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Praise for
Reclaiming Art in the Age of Artifice


“Leaping gracefully from Coleridge to Kubrick, from the Bible to Baudrillard, J.F. Martel offers us a lovely and powerful reminder that the greatest art presents the world through mystery rather than manipulation. Arguing that art’s prophetic promise comes from its capacity to rupture the workaday world of means and ends, Martel calls for a visionary return to the imaginal rifts of a novelty beyond artifice.”


—Erik Davis, author of TechGnosis


“A key work for the soul of our time, Reclaiming Art in the Age of Artifice is for the seasoned artist and the novice alike, for all those who dare to walk in, as Martel writes, an ‘excess of meaning.’ We need those today who would dare to live this way, and this book is a resounding call to return to the Imaginal life. ‘Sing in me, muse,’ spoke Homer, and Martel has writ this large across the pages.”


—Jeremy D. Johnson, editor, Reality Sandwich


“Martel is an incisive cultural critic with a penetrating vision of art. His book is a quiet manifesto for the creative act, reminding us of the numinous quality of the aesthetic object, as well as the intrinsic strangeness of our lives in the world.”


—Daniel Pinchbeck, author of Breaking Open the Head and 2012: The Return of Quetzalcoatl


“The complete colonization of the mind is the final frontier of capitalist domination. As Martel is aware, this domination proceeds, at ever-increasing speed, through the reduction of the imagination to that which can be predicted and controlled. Far from being merely the commodification of the aesthetic, this project is engineered to eliminate the ineffability and uniqueness of human existence, as such. This book is a beautifully written lament and a passionate, prophetic plea for what remains not only of art but also of humanity.”


—Joshua Ramey, associate professor, Grinnell College, and author of The Hermetic Deleuze


“‘Art,’ Martel writes, ‘astonishes and is born of astonishment.’ And that is the theme of this extraordinary book: that beauty is indispensable because it mounts a continual challenge against false views of reality. Drawing his examples from across cultures, history and genres, Martel celebrates mystery, the imagination—and, above all, art’s power to testify to the individual consciousness. An ambitious, exciting debut. Highly recommended.”


—James Arthur, assistant professor, Johns Hopkins University


“Reclaiming Art in the Age of Artifice argues for the beauty of the transcendent experience of art in contrast to the jarring world of modern artifice. Moving confidently and effortlessly among films, literature, and paintings, Martel shows us—in a carefully reasoned progression—that all great art is ultimately rooted in the powerful mystery of life.”


—David Staines, professor, University of Ottawa


“This is a fascinating and invigorating book. In explaining art as a concrete expression of a mythic reality that is simultaneously beautiful, awesome, terrifying, numinous, and sublime, Martel fuses a high metaphysical and ontological vision with a rich sensibility that is equal parts mysticism and weird horror. What’s more, he offers a dead-on diagnosis of our present cultural moment as an ‘age of artifice’ in which political and commercial concerns have hijacked the power of art and forced it to serve the demons of hype and propaganda. I hope Reclaiming Art in the Age of Artifice reaches a large number of sympathetic readers, and that they will find its argument as resonant and inspiring as I do.”


—Matt Cardin, author of Dark Awakenings and A Course in Demonic Creativity


“Here is a lucid and timely reminder of those things that so often seem to be forgotten in considerations of art, notably the absolute importance of beauty, of mystery, of depth. After decades of the cant and pretentiousness—to say nothing of the triviality—that has surrounded art, reading Martel’s book was a serious wake-up call, as refreshing as a sudden access of deeply breathed, ozone-laden air.”


—Patrick Harpur, author of The Secret Tradition of the Soul
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Man is made a mystery for mysteries and visions.


—Arthur Machen, The House of Souls









Introduction


Donna Tartt


Toward the end of the nineteenth century, the painter James McNeill Whistler shouted out fiercely into posterity, over the heads of the art-world philistines of his day, and our own:




Listen! There never was an artistic period.


There never was an Art-loving nation.





This hoarse cry from the Belle Epoque is as bracing as it ever was, especially here in our own burnt-out landscape where Art as Whistler defined it—Art with a capital A—is all too often viewed as an antiquated construction ensconced behind velvet ropes: not very relevant except as standing resource to be boiled down to blunt cultural agendas, picked apart by theory, aped by predictive formulas, pillaged and parodied for commercials and computer software, if not ignored altogether in the glitz of technological stimulus.


Every age has its own nightmares. Governments and institutions have always tried to dictate to artists what they can or cannot do; Michelangelo himself, in the midst of the High Renaissance, found plenty of occasion to lament the strictures of his day. Then too, art has always been dismissed by the efficiency-minded as “useless” while in other quarters proving all too horribly useful indeed: whether as wealth-generating mechanism or instrument for political and moral goals. Even in 1794, Schiller was asking, How is the artist to protect himself against the corruption of the age which besets him on all sides? Too much chasing after money and success, too much pandering to the popular taste, too much weight on ideology or politics or dogma of any stripe and God, in the cogent phrase of Quincy Jones, walks out of the room. But in our own speeded-up nightmare of screens and algorithms, which accelerates more wildly every day, art—and artists—are battered with all the same old discouraging assaults along with new ones Whistler and Michelangelo never dreamed of.


This graceful and incisive work of philosophy, Reclaiming Art in the Age of Artifice, illumines the shock of the new via the shock of the old. Not only does it address, presciently, numerous alarms and discomforts of the onslaught of artificial intelligence, but it also successfully breaks down a number of destructive modern misunderstandings about art. With precision and clarity, employing sources from psychology to anthropology, from Heidegger to Stanley Kubrick, from Beethoven to Deleuze to William S. Burroughs all the way back to cave art of the Paleolithic, Martel reminds us what most artists, if they are honest with themselves, already know: that art is not decodable, not exhaustible, not neatly pressed into the service of morals or ideology of any kind. It cannot be pigeonholed in terms of utility or confined to any historically determined product or category. Instead Martel evokes the Great Aesthete himself—Oscar Wilde—and Wilde’s serene and startling pronouncement from the preface of Dorian Gray that “all art is quite useless.” By this light, it is in rejecting the diktats of instrumentality—art as sound bite, art as moral instruction or consumer product—that a new and far more vital range of the possible emerges. Or, as Martel puts it, “It is precisely the absence of political and moral interest that makes art an agent of liberation wherever it appears.”


Agent of liberation: the phrase itself signals a break from received notions of academia and pop culture alike, where “Art,” in scare quotes, is a sharply delineated and historically determined category confined to the museums and concert halls of Europe, with “Keep Out” signs barring the way to anyone without the money or cultural wherewithal to get in. But Martel’s definition of Art with a capital A extends beyond the gilded category of fine arts put forth by Schiller, and others, in the late eighteenth century. Rather he casts art as an uncanny force bursting into the world in earliest prehistory, less a theoretical construct or by-product of culture than a slant of light streaming into our world from elsewhere. It is a revelatory means of breaking through to forces greater than ourselves: like dream, it gives us access to parts of the psyche and even of society that we might not otherwise be able to see; like prophecy, it has potential to burn through all the managed and multilayered cultural fictions that surround us and to awaken us from our pervasive sense of unreality. But—uniquely—art also has the capacity to grant material form to the imaginal world: not imaginary, but imaginal, as per the thought of the philosopher Henry Corbin. And in our current wind tunnel of change, as reality degenerates around us into pixels, this book dares to suggest that one of our oldest and most human ways of knowing might also be our best hope of negotiating the present moment without being destroyed by it.


Martel begins thirty thousand years ago with the cave paintings at Chauvet, ghostly images from the abyss of deep time whose purpose is illegible to us yet which shock with a thrill of kinship and which tell us something otherwise incommunicable not only about our ancestors but about ourselves. As Martel says, we don’t know why humans make art, and yet, starting with the earliest examples of art we have, he makes the strong case that art is an inborn human capacity preceding culture and society and that to lose our connection with art is to lose our connection with what is best and most mysterious about us as a species.


Most essentially, art is a vehicle for putting us in touch with the Real—Real with a capital R—a concept which in Martel’s episteme has nothing to do with realism as a critical stance or literary device, with scientific or materialistic understandings of realism, or even with that commonly understood consensus reality that Groucho Marx was talking about when he said, “I’m not crazy about reality, but it’s still the only place to get a decent meal.” The Real that art helps us to come into contact with is according to Martel something far more slippery, and far closer to what Walter Benjamin called “the true surrealist face of existence.” This is not the surrealism of predictive AI—endlessly recircling within its own sidewindings and elisions—but the bizarre wide-open Real out on the edges of experience, which has a good deal less to do with the measurable, quantifiable, empirical world than with the unseen possible: whether hidden or overlooked aspects of the future, simmering inconspicuously in the present, or mysteries so giant and unpredictable that science can’t begin to approach them: the outlying lands beyond opinion and ideology and even beyond fixed categories like past and future, life and death—the places that don’t operate according to rule, the places in process of unpredictable growth and transformation, the places that deviate. All true art is inherently challenging; rather than rehashing known ground from within the constraints of societal and economic pressures, true art—while allowing Groucho his sandwich at the lunch counter—also explodes old frameworks, discovers new rules, new weather systems and ways of being—and then draws us in to discover them for ourselves. These are the lands of white crows, black swans, poltergeists. When we dive into the depths of an artwork that has endured—even an artwork many thousands of years old—we will always find unexplored corners and new wonders. Whenever we make, or experience, a work of art, we escape the chronic fatigue of screens. And in restoring us to unknowing and to radical mystery, even the most ancient artworks can give us some protection from the forces scraping away at our humanity and help us in dreaming our way to the Real.


But if art is a channel to transcendence and cognitive freedom, the “artifice” of the book’s title—art’s look-alike—is a homogenizing force that blocks off possibilities and alternative modes of being. Following Stephen Dedalus’s theory of art in A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, Martel draws a sharp distinction between art and artifice and breaks down artifice, or false art, into two categories. At one end of the continuum are advertising and pornography—works engineered to create desire for the thing one sees—and at the other end are political propaganda and rhetoric: works engineered to inflame people’s emotions and to steer them toward acting or thinking or voting a certain way.


True art, as Joyce calls it, is static—both demanding calm and creating a calm microclimate of its own, a still space where, as Joyce says, “the mind is arrested and raised above desiring and loathing.” But artifice—or false art, in Joyce’s term—orients us toward what is flashy and shallow: toward movement, and more specifically, in the predetermined path in which it wants us to move. Like a brightly baited fishhook bobbing attractively at the top of the water, the shiny surface of artifice is designed to tempt us to bite down hard on it in order that it might reel us in for its own purposes: love me, buy me, hate me, vote for me. And though artifice sometimes looks like art, as in a beautifully shot fashion ad or slick big-budget film, it always contains its own built-in and predetermined reaction: whether to wring a tear or two from us at the climactic music swell or to divide and manipulate us in more insidious ways. Where art is unquantifiable and self-renewing, artifice can be tracked and measured: it is knowable, controllable, formulaic, repeatable. Instead of leading us to think deeply, artifice deals in surfaces and cheapens what is serious: it is opportunistic, derivative, trivializing, unchallenging. It fattens us with sameness; rather than opening us up and encouraging our strengths, it tends to divide us and manipulate us for its own ends. And above all, artifice is always selling us something.


But where false art repeats itself, keeping us trapped in a closed circuit, true art—Art with a capital A—illuminates the moment when something is different. It brings us back to unknowing. It is the deeper, grander reality of the fairy tale as opposed to the contemporary crowd-pleasing adaptation—for as the great folklorist and fairy-tale collector Andrew Lang pointed out over a hundred years ago, real fairies never preach or talk slang. And art is also a participatory intelligence. We light up a book, or a symphony, or a sculpture, by what we ourselves bring to it—our histories, our dreams and wonders, our fears—and the work in turn is capable of responding to us in highly personal and individual ways seemingly tailored just for us, sometimes answering questions that we didn’t know to ask.


But more pertinently: art is our primary means of bringing the Imaginal into material form. The Imaginal is where all possibles exist. The Imaginal encompasses not only what is but what may be: “the wild potentialities that lie beyond habit and convention,” in Martel’s phrase. And art, throughout humanity, has been the primary force that blows out old paradigms and brings the Imaginal into being. This is of course true of works of the imagination in general: any casual reader of science fiction can point to many examples of science fiction becoming science fact, from cyberspace to smart watches to reality television, from credit cards to submarines. But a key factor distinguishing a work of art from the “artifice” of Martel’s title is that a work of art has an unconscious. It thinks; it dreams. A painting or an opera or a film that has endured is a capacious public dream that’s big enough to let a lot of people in it, and walk around in it, and bring different things in and out of it, and participate across language and time in the continual dreaming and redreaming of it. To return to Martel: “Art is the only truly effective means we have of engaging, in a communal context, the psyche on its own terms.”


Unlike artifice, art cannot be boiled down or reduced to its influences and component parts without falsifying it; its depths, which are nonlinear like dreams and unbound by time, are eerily self-renewing and inexhaustible, and they always have something new to say to us—quite often things the artist could never have consciously intended. Regarding, for instance, our strange immobility in the onrush of man-made climate change: the alarm is being shouted right and left. Economists and statisticians have one view of our failure to act, historians another, political scientists a third. The Internet is bristling with opinions, informed and otherwise. But does anything come closer to helping us feel our way into the granular, organic complexity of the trap we’re really caught in than the sleepwalking heroes of Shakespeare? Consider these dynamics. A good man, curiously enthralled by a conniving inferior, is hijacked by illusion and destroys what he loves most in the world (Othello). A young man of uncommonly lucid mind, who sees quite plainly the crime that must be righted, is somehow unable to pull himself together and do what must be done to halt the slow-motion disaster unspooling around him (Hamlet). A solipsistic striver, overcome with a self-loathing horror of his own ruthlessness, babbles to reassure himself of “a prophecy” that will save him even as he walks to his doom (Macbeth). A fourth, wailing eloquently of treachery and wrongdoing, is too entranced by his own elegiac grief to avail himself of more earthbound or statesmanly measures to save his kingdom (Richard II). A fifth, finding the mute dignity of the truth less gratifying than the shameless and flowery lie, banishes the truth teller and in doing so brings down almost unimaginable ruin (King Lear). All five of these situations played out on the field of time give fresh angles on the dynamics and complex mechanisms of our slow-moving planetary tragedy as no statistics or policy analysis ever could—the ghastly awareness of a demon-haunted present, the conflicting information, the false sources, the foolhardy hope and the lie spotted too late, the hidden motives of power and the passages where self-importance and self-interest and fixation upon trivia shade into inertia or ignorance or tragic self-deception. A work of artifice, intent upon pushing the audience into a predetermined direction or point of view however well-meant, is incapable of suggesting a way forward or through a dilemma of any complexity without being preachy and simplistic. But in helping us to think with the world, instead of about it, art—which has no agenda other than being itself—always reminds us that all human-created systems are contingent; for if we wade around inside a great work of art all sorts of rifts appear: ambiguous open spaces free of opinion and preconceptions where light breaks through unpredictably, revealing trapdoors and hidden connections as well as turning points, possible interventions, previously undreamt alternatives—even possible escapes. Is it too much to say, in our worn-out and trampled landscape, that one of our most neglected paths might now be the only way out? Or that art may be the last untrodden and inviolable way of the psyche remaining to us?


The lines between art and artifice are often blurred; there are genuine artworks which partake of both, and occasionally even the most blatant piece of artifice will display a lightning flash of something extraordinary. Martel doesn’t propose that we reject artifice as much as he wants us to watch for connections to the capital-R Real—to the uncanny, untrodden paths rather than to calculated works which are looking to steer, manipulate, and monopolize us. Even children nowadays are keyed in to the repetitive nature of our culture and entertainments—to paraphrase Baudrillard, the continual engendering of the same by the same. But the forces of artifice will always select for the predictable: for obedience and control, for the rule instead of the exception, for what reinforces and supports its program instead of what questions it. And in selecting only for what supports its aims, artifice will always overlook intellectual and artistic courage and go straight for the formulaic, keeping us trapped in the echo chamber.
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This is an important book, one which bears reading and rereading. While writing this introduction—in early 2024, at a time when the world is queasily struggling to come to terms with artificial intelligence—I kept thinking that an apt subtitle for this work would be “Meditations in an Emergency.” And I kept thinking as well about the introduction to Federico Campagna’s Technic and Magic: “This is a book for those who lie defeated by history and the present. It isn’t a manual to turn the current defeat into a future triumph, but a rumor about a passage hidden within the battlefield leading to the forest beyond it.”


And a small memory of my own that comes to mind: a drowsy college classroom in springtime, an open window and a lawn mower buzzing in the distance, and this sentence, directed at twenty-year-old me: You think art should be a comfy armchair at the end of the day, then. These words were spoken to me affably by the professor of my undergraduate Philosophy of Art class. Despite his easygoing manner, his false characterization of what I’d said felt like a dishonest move, though certainly the greater injustice was in his dismissal of the work of Édouard Manet—by any measure one of the most radical geniuses in the history of painting—as the ontological equivalent of “a comfy chair.”


Unsurprisingly, not many people had much to say in this class—which was mostly composed of visual artists drawing on the covers of their notebooks. At the time, it seemed grimly fitting and even an object lesson of sorts that this class in particular, Philosophy of Art, met in the relatively comfortless science building, around a conference table in a room with drastic signage outside the door proclaiming it an Emergency Eyewash Station, as opposed to the pleasing old dormitory living rooms where the humanities classes were more usually held: New England living rooms with fireplaces and sofas and tall sash windows that let the breeze in and—in point of fact—comfy chairs.


And what was I doing there? I’d signed up for “Philosophy of Art” under the misapprehension that it would give me a vocabulary and a framework for understanding my fixation not only on specific and sometimes rather obscure paintings but also on strangely specific passages in these paintings—for instance, the ghastly shadows of the footlights on the skirt of the dancer in Sargent’s El Jaleo which for reasons I couldn’t understand filled me with an emotion I had no name for but which I struggled to find a name for, which felt important to articulate in some larger way. Then too: why did I often wake up thinking about a particular storm-lit passage of yellowy-green grass in a Fragonard painting I’d gone to see almost daily when I lived in Washington, DC? I wasn’t drawn to Fragonard as passionately as I was drawn to the Dutch masters or to Fragonard’s own teacher, Chardin. Even the museum card underneath this painting seemed to apologize for it. But despite its conventional language of representation and its sugary subject matter (tiny aristocrats, fête champêtre), this particular painting struck me as so sharply alien in passages as to seem inhuman, down to the strangely blank faces of the tiny aristocrats and the bizarre light reflected in the wind-tumbled greenery, as if a UFO were gliding in. (One of the tiny marquises, her back to us, is peering politely into the sky with a telescope as if she expects the marvel, whatever it is—an angel? the God Apollo? a flying saucer from the future?—to burst from the clouds.) Though the picture is flooded with light, there’s something dark about it too, a suggestion that the scene may soon be broken apart and spoiled, by—what? Did no one else see how haunting, and weird, and weirdly suggestive this painting was? In the complex of emotions it ignited and set to flourish in me, I had stumbled into unexplored yet full-formed and richly shaded feeling-tones which strongly informed the atmosphere of my first novel. My hope was that “Philosophy of Art” would give me a more sophisticated way of thinking about these enigmas hidden in plain sight—the enigmas that Martel calls rifts, where an artwork can fly off in some completely unexpected and often marvelous direction.


But what I’d walked into was something different: an assemblage of theory which was more interested in unmasking covert economic and political structures than in what the art itself had to say and which in its program of demystification more and more gave me the sense of being marched into a dead end. Throughout that class, I kept tucked in my notebook a postcard of a tiny, late Manet at the Clark Art Institute in Williamstown—moss roses in a glass vase—that I went to see every chance I got. Compared to his thunderingly great works like Olympia, it was little more than a sketch. And yet its brushwork—stems in varying states of decay tangled and refracted underwater—was like a damp breeze blowing through an open window. Historicize it, contextualize it all you liked: somehow, simply by the weight of the glass, Manet had conveyed the weight and stillness of eternity—just glass, with a bit of discolored water in it. Wasn’t this magic? And if it wasn’t, then what was? The professor’s “comfy chair” comment had been in response to my startled protest that there were a great many artists—Manet among them—whose work did not sit neatly with the professor’s overarching claim that what we kiddos and indeed the public at large had sentimentally been taught to call Art was in fact only a product or a tool, its value calculable mainly in terms of utility—a rifle, or a hammer, or a stick of dynamite being of course far more useful than a comfy chair in overthrowing the status quo.


Now, of course, it seems plain enough that such a stringently theoretical view might amount to a sentimental fiction in its own right. But at the time, I only felt demoralized by a closed system of thought which was far more restrictive than anything I’d encountered in Greek philosophy, which dictated ahead of time what sorts of questions could be entertained and which refused to admit anything at all outside its own architecture.


Here, in this book, you have more the “Philosophy of Art” class I would have hoped for: complex and erudite, rigorously philosophical, fluent in the language of theory without being hamstrung by it—but above all enlarging the strangeness of the world and inviting us to remember what we know. As the critic Richard Ellmann has said: Oscar Wilde, given a choice of two alternatives, always succeeded in choosing both, and this is the fresh and far more spacious way of thinking about art that Martel opens up here—lyrical, resonant, impeccably reasoned, leading us well past the common rooms of opinion and theory to magnificent old boarded-up ballrooms we had no idea were in the house at all, drawing aside dusty curtains and holding all sorts of marvels up to the light so we can rethink them and find them vibrant and strange all over again.


To return to Whistler:




Art happens—no hovel is safe from it, no Prince may depend upon it, the vastest intelligence cannot bring it about, and puny efforts to make it universal end in quaint comedy, and coarse farce.





Much of art happens and has always happened in the useless spaces between things, in the eerie psychic junkyard that Yeats called “the rag and bone shop of the heart.” These neglected spaces—cracks in the paving where the grass sprouts up, Auden’s crack in the teacup that opens the lane to the dead—are where past and future stand still, where rift and prophecy and sometimes even flat-out miracles emerge. The abiding achievement of Martel’s work is in his reminder that in these enigmatic interludes—our dreamings, as a species—rests the power to break us out of consensus trance and lead us to the Real. Joyce’s non serviam is also appropriate here; somehow, perversely, in valuing what is useless and refusing to let ourselves be used (or used up) by the forces of artifice, we turn like sunflowers to the transcendent, and dream our way into the new.









Preface


Think of one of those rare, truly exceptional outings to the cinema. In the lobby afterward the experience elicits from us a language of paralysis and disappearance: “I forgot myself. It could have gone on forever.” Stepping out into the street, we feel that somehow nothing is the same as it was before. The passing cars, the night sky above the glass towers, the streetlights reflected on the wet pavement: everything glows with a strange immediacy and newness. It is as if the film had done something to the world. A similar thing might happen when we put down a great novel or take in a powerful piece of music.
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