit of modern industrial society, efforts involving conscious
attempts to create formal embodiments of a social ideology. My discussions of
artworks in such cases are not meant to illustrate theoretical positions but to
demonstrate the interaction of verbal and visual ideology.


These essays are intended as contributions neither to aesthetics nor to the history
of art, but to what I think of as “historical criticism” or “critical history,”
taking the categories of artistic creation and aesthetic theorizing for its analytical
object. They aim not to provide a synoptic view, but to study a few cases of
theory and practice that seem to me to clarify the functioning of “art” as a category
of modern life. I start with the eighteenth century, because it seems to me
that this is when the conception of art first acquired something like its modern
form. But my main interest is in the art of the century just ended. It was the century
in which the idea of the “modern,” the name industrial capitalism claimed
for itself, became a central preoccupation of artistic production and thought,
and so in which the relation of art to the rest of social life has come most sharply
in view. Recognizing that art is not historically autonomous but an element of
the complex social totality in which we live makes it not less but more interesting,
emotionally engaging, and—at its best—exalting. While the twentieth
century is now over, the problems its artists posed remain for anyone who tries
to understand the workings of the modern world.
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2: SOME MASKS OF MODERNISM


The days when one could sit down with an easy mind to write an account of
something called “modernism” are over. One might have thought that the
opposite would be the case since it has become common, over the past 25 years
or so, for writers on culture to insist that this term labels a phenomenon of the
past. At least in the restricted field of art history, the closure of “modernism,”
thus detached from the original reference to the chronological present, might
have been expected to have given the concept definability as a stylistic term. But
it has not. Earlier definitional orthodoxies, such as that embodied in Alfred
Barr’s famous diagram of the history of abstract art, or Clement Greenberg’s
various formulations, no longer have their former power. The complexity,
incompleteness, and hesitation that mark a notable recent attempt at a conceptualization,
T. J. Clark’s Farewell to an Idea,1 suggest that the purported end of
modernism has if anything made the task more difficult.


If we agree, in the search for a plausible minimum definition, to apply the
label “modernist” to art which orients itself self-consciously to the socialhistorical
reality called “modernity,” the source of the problem is clear: there is
agreement neither on the limits or the content of the historical period referenced
nor on what to take as the “orientation” of artistic practice to the wider field of
social experience. As Raymond Williams put it,



Although modernism can be clearly identified as a distinctive movement,
in its deliberate distance from and challenge to more traditional
forms of art and thought, it is also strongly characterized by its internal
diversity of methods and emphases: a restless and often directly competitive
sequence of innovations, always more immediately recognized
by what they are breaking from than by what, in any simple way, they
are breaking towards.2



We might as well admit, therefore, that an account of modernism should range
over a field of artistic practices, seeking not to define an entity but to make
explicit both the relationships holding elements of that field together as a classification
we have become accustomed to making, and the gaps between them that
show the historical falsifications inherent in this intellectual custom.



Modernity


“Modern” is itself a modern word, developed originally to express the sense that
the “rebirth” of western European culture after what then became the “Dark
Ages” was not just a revival of ancient virtues but the creation of something new,
with a character all its own.3 The term modernus had come into existence in
Medieval Latin, as an antonym to antiquus, and these terms were used already in
the twelfth century for the two sides of a controversy between the adherents of
antique poetry and the practitioners of a new poetics. But essential to the idea of
this contrast as it developed after the Renaissance was the conception of history
as a progress through a sequence of distinct stages. In this conception the
present day is not just a period of time, but a period of history, characterized by
features differentiating it from other eras, such as Antiquity or the Middle Ages.
Thus we have a series of contrasts with earlier periods, expressed in such images
as Enlightenment’s overcoming of the darkness of the feudal age, or in the
mythology of the “organic,” “traditional” community of the preindustrial past so
basic to early sociology. Set against such contrast categories, modern politics,
learning, science, art are conceived of as more than contemporaries; they are
aspects of a unity: modernity.


Something fundamental in this conception was correct: the appearance of
“modernity” as cultural category was a response to the development of a new
commercial and then industrial mode of social life. It is not an accident, and is
more than symbolically appropriate, that Descartes’s Discourse on Method—the initiating
document of modern philosophy, written in French not Latin and
beginning with the rejection of classical and scholastic tradition—was written
amidst the commercial bustle of seventeenth-century Amsterdam. As is indicated
by the use, during the last half-century, of the locution “modern society” as a
euphemism for capitalism, and of “modernization” for the destruction of noncapitalist
social formations and the expansion of the market together with the
institution of wage labor, “modernity” can be taken as a name of the social order
which, originating in the late medieval period, by the eighteenth century was
already becoming the determining presence in Europe and North America, and
which today, in various forms, covers the globe. The advent of this social order
impressed itself on the consciousness of people with the speed and violence with which it displaced existing patterns of social activity, above all with the experiences
of the agricultural and industrial revolutions and the political upheaval
which began as the French Revolution but soon affected all Europe. In the course
of the nineteenth century the pace of change accelerated; the fifty years before
the First World War both saw the fastest rates of economic growth in history and
the invention of the technology which was to dominate most of the twentieth century
in both industry and private consumption. It saw also the spread of this
system across the globe until by 1900 Britain, Germany, and France not only had
extensive empires, along with other European nations and the US, but together
controlled 60 percent of the world market for manufactured goods.


With the growth of this system, and the rise to social power of the industrialists,
merchants, and financiers whose way of life was bound up with its
dominance, “modern” became a term of praise as well as a description. While in
seventeenth-century English, for example, “modern” had negative connotations,
by the later 1700s it was increasingly used as a term of approbation, signaling a
positive interest in novelty, in change, as basic to and emblematic of the new
society and the values of its rulers.



Art


The difficulty of locating a beginning for modernism as a mode of artistic practice
can be connected to the fact that “art” itself, as a social institution and
category of thought, only came into existence with modern society. Art is thus a
product of or, better, an aspect of modernity. Meyer Schapiro has discovered
roots of the modern sense of the arts in the “conscious taste” of eleventh- and
twelfth-century spectators “for the beauty of workmanship, materials, and artistic
devices, apart from the religious meanings,” to be found in the products of
what was then called “art” (i.e. products of skill). But here already it is linked
with “urban development” and “the social relationships arising from the new
strength of the merchants and artisans as a class” which mark this period as an
early step toward the development of capitalist society.4 Further development
came with the appreciation of well-made objects and, above all, in the new status claimed for painting and sculpture in the Italy of the Renaissance and
then in northern Europe. By the eighteenth century, painting, music, dance, and
architecture were established alongside poetry as essential graces of the life of
the nobility and church hierarchy. But it is really only after the mid-1700s that
the category of “art”—specifically, “fine art”—stabilized as a name for objects
and performances valued primarily not for their contribution to the grandeur or
dignity of a person, regime, environment, or ceremony but in themselves (and
what this can mean is the chief problem in understanding art as a social institution).
They were detached from their original contexts, collected, exhibited in
museums (or performed in concert halls), and acquired a genealogy as members
of a genus of object. Once this has happened, people begin to make objects for
such collections—art objects.


It is not hard to read “art” as a carrier of aristocratic values, taken up by the
bourgeoisie along with land-ownership and good manners. The art object is the
non-practical, non-mass produced thing, the product of free, creative genius
rather than mechanical following of instructions. (This is still visible in Clement
Greenberg’s identification of what he called “modernism” with “quality,” contrasted
with “kitsch,” commercial, vulgar things.) It is made for its own sake, not
for money. But in the process by which paintings, sculpture, and music pass
from the older ruling classes to the new their character is transformed. Art is
henceforth not only supposed to decorate and glorify the lives of the great; it
becomes culture, the product of labor, both the expression of individual talent and
the incarnation of the glories of the past—the labor of mankind on the path of
self-development.


Eighteenth-century versions of art history tell a story of peak and decline, with
classical Greece being one high point, equaled only by the High Renaissance.
Art is exemplified by the Antique, whose products represent a timeless (“classic”)
standard of value against which the present is to be judged. The embodiment of
social virtue and rationality, not only independent of but older than the Christianity
of the immediate feudal past, the Antique figures as the non-historical,
nature within the domain of culture. Modernity, in contrast, is seen as marked
by the increase of social and individual fragmentation, implying the definitive
loss of the (imaginary) unified social world of the ancients, due to the division of
labor and the market system.


By the early nineteenth century, art has begun to be seen as an ideal sphere in
which the reintegration of the individual personality and of the social totality,
unachieved in concrete reality, can be attained. Art is gradually redefined also as
the search for beauty in individual experience. And experience is of necessity
present-day experience. Thus art becomes oriented to modernity; it becomes not
just an art of its time but an art of this time; it ends by becoming “modernist.”


Art as such, not just the “classic” art of the past, is now to be the embodiment
of the Antique, of the eternal, of higher values than the mercantile ones of vulgar
life. Thus it works by finding otherwise secret correspondences between the elements
of fragmented experience, and by discovering classical beauty amidst the chaotic movement of the modern city. In “looking for that quality which you
must allow me to call ‘modernity’”—writes Baudelaire in his essay on Constantin
Guys—the painter of modern life “makes it his business to extract from fashion
whatever element it may contain of poetry within history, to distill the eternal
from the transitory.” For, Baudelaire explains, “by ‘modernity’ I mean the
ephemeral, the fugitive, the contingent, the half of art whose other half is the
eternal and the immutable.”5 Modern art seeks the eternal, that which art is supposed
to embody, in the ever-changing new that characterizes modern society.


We may compare this appreciation of modernity with that of a contemporary
of Baudelaire’s:



Constant revolutionizing of production, uninterrupted disturbance of
all social relations, everlasting uncertainty and agitation distinguish the
bourgeois epoch from all earlier ones. All fixed, fast-frozen relationships,
with their train of venerable ideas and opinions, are swept away,
all new-formed ones become obsolete before they can ossify. All that is
solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned and men at last are
forced to face with sober senses the real conditions of their lives and
their relations with their fellow men.6



These often-repeated words from the Communist Manifesto tell only half the story
toward which Baudelaire was feeling his way. Continuation of this social system,
as of any, means stability of patterns of social relationships as a basis for continuing
change. Later on, in Capital, Marx argued that the “constant revolutionizing
of production” activated at once the reproduction of the social system and the
generation of its eventual overthrow. Whatever its eventual fate, its continual
reproduction gives society the appearance of nature, outside history. Means of
production seem always to have been “capital”; the crucifix, removed from a
church and taken to the museum for aesthetic contemplation, seems always to
have been “art.”



An example


An example will clarify the import of these generalizations. Given the extent of
the domain to which “modernism” can plausibly be applied, the choice of an illustrative
object is almost arbitrary. Risking cliché, I choose a painting whose special
place in the history of modernism is indisputable: Picasso’s Demoiselles d’Avignon
(Figure 2.1), now in the Museum of Modern Art, New York. Although it was
painted in 1907 and has become a cultural icon, it can give a sensation of newness even today. This seems due in part to the bright, fresh color, and to the overall
intensity produced by the presence of that color throughout the painting. It is due
too to the presence of a quickly brushed on, sketchy line in various places (such as
the leg and foot of the leftmost figure and the side of the rightmost). And it is due,
I suspect, to the range of differences across the picture—differences in style of representation,
in the application of paint, from thin to thick, in the use of paint to
create flat surfaces or modeled ones. This produces a suggestion of change, of
rethinking and reworking, in principle continuable indefinitely (the picture has
often been described as unfinished, though there is no evidence that Picasso
thought of it as such).



[image: Figure2.1]
Figure 2.1 Pablo Picasso, Demoiselles d’Avignon, June–July 1907, © 2003 The Estate of
Pablo Picasso; ARS (Artists Rights Society), New York and DACS (Design and
Artists Copyright Society), London. Courtesy of The Museum of Modern
Art/Licensed by SCALA/Art Resource, NY.



Finally, still today, it has a shocking quality, due above all to the distortion of the faces of the figures on the right. (This quality is all the more powerful because
of the large size of the painting, 8 feet by 7 feet 8 inches.) All of these features can
be taken as tokens of “modernity”: newness, freshness, shock. If the picture looks
this way to us today, imagine how it must have appeared when it was first seen. It
was certainly Picasso’s intention to do something new with this painting. It marks
a break (despite elements of continuity) with his own immediately preceding
manner of painting, as well as with that even of other avant-garde artists. Its size
makes a claim to importance. In the event, it made a strong impression on its
earliest viewers—a negative one: collector Leo Stein called it “a horrible mess,”
and among Picasso’s fellow artists, Henri Matisse intensely disliked it, André
Derain made fun of it, and Georges Braque, soon to become his close artistic collaborator,
reacted violently against it.7


The painting represents a curtained room with five women in it; one, at the
left, holds a curtain open, allowing us in, while at the right another looks out
at us. In front of her a squatting woman with her back to us turns her head to
face us. In front, at the center of the picture, is a table with fruit and a Spanish
drinking vessel, a porrón. Picasso’s circle seems to have referred to the picture as
“The Philosophical Brothel” or “The Avignon Girls,” using filles to indicate their
profession. The subject was intentionally obscured when it was first publicly
exhibited, in 1914, by substituting “demoiselles.” Now that the picture has entered
into art history, it is obvious to the educated viewer that the women are prostitutes.
Women at the service of men, they are related to earlier female groups who
play important roles in the history of French painting, like the inhabitants of the
harem represented in Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres’s Turkish Bath (1862,
Musée du Louvre) and Eugène Delacroix’s image of Algerian women in their
apartment (1834, Musée du Louvre). Enclosed in luxurious interiors, these
women are separated from the (male) worlds of action and of mundane affairs;
they are presented to us for the pleasure of looking just as they themselves are
represented as living works of art. They are emblems at once of beauty and of
sexual submission; the meaning of that submission is softened by the exotic
locale, which both adds to their allure as mysterious creatures and sidesteps the
question of their contemporary European equivalents.


In comparing these pictures to Picasso’s I am reminded of another passage
from the Communist Manifesto, where Marx treats nakedness not as an element of
melting beauty but as a metaphor for the revelation of a hitherto hidden, harsh
truth: “The bourgeoisie has stripped of its halo every occupation hitherto honored
and looked up to with reverent awe . . . In place of exploitation veiled by religious
and political illusions, it has put open, shameless, direct, naked exploitation.”8
Again, Marx would come to see the falsifying simplification of this view; in addition to born-again religion and fresh political illusions, capitalism covered its
shame above all with economic categories, hiding exploitation behind “free”
market transactions and “optimizing” price formation. Nonetheless, modeling the
opposition between commerce and art, prostitution has appeared steadily since
the start of the nineteenth century as love’s opposite. Though attempts have been
made to resolve this antithesis ideologically by such disparate though related
myths as those of the golden-hearted whore and the murderous client, prostitution
remained—and remains—a thorn in the tender bourgeois conscience demanding
constant artistic transfiguration.


In the “modern” art of the nineteenth century the commercial character of
the enjoyment of beauty became a central subject for representation, in the form
of paintings, lithographs, and photographs of prostitutes and their close cousins
actresses, dancers, poor working girls. “In that vast picture-gallery which is life
in London or Paris,” wrote Baudelaire in the essay already cited, “we shall meet
with all the various types of fallen womanhood . . . at all levels.” In that living
picture gallery as in art, “in truth, they exist very much more for the pleasure of
the observer than for their own.”9 The whore is a nearly perfect symbol for capitalist
culture, representing the domination of the most basic human relationships
by monetary exchange, with the casting of human activity as a commodity to be
bought and sold. (I say “nearly perfect” only, because even here we are within a
Romantic convention; corresponding to the presence of prostitution throughout
the arts of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries is the near absence
of paid labor in any other form.) The prostitute can stand also for art itself, if we
wish—just as beauty in the abstract can be seen as incarnated in the female—
the thing of beauty for sale to the aesthetic consumer.


Manet’s Olympia of 1863 (Musée d’Orsay) had presented an image of a prostitute
that shocked its first viewers. This painting had disturbed both by the way it
is painted—its violation of conventions of the nude—and by the frankness with
which Olympia directs her gaze at the painting’s viewer. Hers is the face of an
individual aware of her position in relation to her customers; the image, like the
woman, disdained sentimental veils. Picasso’s strategy is a radically different one:
of the five figures we see, none has an individual face.


The tendency toward generalization through simplification that we see here
was a common feature of the advanced art of the period between 1900 and the
First World War. André Derain’s Bathers (Museum of Modern Art) is a good example
(Figure 2.2). Painted in the same year as the Demoiselles, it shares important
features with the latter besides the masklike faces: the subject-matter of the female
nude, the lack of interaction between the figures, suggesting a sense of their isolation
as individuals, the integration of the figures into their environments. On the
other hand, Derain, despite his use of outline and strong colors, remains attached
to the classical tradition of figure painting; his picture still evokes the physical beauty of female bodies in a landscape. Derain’s nudes are simply there for us to
look at, while Picasso’s confront us like Olympia. Derain presents us with nature;
Picasso with the city, and a commercial establishment: with modernity. At the
same time, in contrast to Manet’s paintings and pictures like the monotypes of
prostitutes Degas made in the late 1870s, we are not here shown signs of historical
specificity. Picasso’s women do not wear modern clothing or appear in a recognizable
architectural setting. “Modernity” in this work means not some present
moment, but a category of experience. Correspondingly, it is not a figure in it but
the painting that is modern.



[image: Figure2.2]
Figure 2.2 André Derain, Bathers, 1907, © 2003 ARS, New York, ADAGP, Paris,
and DACS, London. Courtesy of The Museum of Modern Art/Licensed by
SCALA/Art Resource, NY.



The effect of modernity is made all the more striking by its visible contrast
with classical tradition. It includes two basic themes of European painting, both
symbolizing the presence of nature within a context of culture: the female nude
and the still life. The two women in the center have stylized faces, like two versions
of the same face. This face, though apparently based in part on archaic
Iberian sculpture, might be called a cartoon version of the face of classical
beauty; it goes with these women’s bodies, which, descended from Greek statues
of Venus, are variations on the languid bodies of the odalisque (the one on the
left is even, as Leo Steinberg has pointed out, in a reclining position, though she
has been tipped upright for us).10 They bear the drapery of the antique nude; where genitals are exposed neoclassical convention is upheld: no pubic hair.
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