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We speak still of ‘sunrise’ and ‘sunset’. We do so as if the Copernican model of the solar system had not replaced, ineradicably, the Ptolemaic. Vacant metaphors, eroded figures of speech, inhabit our vocabulary and grammar. They are caught, tenaciously, in the scaffolding and recesses of our common parlance. There they rattle about like old rags or ghosts in the attic.


This is the reason why rational men and women, particularly in the scientific and technological realities of the West, still refer to ‘God’. This is why the postulate of the existence of God persists in so many unconsidered turns of phrase and allusion. No plausible reflection or belief underwrites His presence. Nor does any intelligible evidence. Where God clings to our culture, to our routines of discourse, He is a phantom of grammar, a fossil embedded in the childhood of rational speech. So Nietzsche (and many after him).


This essay argues the reverse.


It proposes that any coherent understanding of what language is and how language performs, that any coherent account of the capacity of human speech to communicate meaning and feeling is, in the final analysis, underwritten by the assumption of God’s presence. I will put forward the argument that the experience of aesthetic meaning in particular, that of literature, of the arts, of musical form, infers the necessary possibility of this ‘real presence’. The seeming paradox of a ‘necessary possibility’ is, very precisely, that which the poem, the painting, the musical composition are at liberty to explore and to enact.


This study will contend that the wager on the meaning of meaning, on the potential of insight and response when one human voice addresses another, when we come face to face with the text and work of art or music, which is to say when we encounter the other in its condition of freedom, is a wager on transcendence.


This wager – it is that of Descartes, of Kant and of every poet, artist, composer of whom we have explicit record – predicates the presence of a realness, of a ‘substantiation’ (the theological reach of this word is obvious) within language and form. It supposes a passage, beyond the fictive or the purely pragmatic, from meaning to meaningfulness. The conjecture is that ‘God’ is, not because our grammar is outworn; but that grammar lives and generates worlds because there is the wager on God.


Such a conjecture may, wherever it has been or is put forward, be wholly erroneous. If it is embarrassed, it will most certainly be so.
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One of the radical spirits in current thought has defined the task of this sombre age as “learning anew to be human”. On a more restricted scale, we must, I think, learn anew what is comprised within a full experience of created sense, of the enigma of creation as it is made sensible in the poem, in the painting, in the musical statement.


To do so, I want to start with a parable or rational fiction.


Imagine a society in which all talk about the arts, music and literature is prohibited. In this society all discourse, oral or written, about serious books or paintings or pieces of music is held to be illicit verbiage.


The sole book reviews in this imaginary community would be those which we find in the philosophical gazettes of the eighteenth and the quarterlies of the nineteenth century: dispassionate summaries of the new publication together with representative extracts and quotations. There would be no journals of literary criticism; no academic seminars, lectures or colloquies on this or that poet, playwright, novelist; no ‘James Joyce quarterlies’ or ‘Faulkner newsletters’; no interpretations of, no essays of opinion on, sensibility in Keats or robustness in Fielding.


Texts would, where necessary, continue to be established and edited in the most rigorous, lucid form. This form is philological, a crucial term and concept which I want to articulate in this essay. What would be banned is the thousandth article or book on the true meanings of Hamlet and the article immediately following in rebuttal, qualification or augment. I am imagining a counter-Platonic republic from which the reviewer and the critic have been banished; a republic for writers and readers.


Correspondingly, there would be catalogues, reasoned and scrupulous, of an artist’s œuvre, of art exhibitions, museums, public and private collections. Reproductions of the best quality would be readily available. But there would be an interdict on art criticism, on journalistic reviews of painters, sculptors and architects. There would be no further tomes on symbolism in Giorgione; no essays on the psyche of Goya or essays on these essays. Again, the order of comment allowed would be ‘philological’, which is to say of an explicative and historically contextual kind. The problem arising from the fact that all explication is, in some measure, evaluative and critical is, to be sure, a challenge.


At the heart of these prohibitions would be that on reviews, critiques, discursive interpretations (as opposed to analyses) of musical compositions. I believe the matter of music to be central to that of the meanings of man, of man’s access to or abstention from metaphysical experience. Our capacities to compose and to respond to musical form and sense directly implicate the mystery of the human condition. To ask ‘what is music?’ may well be one way of asking ‘what is man?’ One must not flinch from such terms and from the fundamental semantic improprieties which they may entail. These elusive but also immediate categories of speech, of questioning, have their own imperative and clarity. The point is that these categories need to be lived before they can be stated.


Thus there would, in our fiction, be a prodigality of musical scores, of guides to performance and audition. There would be no overnight or weekly verdicts on new works, no verbal descriptions of the daemonic in Beethoven or of death wishes in Schubert. Where analysis is required, it would be of a pragmatic, anonymous sort. Once more, the enabling format would be that which I will seek to define and characterize as ‘philological’.


In short, I am construing a society, a politics of the primary; of immediacies in respect of texts, works of art and musical compositions. The aim is a mode of education, a definition of values devoid, to the greatest possible extent, of ‘meta-texts’: this is to say, of texts about texts (or paintings or music), of academic, journalistic and academic-journalistic – today, the dominant format – talk about the aesthetic. A city for painters, poets, composers, choreographers, rather than one for art, literary, musical or ballet critics and reviewers, either in the market-place or in academe.


Would literature, music and the arts in this imaginary Community exist and evolve unexamined, unevaluated, disbarred from the energies of interpretation and the disciplines of understanding? Does the ostracism of high gossip (the German word Gerede conveys the exact tenor of busy vacancy) cause a blank and passive silence – silence can also be of the most active, answering quality – around the life of the creative imagination?


By no means.
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The very question reflects our current misère. It tells of the dominance of the secondary and the parasitic. It betrays a radical misconception of the functions of interpretation and of hermeneutics. This latter word is inhabited by the god Hermes, patron of reading and, by virtue of his role as messenger between the gods and the living, between the living and the dead, patron also of the resistance of meaning to mortality. Hermeneutics is normally defined as signifying the systematic methods and practices of explication, of the interpretative exposition of texts, particularly scriptural and classical. By extension, such methods and practices apply to the readings of a painting, sculpture or sonata. Throughout this essay, I shall try to elucidate hermeneutics as defining the enactment of answerable understanding, of active apprehension.


The three principal senses of ‘interpretation’ give us vital guidance.


An interpreter is a decipherer and communicator of meanings. He is a translator between languages, between cultures and between performative conventions. He is, in essence, an executant, one who ‘acts out’ the material before him so as to give it intelligible life. Hence the third major sense of ‘interpretation’. An actor interprets Agamemnon or Ophelia. A dancer interprets Balanchine’s choreography. A violinist a Bach partita. In each of these instances, interpretation is understanding in action; it is the immediacy of translation.


Such understanding is simultaneously analytical and critical. Each performance of a dramatic text or musical score is a critique in the most vital sense of the term: it is an act of penetrative response which makes sense sensible. The ‘dramatic critic’ par excellence is the actor and the producer who, with and through the actor, tests and carries out the potentialities of meaning in the play. The true hermeneutic of drama is staging (even the reading out loud of a play will, usually, cut far deeper than any theatrical review). In turn, no musicology, no music criticism, can tell us as much as the action of meaning which is performance. It is when we experience and compare different interpretations, this is to say performances, of the same ballet, symphony or quartet, that we enter the life of comprehension.


Observe the moral aspect (it will be fundamental to my case). Unlike the reviewer, the literary critic, the academic vivisector and judge, the executant invests his own being in the process of interpretation. His readings, his enactments of chosen meanings and values, are not those of external survey. They are a commitment at risk, a response which is, in the root sense, responsible. To what, save pride of intellect or professional peerage, is the reviewer, the critic, the academic expert accountable?


Interpretative response under pressure of enactment I shall, using a dated word, call answerability. The authentic experience of understanding, when we are spoken to by another human being or by a poem, is one of responding responsibility. We are answerable to the text, to the work of art, to the musical offering, in a very specific sense, at once moral, spiritual and psychological. It is the task of this study to spell out the implications of this threefold accountability. The immediate point is this: in respect of meaning and of valuation in the arts, our master intelligencers are the performers.


This is manifest of music, drama, ballet. It is less evidently the case in regard to non-dramatic literature. Yet here, as well, understanding can be made action and immediacy. Much great poetry, not only that of Pindar’s Odes or the Homeric epics, but that of Milton, of Tennyson, of Gerard Manley Hopkins, calls for recitation. The meanings of poetry and the music of those meanings, which we call metrics, are also of the human body. The echoes of sensibility which they elicit are visceral and tactile. There is major prose no less focused on oral articulation. The diverse musicalities, the pitch and cadence in Gibbon, in Dickens, in Ruskin, are most resonant to active comprehension when read aloud. The erosion of such reading from most adult practices has muted primary traditions in both poetry and prose.


In reference to language and the musical score, enacted interpretation can also be inward. The private reader or listener can become an executant of felt meaning when he learns the poem or the musical passage by heart. To learn by heart is to afford the text or music an indwelling clarity and life-force. Ben Jonson’s term, “ingestion”, is precisely right. What we know by heart becomes an agency in our consciousness, a ‘pace-maker’ in the growth and vital complication of our identity. No exegesis or criticism from without can so directly incorporate within us the formal means, the principles of executive organization of a semantic fact, be it verbal or musical. Accurate recollection and resort in remembrance not only deepen our grasp of the work: they generate a shaping reciprocity between ourselves and that which the heart knows. As we change, so does the informing context of the internalized poem or sonata. In turn, remembrance becomes recognition and discovery (to re-cognize is to know anew). The archaic Greek belief that memory is the mother of the Muses expresses a fundamental insight into the nature of the arts and of the mind.


The issues here are political and social in the strongest sense. A cultivation of trained, shared remembrance sets a society in natural touch with its own past. What matters even more, it safeguards the core of individuality. What is committed to memory and susceptible of recall constitutes the ballast of the self. The pressures of political exaction, the detergent tide of social conformity, cannot tear it from us. In solitude, public or private, the poem remembered, the score played inside us, are the custodians and remembrancers (another somewhat archaic designation on which my argument will draw) of what is resistant, of what must be kept inviolate in our psyche.


Under censorship and persecution, much of the finest in modern Russian poetry was passed from mouth to mouth and recited inwardly. The indispensable reserves of protest, of authentic record, of irony, in Akhmatova, in Mandelstam and in Pasternak, have been preserved and mutely published in the editions of personal memory.


In our own licensed social systems, learning by heart has been largely erased from secondary schooling and the habits of literacy. The electronic volume and fidelity of the computerized data bank and of processes of automatic retrieval will further weaken the sinews of individual memory. Stimulus and suggestion are of an increasingly mechanical and collective quality. Encountered in easy resort to electronic media of representation, much of music and of literature remains purely external. The distinction is that between ‘consumption’ and ‘ingestion’. The danger is that the text or music will lose what physics calls its ‘critical mass’, its implosive powers within the echo chambers of the self.


Thus our imaginary city is one in which men and women practise the arts of reading, of music, of painting or sculpture, in the most direct ways possible. The great majority, who are themselves neither writers, nor painters, nor composers, will, so far as it lies in their capabilities and freedom, be respondents, answerers in action. They will learn by heart, perceiving the elemental pulse of love implicit in that idiom; knowing that the ‘amateur’ is the lover (amatore) of that which he knows and performs. The interpositions of academic-journalistic paraphrase, commentary, adjudication, have been removed. Interpretation is, to the largest possible degree, lived.


But does this mean, nevertheless, that criticism in the stricter sense, that considered arguments on aesthetic phenomena, on form and worth, are missing?


Again, a misconception is operative.
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All serious art, music and literature is a critical act. It is so, firstly, in the sense of Matthew Arnold’s phrase: “a criticism of life”. Be it realistic, fantastic, Utopian or satiric, the construct of the artist is a counter-statement to the world. Aesthetic means embody concentrated, selective interactions between the constraints of the observed and the boundless possibilities of the imagined. Such formed intensity of sight and of speculative ordering is, always, a critique. It says that things might be (have been, shall be) otherwise.


But literature and the arts are also criticism in a more particular and practical sense. They embody an expository reflection on, a value judgement of, the inheritance and context to which they pertain.


No stupid literature, art or music lasts. Aesthetic creation is intelligent in the highest degree. The intelligence of a major artist can be that of sovereign intellectuality. The minds of Dante or of Proust are among the most analytic, systematically informed, of which we have record. The political acumen of a Dostoevsky or a Conrad is difficult to match. Witness the theoretical rigour of a Dürer, of a Schoenberg. But intellectuality is only one facet of creative intelligence; it need not be dominant. More than ordinary men or women, the significant painter, sculptor, musician or poet relates the raw material, the anarchic prodigalities of consciousness and sub-consciousness to the latencies, often unperceived, untapped before him, of articulation. This translation out of the inarticulate and the private into the general matter of human recognition requires the utmost crystallization and investment of introspection and control. We lack the right word for the extreme energizing and governance of instinct, for the ordered enlistment of intuition, which mark the artist. That intelligence of the highest strength, be it lodged in the sculptor’s hands drumming on a table or in Coleridge’s dreams, is at work, is obvious. How could this intelligence not also be critical of its own products and of its precedent? The readings, the interpretations and critical judgements of art, literature and music from within art, literature and music are of a penetrative authority rarely equalled by those offered from outside, by those propounded by the non-creator, this is to say the reviewer, the critic, the academic.


Let me give examples.


Virgil reads, guides our reading of, Homer as no external critic can. The Divine Comedy is a reading of the Aeneid, technically and spiritually ‘at home’, ‘authorized’ in the several and interactive senses of that word, as no extrinsic commentary by one who is himself not a poet can be. The presence, visibly solicited or exorcized, of Homer, Virgil and Dante in Milton’s Paradise Lost, in the epic satire of Pope and in the pilgrimage upstream of Ezra Pound’s Cantos, is a ‘real presence’, a critique in action. Successively, each poet sets into the urgent light of his own purposes, of his own linguistic and compositional resources, the formal and substantive achievement of his predecessor(s). His own practice submits these antecedents to the most stringent analysis and estimate. What the Aeneid rejects, alters, omits altogether from the Iliad and the Odyssey is as critically salient and instructive as that which it includes via variant, imitatio and modulation. The Pilgrim’s gradual dissociations from his Master and guide towards the close of Dante’s Purgatorio, the corrections made of the Aeneid in the citations from and references to it in the Purgatorio, constitute the closest of critical readings. They tell of the felt limits of the classical in regard to Christian revelation. There is no critical-academic equivalent.


Joyce’s Ulysses is a critical experiencing of the Odyssey at the level of general structure, of narrative instruments and rhetorical particularity. Joyce (like Pound) reads Homer with us. He reads him through the rival refractions not only of Virgil or of Dante, but through the sheer critical intelligence of his own inventions of echo, of his own over-reaching design of derivation. Unlike that of the critic or academic expositor, Joyce’s reading is answerable to the original precisely because it puts at eminent risk the stature, the fortunes of his own work.


Such acts of criticism and of self-criticism within the critical motion perform the pre-eminent function of all worthwhile reading. They make the past text a present presence. It is this vitalizing assessment of past presentness, together with the critical prevision of its claims on futurity (now, says Borges, Ulysses comes prior to and foretells the Odyssey), which defines just insight. In the poet’s criticism of the poet from within the poem, hermeneutics reads the living text which Hermes, the messenger, has brought from the undying dead.


Other examples crowd to mind. Literary-academic criticism of George Eliot’s Middlemarch is distinguished (see F. R. Leavis). Our imagined culture will, however, subsist without it. What will matter will be its ability to recognize the primary critique of Middlemarch in The Portrait of a Lady. A felt apprehension of how the latter grew out of the former, of the ways in which Henry James’s narrative organization and dramatized psychology are a re-thinking, a comprehensive re-reading of George Eliot’s flawed masterpiece; a grasp of the manner in which the coda of The Portrait of a Lady fails to resolve the implausibilities of motive and conduct which James had registered in the dénouement to Middlemarch – these will make us party to a critical act of the first order. The one novel comes to live in and against the other. As in Borges’s quip, chronology becomes reversible. We learn to read Middlemarch in the probing light of James’s treatment; we then return to The Portrait of a Lady and come to recognize the transformative inflections of its source. These inflections are not parasitical as in the case of purely critical, pedagogical commentary and verdict. The two constructs of imagination enter into fertile ‘contra-diction’.


The secondary literature on Madame Bovary is legion and expendable. Biographical, stylistic, psychoanalytic, deconstructive commentaries have been brought to bear on almost every paragraph of Flaubert’s text. But in our ‘answerable’ city, it is to another novel that we turn for creative interpretation and assay. Anna Karenina is, in the full connotations of the word, a ‘revision’ of Flaubert. Tolstoy’s breadth and spontaneity of presentment, the gusts of vital disorder which blow through the great narrative blocs, argue a fundamental critique of Flaubert’s willed, sometimes choking perfection. The force of religious inference in Anna Karenina makes us critically responsive to the genius of reduction in Flaubert’s invention (a genius already noted by Henry James when he spoke of Emma Bovary as “too small a thing”).


In short: criticism is energized into creative responsibility when Racine reads and transmutes Euripides; when Brecht reconstrues Marlowe’s Edward II; when, in The Maids, Genet plays his sharp variations on the themes of Strindberg’s Miss Julie. The most useful criticism I know of Shakespeare’s Othello is that to be found in Boito’s libretto for Verdi’s opera, and in Verdi’s response, both verbal and musical, to Boito’s suggestions. Cruelly, perhaps, it does seem to be the case that aesthetic criticism is worth having only, or principally, where it is of a mastery of answering form comparable to its object.


One further category of answering form ought to be cited. Translation is, as we have seen, interpretative in its very etymology. It is also critical in the most creative ways. Valéry’s transposition of Virgil’s Eclogues is critical creation. No critical study of the surge and limits of the baroque quite matches Roy Campbell’s translations from the Spanish of St John of the Cross. No literary criticism will educate our inner ear to the changing music of meaning in the English language as will a reading of successive versions of Homer in the translations by Chapman, Hobbes, Cowper, Pope, Shelley, T. E. Lawrence and Christopher Logue. Each of these argues in action a critical experience not only of the Homeric epics and hymns, but a critical response to previous versions and to the distance travelled in the history of spoken language and sensibility. This illumination extends to the special guise of translation we call parody. Set Pope’s Homer (which is, after Milton, the eminent English epic poem) next to the Greek original. Consider both in ‘triangulation’ with those passages in The Rape of the Lock which, point-to-point, travesty passages in the Iliad. The mutual interplay which results is one of the high moments of critical intelligence and imagining.


The obstacles to worthwhile art and music criticism are of the essence. What has language, however adroitly used, to say in regard to the phenomenology of painting, of sculpture, of musical structure? How can the modus operandi of a picture or sonata be verbalized at all? In even the most reputed of academic-literary criticism of the fine arts and of music, the prevalence of elevated chit-chat, the pathos of a fundamental (ontological) absurdity, are palpable. Why should our ‘city of the primary’ bother?


Let us look first at the arts.


The material of interpretation and of judgement is, in the main, provided by artists. It is their maquettes and sketches, it is, to a necessarily limited degree, their letters and journals (Delacroix’s, Paul Klee’s) which make accessible to us the incipience of purposed form. It is successive states of a carving, of an engraving, which yield some insight into the genesis of meaning. Grammatical-logical discourse is radically at odds with the vocabulary and syntax of matter, with that of pigment, stone, wood or metal. Berkeley hints at this contrariety when he characterizes matter as one of “the languages of God”. If at all, speech is edged in reach of materiality, this is to say, in educative reach of that which must, finally, be left unsaid, in the notations made by artists and craftsmen.


It is nearly unjust to confront even the best of critical writings on art, such as Diderot’s, Ruskin’s or Longhi’s, with the letters of Van Gogh or Cézanne. It is these letters that reveal what words can of the translation of matter into sense; it is they that take us, some way at least, into the workshop of bringing-into-being. The dynamics implicit in a creator’s record and evaluation of his own works are, rigorously, psychosomatic: internal vision and muscle, pre-conscious compaction and willed, technical externalization, are indivisible. It is, most generally, before this fusion that language falters. There are exceptions: in Keats’s letters, in Nadezhda Mandelstam’s minute notice of Mandelstam’s gestures of finding. But these are rare.


In the polity which I am proposing, any man or woman open to the over-reaching of his own personal life, which we call the experience of the poetic and the arts, will want to commit to joyous memory passages from Van Gogh’s letters to his brother, Theo, or from Cézanne’s reports to fellow artists and friends of work in progress. These documents do, in some measure, make us privy to the mystery. ‘Mystery’ is a term crucial to the argument. It is not to be flinched from, but it is to be close-pressed for its necessity and definition.


In painting and sculpture, as in literature, the focused light of both interpretation (the hermeneutic) and valuation (the critical-normative) lies in the work itself. The best readings of art are art.


This is, most literally, the case where painters and sculptors copy previous masters. It is true, in graduated degrees, where they incorporate, quote, distort, fragment or transmute motifs, passages, representational and formal configurations, from another painting or sculpture into their own. It is these vitalizing responsions which our citizens of the immediate will look for.


Such incorporation and reference, conscious or unconscious, mimetic or polemic, is constant in art. Art develops via reflection of and on preceding art, where ‘reflection’ signifies both a ‘mirroring’, however drastic the perceptual dislocation, and a ‘re-thinking’. It is through this internalized ‘re-production’ of and amendment to previous representations that an artist will articulate what might appear to have been even the most spontaneous, the most realistic of his sightings. Goya’s sketches of the frenetic violence of the Madrid uprising against Bourbon and Napoleonic rule are, in demonstrable fact, replete with gestural motifs, with conventions of iconographic and symbolic shorthand, transposed from his own earlier compositions and those of other artists, mainly of a pastoral or mythological genre. This in no way impugns the passionate integrity of Goya’s witness. It simply shows the degree to which an artist’s perception of an event or scene is itself an ‘art-act’. I borrow this term from linguistic philosophy where ‘speech-act’ is current. It simply shows how naturally an artist’s ‘criticism of life’ is also art criticism in the most vivid and magisterial sense.


It is, moreover, where art is most innovative, most iconoclastic in manifesto and execution, that its judgements of other art are most compelling. We have no more persuasive guidance to Ingres than in certain drawings and paintings by Dali. Our finest critic of Velázquez is Picasso. Indeed, almost the sum of Picasso’s protean devices can be seen as a series of critical re-valuations of the history of Western and, at certain moments, of ‘primitive’ art. Similarly, Dürer’s re-thinking of the Flemish masters, the patient meditation on the planes and volumes of Piero della Francesca in Cézanne, Manet’s performative investigations of Goya, Monet’s Turner, are art criticism and assessment enacted, and unmatched in their acumen.


The question as to whether anything meaningful can be said (or written) about the nature and sense of music lies at the heart of this essay. This question does seem to me to imply not only fundamental speculations as to the limits of language; it takes us to the frontiers between conceptualization of a rational-logical sort and other modes of internal experience. More than any other act of intelligibility and executive form, music entails differentiations between that which can be understood, this is to say, paraphrased, and that which can be thought and lived in categories which are, rigorously considered, transcendent to such understanding. More narrowly: no epistemology, no philosophy of art can lay claim to inclusiveness if it has nothing to teach us about the nature and meanings of music. Claude Lévi-Strauss’s affirmation that “the invention of melody is the supreme mystery of man” seems to me of sober evidence. The truths, the necessities of ordered feeling in the musical experience are not irrational; but they are irreducible to reason or pragmatic reckoning. This irreducibility is the spring of my argument. It may well be that man is man, and that man ‘borders on’ limitations of a peculiar and open ‘otherness’, because he can produce and be possessed by music.


When it speaks of music, language is lame. Customarily, it takes refuge in the pathos of simile. There are kindlings of discursive revelation in Plato, in Kierkegaard, in Schopenhauer, Nietzsche and Adorno. There is a rare force of suggestion in the definition proposed by Gioseffo Zarlino, the principal Renaissance theoretician of music: music “mingles the incorporeal energy of reason with the body”. One grasps but does not grasp Schopenhauer’s famous dictum: that music “exhibits itself as the metaphysical to everything physical in the world… We might, therefore, just as well call the world embodied music as embodied will.” In music, Pierre Jean Jouve, the French poet and essayist, locates “the Promise”, this is to say, the concrete universal of the challenging and consoling experience of the unfulfilled. The messianic intimation in music is often manifest. But attempts to verbalize it produce impotent metaphors. One of the best qualified teachers of music and musical analysts in our time, Hans Keller, dismissed all musicology and music criticism as phoney.


This fundamental issue has direct bearing on our citizens of the immediate. In music, at a more radical level than in either literature or the arts, the best of intelligence, interpretative and critical, is musical. Asked to explain a difficult étude, Schumann sat down and played it a second time. We have already noted that the most ‘exposed’, therefore engaged and responsible act of musical interpretation, is that of performance. In ways closely analogous to those we have cited in texts, paintings or sculptures, the criticism of music truly answerable to its object is to be found within music itself. The construct of theme and variation, of quotation and reprise, is organic to music, particularly in the West. Criticism is, literally, instrumental in the ear of the composer.


Almost cruelly, we can contrast the communicative wealth of the musical with the waste motions of the verbal. The singular concision of complex moods in Chopin defies discourse. It is made explicit in Busoni’s variations. But these variations are also a critique in the finest sense: the tonal strengths of the Busoni version point out certain complacencies in Chopin’s ready art. Consider the critical authority in Mozart’s rearrangements and reorchestrations of Messiah; in Beethoven’s ten variations, at once attentive and critically magisterial, on a duet from Salieri’s Falstaff. Liszt’s transcriptions for piano from Italian opera, from classical symphonies, from the compositions of his contemporaries, notably Wagner, go a long way to suggest that Liszt’s was the foremost critical (if not self-critical) tact in the history of Western music. Together, these transcriptions make up a syllabus of enacted criticism. The musical-cultural literature on the involvements of Wagnerian opera in the politics of our century is mountainous. Does it define and set out the question at as concise and impassioned a depth as do the citations from Tristan und Isolde in Shostakovich’s Fifteenth Symphony – citations which not only force us back to the matter of Wagner, but which throw an unsparing critical light on the tragic politics of Shostakovich himself and of his society?


One last example. Verbally, it is very nearly impossible to arrive at any satisfactory concept of the coming of ‘modernism’ into music. The clearest critical expositions of this turn are to be found in Schoenberg’s transcriptions and orchestrations of earlier masters, such as Bach and Brahms. Correspondingly, the argument on modernity is made both existential and critical in Stravinsky’s metamorphic variants on Gesualdo, on Pergolesi. In ways unavailable to verbal commentary, these reprises are, simultaneously, modernistic ironizations and de-mythologizations of modernity. Simultaneously, they regroup the lines and fields of force in our musical inheritance, and they ‘make new’. Such regrouping and innovation is, par excellence, the function and justification of criticism.


Thus, structure is itself interpretation and composition is criticism. In our Utopia of lived literacy, critical, evaluative intelligence would be plainly heard and put to responsive use by anyone making music and by all who choose to listen actively. Here again, the discrimination between an active and a passive silence recurs. No critic from without, no instant reviewer would, in our city, be licensed to package the central offerings and demands of musical experience.
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The fantasy which I have sketched is only that. The prohibition of secondary discourse on literature and the arts would demand an implausible degree of censorship. Not even the most rudimentary of structures of literacy and of musical reception is, one imagines, free from critical or didactic interposition. In the domain of the aesthetic, one cannot legislate for immediacy.


There are, moreover, counter-arguments to my entire scheme. There is scholarship, interpretation and criticism of art, music, literature, there is even (though very rarely) reviewing which has legitimate claims to the dignity of creation. No commonsense canon of sensibility would want to erase Samuel Johnson or Coleridge on Shakespeare; Walter Benjamin on Goethe; or Mandelstam’s essay on Dante. How can one demarcate the secondary from the primary, the parasitic from the immediate in Reynolds’s Discourses, in Erwin Panofsky’s readings of medieval and Renaissance art and iconography? Should even the most convinced commitment to the first-hand rule out of court the analyses, the critical evocations of music by Berlioz, by Adorno (who composed), by a virtuoso and musicologist such as Charles Rosen? In letters, especially, the borderlines are uncertain and dynamic. By force of style, of energized analogy, hermeneutics and evaluation can enter into the sphere of the primary text. We re-read Hazlitt on certain theatrical performances, we re-read Henry James on Turgenev or Maupassant. In rare but luminous instances, even the festive oration or academic encomium – Dostoevsky on Pushkin, Thomas Mann on Schiller – takes on the answerable autonomy of the poetic.


The examples I have cited are, almost entirely, derived from artists on art, writers on writing and musicians, either composers or executants, on music. But both in theory and (rare) practice, there can be liberating interpretation and enduring assessment by those who only respond. The pleasures and accuracies of perception would be the poorer if we did not have books such as Erich Auerbach’s Mimesis or William Empson on The Structure of Complex Words (Empson was, to be sure, a minor but distinctive poet).


My censorious fiction can also be rebuked on a more modest level. Where is the harm?


The great bulk of literary journalism and reviewing, of literary-critical essays, of art and music criticism, is totally ephemeral. It moulders into oblivion the morning after. Tomes of academic explication and judgement – on Milton’s rhetoric, on carnality in Baudelaire, on the semantics of wit in the early, the middle or the later Shakespeare, on the deeps of Dostoevsky – are soon out of print and sepulchred in the decent dust of deposit libraries. Critical schools, academic reading lists, semiotic programmes for the interpretation of the arts, come and go like querulous shadows. The continued production of works of exegesis and of criticism on authors, painters, sculptors and composers, already analysed and classed a hundredfold, does afford transient pleasure, benign illusions of significance and, with luck, a certain professional niche and modest revenue for all manner of secondary souls (how could I not know and acknowledge this to be so?).


What would the first novelist, the débutant performer, the painter previously unexhibited, do without the reviewer? For many a tentative reader, the pedagogic-critical shepherd can be invaluable. Why deprive a culture of this tributary current and of the nourishment, however meagre, however short-lived, which it may carry to the great tides of creation? Surely there must be some licence under God for caring mediocrity.


All this is perfectly true. Yet my fantasy of abstention does have its purpose. It aims to direct close attention to dominant characteristics in our present encounters with aesthetic creation. My parable would urge a fundamental question: that of the presence or absence in our individual lives and in the politics of our social being, of poiesis, of the act and experienced act of creation in the full sense. What is the ontological status (no other epithet is accurate), the ‘status of being’ and of meaning, of the arts, of music, of the poem, in the present city? This question can and, in the first instance, must be put in terms which are those of aesthetics, of psychology and of cultural politics. Inevitably, however, it will entail a further dimension.
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The usages and values predominant in the consumer societies of the West today are the opposite to those in the imaginary community of the immediate. It is the secondary and the parasitic which overwhelm. Literate humanity is solicited daily by millions of words, printed, broadcast, screened, about books which it will never open, music it will not hear, works of art it will never set eyes on. A perpetual hum of aesthetic commentary, of on-the-minute judgements, of pre-packaged pontifications, crowds the air. Presumably, the greater part of art-talk or literary reportage, of music reviews or ballet criticism, is skimmed rather than read, heard but not listened to. None the less, the effect is antithetical to that visceral, personal encounter and appropriation designated by Ben Jonson. There is little “ingestion”; it is the ‘digest’ that prevails.


At the level of critical-academic interpretation and evaluation, the volume of secondary discourse defies inventory. Not even the computer and the electronic data bank are able to cope. No bibliographies are up to date. The mass of books and critical essays, of scholarly articles, of acta and dissertations produced each day in Europe and the United States, has the blind weight of a tidal wave. In the ‘humanities’ – a general rubric which I will take to encompass literature, music, the arts together with the totality of hermeneutic and normative argument which they occasion – enumeration verges on the grotesque.


If I give a number of summary examples, it is only because the reader-consumer outside the academy and the art and music worlds has little idea of the pertinent dimensions.


In the field of modern literature alone, Russian and Western universities are thought to register some thirty thousand doctoral theses per annum. An average college or university library will need to stock some three to four thousand periodicals in the humanities. These include learned and critical journals on poetry, drama and fiction; musicological and music-critical journals; quarterlies and research bulletins in the history and criticism of the fine arts. Periodical publications in theoretical and formal aesthetics multiply. The several thousand learned societies, specialized associations, organizations of literary historians, musicologists, friends of belles-lettres, art historians, students of the ballet, of the theatre, of one or another style in architecture, of the history and semiology of film which appear on UNESCO lists, which publish the proceedings of their passions in a more or less official and regular format, are the iceberg tip. No computer has indexed the newsletters, annual memorabilia, minutes of the covens which celebrate this or that rite of explication.


Where major figures or bodies of work are at issue, interpretative and critical ‘coverage’ – a suggestive word – defies listing. The fullest bibliography we have of books and articles on Goethe’s Faust runs to four stately tomes. It was incomplete when it appeared and is now out of date. It has been estimated that, since the late 1780s, some twenty-five thousand books, essays, articles, contributions to critical and learned colloquia, doctoral dissertations, have been produced on the true meanings of Hamlet. No register that we have of Dante commentaries, of expository and critical opinions on the philosophic, structural, contextual aspects of the Divine Comedy, can be regarded as exhaustive. Some thirty-five learned congresses marked the Victor Hugo centennial of 1985. Their acta are in course of publication.


But lesser masters, and contemporary writers and artists whose intrinsic stature remains arguable, have become the object of academic-critical mass assembly. Even prior to the foundation of a journal and of newsletters devoted wholly to his work, Faulkner had been the subject of more than one thousand scholarly articles and theses. Commentaries on Ezra Pound, on Samuel Beckett, are pouring off the conveyor belt. A mandarin madness of secondary discourse infects thought and sensibility.


Periods, climates of culture, in which the exegetic and the critical dominate, are called ‘Alexandrine’ or ‘Byzantine’. These epithets refer to the prevalence of grammatological, editorial, didactic, glossarial and judiciary techniques and ideals over any actual poetic-aesthetic creativity in Hellenistic Alexandria and in the Byzantium of the later Empire and Middle Ages. They tell of the imperialism of the second-and third-hand. The name of no single metropolis can designate what is analogous to Alexandria, to Byzantium, in our present situation. Perhaps our age will come to be known as that of the marginalists, of the clerics in the market.


What are the causes? Who, to borrow Homer’s myth of dishevelment and waste, has untied the wind-bags of Aeolus? I am not certain that there is any wholly satisfactory answer.


The genius of the age is that of journalism. Journalism throngs every rift and cranny of our consciousness. It does so because the press and the media are far more than a technical instrument and commercial enterprise. The root-phenomenology of the journalistic is, in a sense, metaphysical. It articulates an epistemology and ethics of spurious temporality. Journalistic presentation generates a temporality of equivalent instantaneity. All things are more or less of equal import; all are only daily. Correspondingly, the content, the possible significance of the material which journalism communicates, is ‘remaindered’ the day after. The journalistic vision sharpens to the point of maximum impact every event, every individual and social configuration; but the honing is uniform. Political enormity and the circus, the leaps of science and those of the athlete, apocalypse and indigestion, are given the same edge. Paradoxically, this monotone of graphic urgency anaesthetizes. The utmost beauty or terror are shredded at close of day. We are made whole again, and expectant, in time for the morning edition.


Each of these principles and tactics is antinomian to serious literature and the arts. The temporalities of poetry, art and music are not only specific to themselves (music is, indeed, time made free of temporality). The text, the painting, the composition are wagers on lastingness. They embody the dur désir de durer (‘the harsh, demanding desire for durance’). In a perfectly concrete sense, their deadlines are those of an unknown extension into the future. Serious art, music, writing is not interesting in the sense in which journalism must be. Its solicitation and governance of us are those of a patient necessity. The appeal of the text, of the work of art or music is, radically, disinterested. Journalism bids us invest in the bourse of momentary sensation. Such investment yields ‘interest’ in the most pragmatic sense. The dividends of the aesthetic are, precisely, those of ‘disinterest’, of a rebuke to opportunity. Above all, meaningful art, music, literature are not new, as is, as must strive to be, the news brought by journalism. Originality is antithetical to novelty. The etymology of the word alerts us. It tells of ‘inception’ and of ‘instauration’, of a return, in substance and in form, to beginnings. In exact relation to their originality, to their spiritual-formal force of innovation, aesthetic inventions are ‘archaic’. They carry in them the pulse of the distant source.


Why then the prodigality of journalistic notice expended on the aesthetic?


Strictly considered, the claims of journalism to men’s works and days are totalitarian. Journalism would ‘cover’ the sum total of happenings. In so far as they do ‘happen’, although in this context the very notion of occurrence is fundamentally impertinent, art, literature, music, dance are grist to the paper-mill. The mass media employ marriage counsellors and astrologers. Why should they not employ art critics and music reviewers?


But this is not the full answer by any means. Manifold accommodations between aesthetic consumption and political-social power, between leisure and industrialization, are relevant. The assumption of parliamentary and bureaucratic control by the educated bourgeoisie in the 1830s and 1840s dissociates the greater part of literary, artistic and musical patronage from the aristocratic and ecclesiastical élite of an ancien régime. Art, letters, music must now compete for response in the emporia of middle-class taste. Such competition compels notice and publicity. In his Illusions perdues, Balzac, who was among the very first to analyse and master the new instrumentalities, gives us a classic account of the changes. Advertisement and dissemination through journalism reach into every aspect of the aesthetic.


The consequence is a peculiar dialectic of false immediacy. Every day, in the urban centres, the new consumer – the middle-class reader, spectator, concert-goer, visitor of art galleries – is directed towards possible objects of perception and valuation. At the same time, he is ‘distanced’ from the goods displayed. His personal involvement in the text or painting or symphony, his potential investment in risks of consciousness, are mundanely gauged. An appreciation of music, of the arts, of letters is now a widely disseminated attribute of gentility and conspicuous leisure. Note the kindred connotations of augmented worth, of psychological and material profits, in the very word ‘appreciation’. But there has been a crucial interposition. The journalistic or periodical reviewer and critic are the middlemen, the jobbers, the keepers of salutary distance between the anarchic, counter-utilitarian claims and subversions of the aesthetic on the one hand, and the prudential liberalities of the civic imagination on the other. They are the privileged, though in many ways scorned, couriers between realms of value which have need of each other – the arts do help fill the menacing spaces of private emptiness – but those aims are fundamentally adverse. The media do enable the poet and artist to declare his presence, to bruit his wares amid competing clamour. Reciprocally, the treatment of the arts and literature in the media informs, and informs reassuringly, the necessary public. The infernal machine of questioning vision and of mystery is defused by intermittence. Via the distance created by the book review or piece of musical criticism, the patron can patronize.


Speculatively, one could probe further. Again, it is the bourgeois revolutions, political and industrial, of the first half of the nineteenth century which are seminal. During and after these revolutions, literature, music and the arts, reviewed, academicized, glazed over by the daily and weekly press, came to be a partial surrogate for certain modes of political action. For Plato, a true adult is one whose discourse bears on the laws and politics of his city. In the life of the literate middle classes in modern industrial societies, such bearing is indeed institutionalized (in the ballot, in the right of candidacy to elected office). But it is also fitful, coming only occasionally. With the exponential anonymity and technicality of public functions, personal commitment to the political has become a more or less stale manoeuvre of delegation. Talk about culture, cultured talk, talk about such talk – ‘have you read this morning’s book review?’, ‘have you seen what the pundits say of the world genius of Bacon and the decline of Henry Moore?’ – fills a certain political vacuum. It diverts, both in the sense of deflection and of entertainment.


In the humanities and liberal arts, however, it is not journalism stricto sensu which is the dynamo of the secondary. It is the academic and that immensely influential, although complex form, the academic-journalistic. It is the universities, the research institutes, the academic presses, which are our Byzantium.


The annexation of the living arts and literatures by the scholastics is a fascinating story. The transmutation of poetics into texts, this is to say, the lexical, grammatical, compositional analysis of a piece of literature, and the uses of such analysis towards rhetorical, civic and moral instruction, is as old as are the commentaries on Homer in ancient Greece. In essence, there is scarcely one among our interpretative-critical methods – the gloss, the footnote, the emendation, the recension of various readings, the critical paraphrase – which was not practised by the ancient Academy and Alexandria. Cicero’s heuristic, mimetic and critical treatments of the Greek legacy constitute the binding model for the scholastic-academic enterprise of the humanities in the West. Taken over, intensified by the Byzantine grammarians and the Church Fathers, these theories and pragmatics of right reading, of hermeneutic explication, of editorial-critical discourse on discourse, organize the concept of the canonic, the drawing up of the syllabus, as these obtain to this day.


Little in the business of our schooling in letters, music and the arts, in that of our lectures and seminars, would seem alien to the minds of St Jerome or St Augustine. The evolution of classical and medieval means of understanding into modern philology and modern hermeneutics during the seventeenth, eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries is one of close-knit continuity. As is the deepening of textual inquiry from Spinoza’s Tractatus theologico-politicus to the interpretative methodology of Schleier-macher. The Muses have always had entrance in academe.


But in the modern context, that entrance has become problematic. We have seen that secondary discourse on the aesthetic, both interpretative and critical, takes over from scriptural and theological exegesis its essential methodological and practical instruments. At the same time, the modern explicator-critic reverts to the elucidation and assessment of secular, mundane texts, works of art, musical compositions, such as had been practised by classical and Hellenistic grammarians, pedagogues and scholiasts. This twofold motion of immediate theological inheritance and of reversion to the aesthetic initiates ambiguities of the most opaque and consequential kind. I shall be considering these later.


The point at issue now is the expansionism of the academic-critical vision; of its territorial extension from the canonic to the contemporary.


With rare exceptions, textual commentary of an academic cast is, during the Renaissance, the Enlightenment and most of the nineteenth century, brought to bear on the presiding genius of the Greco-Roman source. The very notion of philology and ‘higher criticism’, where the claim to elevation is shared by scriptural and classical studies, intimates the editing, teaching and comparative explication of the classical. There is criticism of contemporaneous art, music and letters. But even at its gravest reach, in Samuel Johnson’s Lives of the Poets, in Lessing’s Hamburgische Dramaturgie, such criticism defines itself as of the periodical-journalistic domain. It does not aspire to, it often contemns, the academic.


The erosion of this vital distinction is recent. It directs us towards deep-lying changes of structure in our modernity and in the force of Americanization so characteristic of this modernity. American higher education imports, at the turn of our century, the pedagogic programmes, the ideals of graduate study and doctoral research, the bibliographic orientation towards the secondary, of the German university system. The latter had been formulated and institutionalized by Wilhelm von Humboldt in Berlin, and by the charismatic mandarins of Iena and Göttingen. Though on a scale of unprecedented generosity and recruitment, American university seminars, institutes for humanistic research and criteria of professional incorporation through learned publication, are exponents of the nineteenth-century German ideal of academic humanism.


But with a difference. The German model was classical in focus and hierarchical in its identification of the pertinent syllabus. Democracy is, fundamentally, at odds with the canonic. Two principal impulses energize the American spirit: immanence and egalitarianism. The crux of American time is now. The past matters in direct reference to its usability in and by the present. American sensibility tends to invest remembrance not in historicity but in Utopia. Transcendence itself is made pragmatic; the definition of tomorrow is that of the empirical realization of substantive dreams. No other culture has so dignified the immanent.


Concomitantly, the egalitarian ideal seeks to domesticate excellence. The European canon orders vertically, gives differing ranks to the products of intellect and of feeling. Its strategies are those of exclusion. The Parnassus, the Pantheon of official glory, integral to European humanities, are suspect to American sentiment. The American genius would democratize eternity. It follows that contemporary art, literature, music, dance have full rights of citizenship in the hermeneutic-critical responsibilities of the academy. The lines of demarcation between the academic and the journalistic, between intemporality and the daily, between auctoritas, as it articulates the sovereignty of the canonic precedent, and the experimental and ephemeral, are effaced. Identical techniques of commentary, themselves increasingly standardized and ‘scientific’, as is the tenor of American life, are applied to ancient and modern, to the established and the transitory.


Answering to the needs and hopes of a matchlessly inclusive and diverse society, the American university lays claims to totality as sweeping as those of journalism. No textuality, no art form, no mayfly of literary, musical or material contrivance is, a priori, ruled out of court. The appetite for exposition, instruction and taxonomy is omnivorous. The bell wether of American universities assigns to its ‘core curriculum’, this is to say, to its minimal requirements for literacy, a course on black women novelists of the early 1980s. Poets, novelists, choreographers, painters of the most derivative or passing interest, are made the object of seminars and dissertations, of undergraduate lectures and post-doctoral research. The axioms of the transcendent in the arts of understanding and of judgement – axioms which this essay seeks to clarify – are invested in the overnight.


In turn, the living writer, composer, choreographer or sculptor, the maker of films or ceramics, is invited into the academy. The American university does not only study and teach the living arts: it houses them in ‘creative writing’ programmes, workshops and recital rooms. Aristotle does not only look at the bust of Homer, as in Rembrandt’s allegory of the relations between the poetic and the philosophical-critical modes of being. He is now host to both the poet and the sculptor.


Two concepts call for reflection. That of ‘research’ into the humanities on the one hand; that of the co-habitation of the living arts and of the hermeneutic-academic on the other.


The aims of textual criticism, in its historical sense, were straightforward. The corpus of revealed and classical texts had to be properly edited. It was towards this precise end that humanistic-academic scholarship developed and cultivated the disciplines of philology, emendation, recension and lexical-grammatical annotation. In this context, ‘research’ had its exact meaning. It signified a systematic inquiry into the provenance, status, relative worth and interrelations of codices, manuscripts and preceding editions. What is the situation today?


In regard to musical scores, a good deal remains to be authoritatively edited, dated and formally analysed. Art history and iconography also provide further justification for historical and technical investigation, for documented attribution and ‘reasoned publication’, in the sense in which that phrase is used by those who first describe rigorously a previously unknown or mistaken art object.


In literary studies, which are the power-house of secondary discourse, the position is different. No doubt, there is a sense in which no edition, however learned and scrupulous, is ever perfect. No doubt, this or that pot-shard of textual or biographical information can still be fitted into the established reconstruction. But these are luxuries. Generally speaking, the texts in the canon of Western poetry, drama and fiction, from the Iliad and the Odyssey to Ulysses (a challenging case) or The Magic Mountain, have been adequately and more than adequately edited. The opulent minutiae of the variorum now extend to Proust and Rilke. As further works gain roots in the syllabus of the indispensable, they too will be ‘textualized’ critically by those philologists and text critics (rarer, said A. E. Housman, than are either poets or major critics) equipped for this exigent craft.


Currently, however, ‘research’ has pre-empted a far wider realm. In the academic treatment of the humanities, the fiftieth article on, say, metaphor in Scott Fitzgerald, on the narrative grace of Chaucer, on E. M. Forster’s avoidance of the tragic, will be funded, presented and classified as research. The same applies to dissertations on writers already entombed in pyramids of paraphrase and opinion. In actual fact, such books, articles and theses are statements of personal intuition, of personal taste, more or less novel, more or less ingenious or productive of debate. Even where they exhibit unusual accuracies of feeling and elegance of proposal, these acts of secondary discourse are not ‘research’. Is is worth noting, furthermore, that such accuracy and elegance belong only to the very few. The entire notion of research in modern letters is vitiated by the evidently false postulate that tens of thousands of young men and women will have anything new and just to say about Shakespeare or Keats or Flaubert. In truth, the bulk of doctoral and post-doctoral ‘research’ into literature, and the publications which it spawns, are nothing more than a grey morass.


The dilution, the trivialization of the concept of research in the humanities, and the regimen of the parasitic which it sustains in our culture, has two causes. The first is the professionalization of the academic pursuit and appropriation of the liberal arts. Transposed from a European to an American setting, this enterprise took on industrial élan. Where there are no longer enough classical and eminent texts to be edited, there are always enough to be ‘re-valued’. Where knowledge of Greek and Latin, of Old and Elizabethan English ebbs, there are always contemporary authors available for academic teeth to grind.


The second motive is that of the humanistic imitation of the scientific. In their scale of bureaucratic formalization, of funding, in their eager pretence to theoretical rigour and cumulative discovery, the humanities in our universities and institutes of advanced studies strive obsessively to rival the high good fortunes of the exact and the applied sciences. This striving, and the mendacious notion of research which it entails, are themselves founded in the positivism and ‘scientism’ of the nineteenth century. They ape the aspirations to exact Wissenschaft – ‘knowledge that is scientific’, ‘insight that is somehow verifiable as are scientific hypotheses’ – as we find them in Comte, in Ranke. The fantastic success of the mathematical and the natural sciences, their prestige and socio-economic preferment, have mesmerized humanists and literati.


The sciences do proceed by research. In science, work of the very first order can be collective and cumulative. Scientific papers do bring new recognitions and methods in a demonstrable or refutable sense. In the laboratory, in the mathematical seminar, central techniques of perception and manipulation can be taught. Not one of these three configurations is genuinely applicable to aesthetic study and pronouncement, except at the most formal, linguistic-textual level. The positing of an opinion about a painter, poet or composer is not a falsifiable proceeding. In the humanities, collective formulations are almost invariably trivial (what worthwhile book after the Pentateuch has been written by a committee?). Nor is the process of insight cumulative and self-corrective, except in the most severely defined areas of textual philology, iconography, or musicology. The finest of later literary interpretation and criticism does not supersede Aristotle on Euripides, Samuel Johnson on King Lear (we may differ drastically from that unsettling reading, but we cannot refute or supersede it), or Sainte-Beuve on Racine. In the speculative intuitions of the aesthetic, the motions of spirit are not those of an arrow, but of the spiral at once ascendant and retrogressive as is the stairway in the library of Montaigne.


Thirdly, critical tact, answerability to poetic and artistic shaping, can be exemplified but not taught. Their transmission from one generation to the next cannot be systematized as can be the handing on of scientific techniques and results.


Thus, in all but the strictly philological-historical area, the fabrication of humanistic ‘research’ is precisely that. The illusions which have resulted in the academy are calamitous.


The question of the incorporation inside universities of the arts and of living artists is less clear.


The material benefits for the recipients of academic bounty are obvious. The poet, playwright, composer, cinéaste, gets room and board, a workshop, a captive audience. For its part, academe profits from exposure to innovation, to anarchic vitality and the leaven of bad manners. It witnesses work in progress. The presence of the sculptor challenges that of the plaster casts in the art department. The poet-on-campus may, obliquely, induce salutary scepticism as to the nobility and altruism of past masters.


The negative aspects are subtler. Intimacies between the process of creation and that of analytic-discursive reflection are not native. Constrained by the very ambience of academic hospitality to a deliberate practice of self-awareness and self-explanation, the painter-in-residence, the poet in the seminar, the composer at the lectern, will find himself ousted from the exigent isolation, from the inchoate dynamics, opaque to himself, of his calling. The welcoming scrutiny he receives can render him falsely transparent.


Even where he is not a guest on campus, today’s poet, artist or composer is, as never before, under pressure of academic attention and expectations. Consciously or not, numerous poets – Auden being among the first to have registered and explored the damaging paradox – begin to write the type of poem that will reward the structural analyses of college and university classes. The novelist patterns for ambiguities, for polysemic densities of the kind prized and ‘taught’ by the explicator. Housing the vestigial claims of the psychoanalytic, art and literature departments in the university look to the Freudian or Jungian yield from painting and poem. Consciously or not, the creator labours to oblige. Distorting courtesies of reception obtain between artist and explainer. To a degree which is difficult to determine, the esoteric impulse in twentieth-century music, literature and the arts reflects calculation. It looks to the flattery of academic and hermeneutic notice. Reciprocally, the academy turns towards that which appears to require its exegetic, cryptographic skills. The text solicits ‘adoption’ by the university syllabus and reading list. The term is revealing; for the paternity thus obtained is, indeed, a false one.


The Saturn of explication devours that which it adopts. Or, more precisely, it makes it servile. Everywhere around us, at this period in Western culture, the aesthetic shows signs, and more than signs, of being ‘academic’. The pejorative aura of that epithet now carries a twofold meaning. A growing measure of our aesthetic invention and response is academic precisely because it is of and for the academy.


The Byzantine dominion of secondary and parasitic discourse over immediacy, of the critical over the creative, is itself a symptom. An anxious desire for interposition, for explicative-evaluative mediation between ourselves and the primary, permeates our condition. To cite Byron’s mocking distinction, we prefer reviewers to bards; or, rather, we cultivate those bards who are most reviewable, who ‘can be taught’. Observe the semantic duplicity: poets who can be taught are also teachable. The central source of the triumph of the secondary is the crux of my argument.


I shall be arguing that we crave remission from direct encounter with the ‘real presence’ or the ‘real absence of that presence’, the two phenomenologies being rigorously inseparable, which an answerable experience of the aesthetic must enforce on us. We seek the immunities of indirection. In the agency of the critic, reviewer or mandarin commentator, we welcome those who can domesticate, who can secularize the mystery and summons of creation. What intelligible meaning we can attach to these notions needs to be shown. Before proceeding to this decisive but most resistant stage of the argument, I want to consider the formal and historical relations between the created and the discursive. Is there not in the limitless proliferation of the secondary an inevitability? Am I tilting at windmills?
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Commentary is without end. In the worlds of interpretative and critical discourse, book, as we have seen, engenders book, essay breeds essay, article spawns article. The mechanics of interminability are those of the locust. Monograph feeds on monograph, vision on revision. The primary text is only the remote font of autonomous exegetic proliferation. The true source of Z’s tome are X’s and Y’s works on the identical topic. In both rhetorical conventions and substance, secondary texts are about secondary texts. Books of literary interpretation and criticism, of art criticism and musical aesthetics, are about previous books on the same or closely cognate themes. Essay speaks to essay, article chatters to article in an endless gallery of querulous echo. At present, in fact, the principal energies and animus of the academic-journalistic outpouring in the humanities is of a tertiary order. We have texts about the possibility and epistemological status of preceding secondary texts. There was, for example, Wordsworth. Thereafter came the flood of comment on Wordsworth. Today, the ardour burns in the paper on the semantic possibilities or impossibilities of writing about Wordsworth. Our talk is about talk, and Polonius is master.


How can personal sensibility go upstream, to the living springs of ‘first being’? Does such an image of the primal have any legitimacy? This question arises, fundamentally, at three moments in the Western tradition.


In Judaism, unending commentary and commentary upon commentary are elemental. Talmudic exegesis exfoliates into uninterrupted study of and commentary on the Talmud. The lamps of explication must burn unquenched before the tabernacle. Hermeneutic unendingness and survival in exile are, I believe, kindred. The text of the Torah, of the biblical canon, and the concentric spheres of texts about these texts, replace the destroyed Temple. The dialectical movement is profound. On the one hand, there is a sense in which all commentary is itself an act of exile. All exegesis and gloss transports the text into some measure of distance and banishment. Veiled in analysis and metamorphic exposition, the Ur-text is no longer immediate to its native ground. On the other hand, the commentary underwrites – a key idiom – the continued authority and survival of the primary discourse. It liberates the life of meaning from that of historical-geographical contingency. In dispersion, the text is homeland.


The Gemara, the commentaries on the Mishna, the collection and collocation of oral laws and prescripts which, together, make up the Talmud; the Midrash, which is that part of the interpretative commentary which attends specifically to the interpretation of scripture, are both formally and substantively interminable. The midrashic method of reading is that of the argumentative, qualifying, revisionary gloss and marginalia on the holy text and on previous readings. Hermeneutical investigation bears on every level of possible meaning: semantic, grammatical, lexical. Formidably schooled memorization and philological virtuosity perform a dance of the spirit in front of the partially closed but radiant Ark of the letter.


This reading without end represents the foremost guarantee of Jewish identity. Unwaveringly minute study of the Torah is enjoined before any other rite or obligation. Dialogue with the ultimately, but only ultimately, unfathomable text is the breath of Jewish history and being. It has proved to be the instrument of improbable survival. At the same time, the Talmudic genius and method have, very possibly, generated within Judaic sensibility certain philological-legalistic sterilities and circularities. The dance turns never-endingly on itself. It is not only the Mosaic prohibition against images and the immemorial Jewish diffidence in the face of the act of creation which have, until very recently, made of the Jew a scholar-commentator rather than a shaper of aesthetic form (as he was, incomparably, when the Psalms, when the Song of Songs, when the Book of Job and Ecclesiastes came into being). It is the inherent ideal and practice of the secondary in respect of the revealed word. Most significantly, the greatest of modern Jewish writers and imaginers, Kafka, gives to his fictions the lineaments of exegesis, of probing, baffled marginalia to the abyss of meaning.


The rabbinic answer to the dilemma of the unending commentary is one of moral action and enlightened conduct. The hermeneutic exposition is not an end in itself. It aims to translate into normative instruction meanings indwelling in the manifold previsions of the sacred message. As centuries pass, the Torah is not only preserved literally. It is safeguarded from the threat of the past tense. The ever-unfolding commentary provides the prescriptive, commemorative, metaphoric and esoteric components of the passage under scrutiny, of the single word or letter under loving disputation, with a palpable presentness. The gloss insists on pertinence here and now. Simultaneously, elucidation and conjecture prepare the passage for a future harvest. Via ever-renewed interpretations, this very same biblical verse, this very same parable, shall, in times and places of need as yet unknown, deploy illuminations and practical, existential applications as yet unperceived.


The contrast with Kabbalistic readings is instructive. The Kabbalist would translate understanding not into action but into final illumination. He seeks bedrock. Seven times seven are the strata of signification in the word, in the letter. Finalities of meditation, ecstatic attendance on darkness, may come within reach of the last secrets of sense, of those letters of white fire which speak the meaning of meaning. Such knowing is self-contained. It need not, it cannot be transposed into the imprecise contour of personal or communal behaviour. The reading is the crucial act and the Kabbalist remains boundlessly acquiescent in silence.


Both these modes of interpretative experience in the face of meaning, that of answerability compelling action, and that of pure receptivity, will have bearing on the concept of the encounter with presence.


The second moment in which the relations between the primary and the secondary, between the inspired and the discursive, are argued in depth, is that of medieval scholasticism. Self-replicating and variant, the helix of scholastic commentary winds around the stem of the scriptural and patristic canon. Our whole theme is made emblematic by a sequence of celebrated twelfth-century titles: Anselm of Laon’s Glossa ordinaria on the Psalms and the Pauline Epistles is followed by Gilbert de la Porrée’s Media glossatura; the latter, in turn, leads to Peter Lombard’s Magna glossatura. The fine-nerved severities of formal analysis, the branching nuances of grammatical-semantic probing in the arts of reading of medieval schoolmen, no longer are a part of general or, indeed, privileged literacy. If they were, much in recent semiotics and grammatology would seem derivative from that earlier phenomenology and methodology of extreme scruple. Specifically, we would recognize in today’s idolatry of the ‘informational’, of classificatory logistics and data storage, an almost parodistic fulfilment of the encyclopaedic lust in the medieval spirit, of that omnivorous appetite for a summa, for a summa summarum of the writ, glossed, annotated world.


This appetite, together with the postulate of a fourfold and ascending scale of understanding, from the literal and the moralizing, to the allegorical and the anagogical or purely spiritual – a scale without which the drama of organization in Dante’s Commedia would have been inconceivable – begets unending commentary. Scholastic and clerical authorities were acutely aware of the dilemma. They observed the revealed text bending under the weight of ever-proliferating interpretation, paraphrase and glossarial elaboration. Deep-sea divers tell of a certain depth at which the human brain becomes possessed of the illusion that natural breathing is again possible. When this happens, the diver removes his helmet and drowns. He is inebriate with a fatal enchantment called le vertige des grandes profondeurs, ‘the vertigo of the great deeps’. Masters of scholastic reading and explication knew this dizziness.


Hence the systematic and legislative attempts at agreed finality. The primary had to be protected from the choking growth of the secondary. Papal and councillary efforts were made to determine the true and everlasting meanings of the revealed. Note the radical difference between Catholic and Judaic textuality. There is no temporal singularity, no enigma of historicity (‘why in this one place, why at that one time?’) in the Judaic sense of the Creation and of the Mosaic reception and transmission of the Law. There is a strict, utterly mysterious temporality in the coming and ministry of Christ. Being so naturally, if inexplicably, immersed in actual time, the meanings of that coming, the normative consequences of the sayings of Christ and of the writings of the Apostles, must, as it were, be stabilized in eternity. The Torah is indeterminately synchronic with all individual and communal life. The Gospels, Epistles and Acts are not.


To achieve finalities of meaning one must punctuate (the very term is that of the ‘full stop’). One must arrest the cancerous throng of interpretations and re-interpretations. The explicative and legislative decrees promulgated by Rome and by the custodians of orthodoxy in medieval Paris, the doctrinal-metaphysical enclosedness of Aquinas’s Summa, can be understood as a series of attempts at hermeneutic ‘end-stopping’. In essence, they proclaim that the primary text can mean this and this, but not that. The equations which relate rational comprehension and explicative authority to revelation are complex, but finally soluble. Thus dogma can be defined as hermeneutic punctuation, as the promulgation of semantic arrest. Orthodox eternity is the precise contrary of the unendingness of interpretative revision and commentary. In scholastic faith, logic and grammatology (as, later, in Hegel), eternity is ordinance and closed form. Unendingness is Satanic chaos.


It follows that heresy can be defined as ‘un-ending re-reading’ and revaluation. Heresy refuses exegetic finality. No text is ne  varietur. The heretic is the discourser without end. His reinterpretations and revisions, his novel translations, even where they profess, strategically, a return to the authentic source, even where they allege that the understanding of the primary text will be made plainer and more relevant to the needs of an unstable world, generate an open-ended, disseminative hermeneutic. The Roman Catholic warning that interpretation without end, even where it claims to be ‘fundamentalist’ and textually reductive, will modulate, first, into historical criticism, next into more or less metaphoric deism and, lastly, into agnosticism, is logically and historically valid. Where it is without finiteness, secondary discourse is schismatic.


In both the Talmudic and the scholastic models of encounter with revealed and inspired meaning, the postulate of revelation is itself transcendent. The struggle against the secondary is one that would inhibit the relativization of the absolute. The third trial of methodological and applied insight into the relations between primary and secondary orders of enunciation, of felt form, is resolutely secular.


The logic, the motor principle of free association, on which the theory and practice of psychoanalysis depend, are those of an infinite series. Each unit in the associative chain does not only connect horizontally and in linear sequence with the next; it can itself become the starting point for an unbounded set of new linked connotations, associations and recall. The analyst’s decision to interrupt the unwinding progression, to punctuate what is, in the most direct sense, an unending phrase, at the close, say, of sixty minutes or before the summer break, is arbitrary. The next association, now unvoiced, the next image-cluster, might, in fact, have proved to be the crucial one, the clue to deeper findings. It is this contingent, purely conventional practice of interruption which made Wittgenstein uneasy about the entire psychoanalytic enterprise.


Freud’s paper of 1937 on “Terminal and Endless Analysis” seeks to confront the dilemma. Freud acknowledges that neurotic symptoms and manifestations recur long after the close of therapy. He concedes that the concept of the termination of the psychoanalytic process of verbal associations has no theoretical foundation. The only reasonable answer, therefore, is pragmatic and professional. “The termination of analysis is, I take it, a matter of praxis.” The analytic sessions may be said to have been completed when the volume and supposed centrality of deciphered significations and memories allow a better integration of the speaker’s ego (allow a more orderly and inclusive decoding of the text or the painting). It is characteristic of Freud’s sovereign nonchalance in regard to the problematic nature of language itself – language being at once the raw material and sole instrument of all Freudian psychoanalysis – that he neither observes nor seeks to elucidate the underlying issue of semantic unendingness. “This procedure of free association and so on is queer, because Freud never shows us how we know where to stop,” says Wittgenstein in his posthumously published conversations. Freud cannot show this. The filaments of associative congruence, of occlusions, of covert or declared suggestions, are limitless. As is the generation of sentences. Correspondingly, the process of psychoanalytic decoding and reading in depth can have no intrinsic or verifiable end. There is always more to be said about the poem or the picture or the buried intentionalities and self-betrayals of the musical composition (though psychoanalysis is almost helpless in regard to music, a point to which I want to return). There are always further layers to be excavated, deeper shafts to be sunk into the manifold strata of subconscious inception. The archaeology of sense is as vertical, it is as much directed towards the de profundis, as is that of Talmudic exegesis from which so much of the spirit of Freud’s hermeneutics was derived. Knowing no dogmatic terminality, psychoanalytic commentary on literature and the arts, its reinterpretation of precedent psychoanalytic readings – witness the tertiary literature on Freud’s explications of Shakespeare, of Michelangelo, of Leonardo, of Dostoevsky or of Poe – are without end.


In a most graphic way, this automatism of secondary and tertiary discourse, this formal and empirical interminability as we see it in psychoanalytic pursuits of meaning, is illustrative of all interpretative and critical treatment of the aesthetic. By the logic of dialectical inversion (‘dialectical’ is an awkward but, here, inescapable term), the very methodologies and techniques which would restore to us the presence of the source, of the primary, surround, suffocate that presence with their own autonomous mass. The tree dies under the hungry weight of the vines.
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The customary ways in which we experience the aesthetic in our twentieth-century culture, the customary ways in which we verbalize such experience–and it is the correspondence between the experience and the verbalization which I am seeking to clarify – are opposite to the ideals of immediacy, of personal engagement and answerability, which I sketched at the outset. The imbalance between the secondary and its object, between the ‘text’, which I take to include the art object, the musical composition, the dance, and the explicative-evaluative commentary they occasion, is very nearly grotesque. Parasitic discourse feeds upon living utterance; as in microbiological food-chains, the parasitic in turn feeds upon itself. Criticism, meta-criticism, dia-criticism, the criticism of criticism, pullulate.


The mechanics of inflation, which preside over so much that is characteristic of the political history, social crises and entrepreneurial energies in our century, are decisively functional in the humanities and in our individual relations to art, music, literature. It is less, perhaps, Byzantium and Alexandria which typify our condition than it is the Weimar of the 1920s. The underlying simile is worth looking at closely.


Each day, via journalism, via the journalistic-academic, the inherent value, the productive powers, the savings embodied in a creative currency, this is to say in the vitality of the aesthetic, are devalued. The paper Leviathan of secondary talk not only swallows the prophetic (there is prophecy and the prophecy of remembrance in all serious poetic and artistic invention): it spews it out diminished and fragmented. In the absence of the guarantor, a counterfeit mode of exchange, that of the review speaking to the review, of the critical article addressing the critical article, circulates endlessly. It is not, as Ecclesiastes would have it, that “of making many books there is no end”. It is that ‘of making books on books and books on those books there is no end’.


I have hinted that the consequences of trivia, however voluminous, can themselves be regarded as trivial. The mushrooming of semantic-critical jargon, the disputations between structuralists, post-structuralists, meta-structuralists and deconstructionists, the attention accorded both in the academy and the media to theoreticians and publicists of the aesthetic – all these carry within their bustling pretence the germs of more or less rapid decay. “Fashion is the mother of death” (so Leopardi). It can be argued that the sepulchre, heaped around the primary text by exegesis and criticism, is made of ephemeral plaster. The inflation of the parasitic is halted when the constructs of spuriousness collapse under their own weight, when the zero-point of trust and of felt meaning is reached. The declining fortunes of Marxist and psychoanalytic methods of decoding would appear to point in that direction. The parodistic lexica and grammatologies of Rabelais, Molière’s Précieuses ridicules swept away with one gust of laughter – laughter being, at crucial times, another name for the seriousness of good sense – rhetorics, spectral systems and mandarin sabbaths as portentous, as condescending of true creation, as any now abroad. The essential idiom of the poem, of the piece of music, of the painting or sculpture is that of survival.


I question this consoling argument. I do so because I believe that the eclipse of the humanities, in their primary sense and presentness, in today’s culture and society, implicates that of the humane.


We flinch from the immediate pressures of mystery in poetic, in aesthetic acts of creation as we do from the realization of our diminished humanity, of all that is literally bestial in the murderousness and gadgetry of this age. The secondary is our narcotic. Like sleepwalkers, we are guarded by the numbing drone of the journalistic, of the theoretical, from the often harsh, imperious radiance of sheer presence. Beauty can, indeed, be ‘terribly born’, as Yeats says. The cry of those Angels in Rilke’s Duino Elegies can embarrass intolerably. The news brought by annunciations not only stays new; it can be unendurable in its ambiguity. So we slide past the singing rocks, their song stifled, or made artifice, by secular gloss and critique.


I sense that we shall not come home to the facts of our unhousedness, of our eviction from a central humanity in the face of the tidal provocations of political barbarism and technocratic servitude, if we do not redefine, if we do not re- experience, the life of meaning in the text, in music, in art. We must come to recognize, and the stress is on re-cognition, a meaningfulness which is that of a freedom of giving and of reception beyond the constraints of immanence.
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