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Introduction: Generosity and the Black Swan

BILL BECKLEY

I saw

a swan that had broken out of its cage,

webbed feet clumsy on the cobblestones,

white feathers dragging in the uneven ruts,

and obstinately pecking at the drains,

drenching its enormous wings in filth

as if in its own lovely lake, crying

“Where is the thunder, when will it rain?”?1

Elsewhere in Les fleurs du mal, Baudelaire foreshadows Freud’s criteria for civilization through beauty, order, and cleanliness.

All is order there, and elegance,
pleasure, peace, and opulence.

Freud concluded Civilization and Its Discontents with a note of optimism, even as fascism took hold in Europe and the future held little hope for Jews, “What the world needs is a little more Eros.”

Datta, “to give,” is one of three ways Eliot offers out of a dry, avaricious, and sexless landscape in the concluding section of The Wasteland. Beauty is generosity and reveals itself freely for it must be seen in order to exist. But we vacillate between self and giving, both as individuals and as a society.

Beauty joins grown-ups, like children, in play.

“La beauté,” said Louise Bourgeois, “est la raison d’être.”

* * *

A few years ago, I was reading John Ruskin and Walter Pater in my semiotics class. Both taught aesthetics at Oxford in the 1870s. They disagreed on many points, particularly on the use of beauty and its relationship to morality, though neither had any problem employing the word. I complained that the word was seldom used today.

Then Roberto Portillo, a graduate student from Mexico City, waved a little white book by Dave Hickey called The Invisible Dragon: Four Essays on Beauty. Walking home that evening, book in hand, I saw two lovers in a park near a church on Seventeenth Street: one pressed against the other, the other pressed against a tree, the tree traversed a purple sky.

In an earlier book, The Sense of Beauty (1896), Santayana wrote that if beauty is linked so strongly to the sexual drive, we do not need philosophy to defend it. If one wanted to produce a being with a great susceptibility to beauty, one could not invent an instrument better designed for that object than sex. If people didn’t have to unite for the birth and rearing of each generation, they might retain their “savage independence.” But sex endows the individual with a silent and powerful instinct, which carries each of us continually toward another.

I recommended Hickey’s little book to my friend David Shapiro, with whom I share a similar aesthetic. Soon after, perusing an antiquarian bookstore on the fringe of Boston, I found an old anthology called Philosophies of Beauty: From Socrates to Robert Bridges, compiled by E. F. Carritt and published by Oxford University Press in 1931. It included writings by Plato, Aristotle, Aquinas, Hume, Baumgarten, Kant, Wordsworth, Ruskin, Pater, Nietzsche, Shelley, Santayana, Bergson, Croce, and several others.

With inspiration from Philosophies of Beauty, I felt it might be time for a new anthology on beauty. But if beauty had indeed been dropped from contemporary discourse, would there be enough to fill a book? I asked David to help in the search and we were surprised at how much we found. Soon after, Peter Schjeldahl’s piece derived from his “Notes on Beauty,” published herein, appeared as the cover story for the New York Times Magazine. Disparaged for so long in intellectual circles, if not in the popular culture, seething beauty had suddenly resurfaced.

In organizing the book, David and I categorized the writings into three sections: Theory, Ownership, and Practice. The Theory section includes philosophies of beauty from some of today’s most important art critics, poets, and philosophers. The oldest essay in this section, dated 1966, is by Meyer Schapiro on the concepts of perfection and unity of form and content. Arthur C. Danto’s piece, on the relationship of beauty and morality, redefines for our time a question so close to eminent aestheticians of the nineteenth and early twentieth century like John Ruskin and Henri Bergson. Hubert Damisch contrasts Freud and Kant in the context of his book, The Judgment of Paris. The most recent works are by Robert C. Morgan, Marjorie Welish, and Carter Ratcliff, written specifically for this anthology.

The section we call Ownership encompasses an eloquent debate between Thomas McEvilley, then an editor of Artforum, William Rubin, director emeritus of the Museum of Modern Art, and Kirk Varnedoe, chief curator for painting and sculpture at the museum. The subject of the debate is the exhibition “Primitivism” in Twentieth-Century Art: Affinity of the Tribal and the Modern at the Museum of Modern Art, curated by Rubin and Varnedoe in 1984. In this exhibition, contemporary Western works of art were shown side by side with so-called primitive works.

One might ask why this material belongs in a book of essays on beauty. Its overt subject matter is not beauty. But in addressing the affinity artists of the Western world might have for the primitive, the debate cuts to the core of the question of consensus, the relativity of meaning, and the universality of beauty. With McEvilley’s initial response to the show, “Doctor Lawyer Indian Chief,” and the replies that followed in Artforum and Art in America, we have published what could be called rounds one, two, and three. It wouldn’t be wrong to say that this was an early fight in the debate about modernism and postmodernism in the visual arts. In what may be the beginning of a fourth round, to be reserved hopefully for a new book, Rubin has recently completed a new introduction to the “Primitivism” catalogue, picking up where he left off in 1985. McEvilley insists that what Rubin, Varnedoe, and he are arguing are two views on beauty—his with a small b as a value that is culturally conditioned and “characterized by disjunction and change,” and Varnedoe’s and Rubin’s with a capital B involving “unchanging universals.” Varnedoe recently retorted that “extreme relativists often think that the only thing not affected by deep bias and obfuscating blinders is their own viewpoint!” What one can feel most of all from these exchanges, both historical and recent, is the intensity of feeling the debate evoked and the absolutely fundamental importance all who were directly involved knew it had. In speaking to McEvilley, Rubin, and Varnedoe about publishing the articles and the subsequent responses, I could see that the debate has not cooled one bit. They seemed to feel it as keenly as if it had happened yesterday. For me, it was like stumbling into the O.K. Corral at High Noon, an experience I’ll never regret.

The last section, Practice, begins with the psychologist James Hillman’s essay “The Practice of Beauty.” This easily could have been an introduction to the book itself, for it is a summary of how we arrived at the point of reconsidering beauty today. The writings that follow are from critics, poets, and two of our greatest artists, Louise Bourgeois and Agnes Martin, on the activity of making art. Donald Kuspit takes on the twentieth century’s most controversial paintings, de Kooning’s women, by defining beauty through vulgarity, and Julia Kristeva and Ariane Lopez-Huici discuss the aesthetics of men. John Hejduk describes the spirituality of a house through the humanity of architecture, and David Shapiro brings Mondrian’s flowers out of the closet. I first saw the flower paintings in a show David curated at the Sidney Janis Gallery in 1991, but I know David has been obsessed with them since the early seventies because I remember him mentioning them when we first met. Even Mondrian’s own theory rejected the flowers, and they remain transgressive still through their beauty and feminine refutation of the perpendicular. John Yau probes the enigma of Jasper Johns’s method, and the “trap of looking,” through examining Johns’s sketchbook notes. Max Fierst, our youngest contributor, contrasts the way one approaches aesthetics through the personalities of his two aunts. I experience the same kind of vitality with a twenty-two-year-old poet like Max that I feel with Louise Bourgeois, who keeps getting younger every minute. I’ll always remember the four hot Sunday afternoons in the late summer of 1997 that I spent with her.

Que bâtir sur les coeurs est une chose sotte;

Que tout craque, amour et beauté,

Jusqu’à ce que l’Oubli les jette dans sa hotte

Pour les rendre à l’Eternité!2

* * *

I was a graduate student in Philadelphia at a time when there was a shift from the large, serious, retinal paintings that evolved through Pollock, Still, Newman, Frankenthaler, Noland, and Stella to the anti-aesthetic of Marcel Duchamp and the subversive poetry of dadaists like Tristan Tzara.

Tzara writes in an early manifesto:

Beauty and Truth in art don’t exist; what interests me is the intensity of a personality, transposed directly and clearly into its work, man and his vitality, the angle from which he looks at the elements and the way he is able to rescue these ornamental words, feelings, and emotions, out of the basket of death.3

The question then, as with any new tendency, is, Were the dadaists against beauty or simply against old beauty? In their reaction against established forms of visual as well as social organization, the dadaists introduced new forms, chance arrangements, and humor to replace traditional elements of composition. In Life Against Death, Norman O. Brown compares making jokes to making art, and rightly argues their similarity both in the creative process and experience. Though largely neglected until the late sixties—a time when subversive concerns with regard to sexual and racial equality conspired to change society in a constructive way—the dadaist’s anti-aesthetic, Marcel Duchamp’s work in particular, took hold and blossomed into the conceptual movement.

After worshipping Frank Stella throughout my undergraduate days, a break in my own aesthetics occurred when my teacher Italo Scanga introduced me to Sol LeWitt, Marcia Tucker, and Bruce Nauman at recurrent barbecues in his backyard in Elkins Park. Bruce Nauman, a former student of Italo’s, arrived one afternoon in an old black Citroën. He had nailed a little plaque onto a tree that said, “A Rose Has No Teeth,” and Sol LeWitt buried a white cube in the ground. (I had never seen a Citroën before.) Sol suggested that I read Wittgenstein’s The Blue and the Brown Books. Overnight, a rupture occurred in my aesthetics.

Two shows that included my work soon defined the conceptual movement: Art of the Mind (1969) in Oberlin, Ohio, and The Information Show (1972) at the Museum of Modern Art in New York City. My piece in the earlier show was simply the title “My Ears Are Clogged,” Masonite letters nailed to the wall. It was, perhaps, an incomplete surrender in the realm of the senses. I knew conceptualism had its limits. The employment of new mediums such as photography was expansive—why paint it if you can photograph it?—but conceptualism’s denial of retinal pleasure seemed close to the puritanism of my hometown, from which I had just attempted to escape. Both the Amish fathers living in Virginsville and Joseph Kosuth, the spiritual leader of conceptualism here in New York, always wore black. In their anthem against painting as an object and as a commodity, conceptualists and Marxists were naïve, even hypocritical. A photograph is an object, it’s just a little thinner than a painting.

Through language, we can make love, tell jokes, or we can preach. A tendency to the latter took over in the eighties when politically motivated artists became pious, as Jeremy Gilbert-Rolfe observes in his recent book, Beyond Piety. Musicians, even while evangelizing, as many rap artists do, still get off on harmony, dissonance, melody, and rhythm. For artists, the lure of the irrational lies, as Jacqueline Lichtenstein eloquently suggests, in color. Color is the element most conceptualists neglected.

As conceptualism turned to agitprop, lacking not only color but sensuality and humor, a new disease infiltrated bodily fluids, and it was everyone’s worst nightmare. Perhaps we needed a postmodern update of the anti-aesthetic as an intellectual rationale to foster a fear of pleasure.

If there is a cloud lifting, a change in the wind now, we can attribute it to small progress with respect to that disease and to the long-leashed dragon of desire. We might also look among the scorpions and the hounds, the jackals, apes, and vultures—the beasts of Baudelaire’s Les fleurs du mal. A beast inhabits that zoo that is “uglier and fouler than the rest, although the least flamboyant of the lot; the beast that would gladly undermine the earth and swallow all creation in a yawn.” That beast is boredom.

* * *

We might blame Wittgenstein for beauty’s fall. Influential to conceptual artists in the sixties and seventies, he had little patience for questions like, What is beauty? In the summer of 1938, Wittgenstein devoted a lecture at Cambridge to the word. Meanings of words like beauty result from their use. Beauty, he pointed out, is most often used as an interjection, similar to Wow! or rubbing one’s stomach. When aesthetic judgments are made, aesthetic adjectives such as beautiful or fine hardly play any role at all. “The words you use are more akin to right and correct than to beautiful and lovely.”

Dave Hickey attributes beauty’s disappearance to the progressive flattening of picture space. He writes in “Prom Night in Flatland,” one of the four essays on beauty in The Invisible Dragon, that when flat pictorial space triumphed over the effeminacy of illusionist space, the “gender” of the work of art changed. It became masculine, impenetrable. Consequently, we replaced feminine descriptives like beauty, harmony, and generosity with masculine terms like strength, singularity, and autonomy.

If we could bring back John Ruskin, a passionate ecologist as well as an aesthetician (who would have loved proms), he might look at our contemporary landscape with its highways bludgeoning through hillsides and conclude that there simply isn’t any beauty left. Torn between Cindy Crawford and Cindy Sherman, we might need to explain why we want to speak of beauty again. Is our project a nostalgia for a nineteenth-century phenomena now supplanted by the political?

If beauty has resurfaced in contemporary discourse, some of the questions that Dr. Seuss raised in Green Eggs and Ham might be back too—to like it here or to like it there? If the here is in the eye of the beholder, the there is in the object. If beauty is in the eye of the beholder, is the capacity for perceiving beauty a result of the individual’s culture or is it inherent? Is beauty something all human beings enjoy because we have the same basic faculties? If beauty is inherent in an object, this is very mysterious, even magical, very magical for the late twentieth century.

* * *

“For with this desire of physical beauty mingleth itself early the fear of death—the fear of death intensified by the desire for beauty.” Walter Pater wrote these lines in the magical time of deep late romanticism. The Child in the House tells the story about the aesthetic awakening of a young boy. In another story about a young boy, Thomas Mann carried the affiliation of death and beauty into the early days of the twentieth century and likened beauty to disease. If, in Death in Venice, Aschenbach had not stayed in Venice to watch the beautiful Tadzio play on the beach, he wouldn’t have eaten the “dead ripe” strawberries that brought the cholera to his body. Was the cause of his death cholera vibrio, or should we attribute it to beauty?

A few months ago my two-year-old son caught the flu. He couldn’t keep any liquids down. At the doctor’s office, a nurse inadvertently threw his urine sample away. It was all the precious golden liquid we could gather in his severely dehydrated state. As the day passed, we tried to coax some more urine from him, but he just couldn’t pee. He became uncharacteristically lethargic. At 7:30 we took him to the emergency ward. Only three other patients were there—a jaundiced man lying in a bed across the room, a dark-skinned man with delicate tortoise-shell glasses lying next to my son, and a woman who wrenched and convulsed at regular intervals. A team of doctors surrounded her.

After much fussing to find a vein in both his feet and in his arms, the doctor, a matronly woman in her thirties, finally plugged in the life-saving saline solution. For an hour or so, a surreal time measured by the drips of the liquid falling from the bottle into the tube and from the tube to his veins, I couldn’t help but wonder about the other three people in the ward. The jaundiced man looked like he had all the symptoms of advanced aids. Like Aschenbach, had beauty brought him here? The man with the tortoise-shell glasses told me he was dying of cancer. I had no idea of the cause of the woman’s convulsions.

In Illness as Metaphor and AIDS as Metaphor, Susan Sontag argues against placing metaphoric weight on disease. It gets in the way of proper treatment. I was sure the doctors were not considering beauty as part of any prognosis here. How would you treat it?

We have come a long way since the nineteenth century, passing even through Thomas Mann’s continued association of beauty, desire, and disease in books like Death in Venice, Doctor Faustus, Magic Mountain, and The Black Swan. (The latter book is a poignant story of an older woman who believes her recent love for a young man has brought back her capacity to have children, only to find the blood from her womb is the result of a tumor.) Though there are so many passages in literature linking beauty and death, the following passage from The Captive by Marcel Proust is unique in that it does not suggest death as a punishment for desire, but poses beauty as a gift, generosity in the last moment of life. Read at the funeral of Meyer Schapiro, it is appropriate as an epitaph for the great aesthetician, and captures an essence of this book.

It describes the death of Bergotte, an art critic. The circumstances of his death began with an attack of uremia, which led to his being ordered to rest. (Uremia is a disorder of the kidneys, an accumulation in the blood of the constituents normally eliminated by the urine, producing a toxic condition marked by headaches, gastric-intestinal disturbances, and vomiting.)

While convalescing, Bergotte is reminded by a fellow art critic of Vermeer’s View of Delft in a local exhibition. Instead of resting, he has something to eat and goes to the exhibition to look for the painting, a picture he adores. He recalls “a little patch of yellow wall” painted so well—a beauty that is “sufficient in itself.” When he gets there, he feels dizzy. Ignoring the other paintings in the exhibition, he comes to the Vermeer. He notices for the first time some small figures in blue, the pink sand, and finally “the precious substance”—the tiny patch of yellow wall. He fixes his gaze “like a child upon a butterfly” that it wants to catch. “That’s how I should have written,” he says. “My last books are too dry, I ought to have gone over them with a few layers of color, made my language precious in itself, like this little patch of yellow wall.”4

He is unaware of the seriousness of his condition. In minutes he will die. “In a celestial pair of scales,” Proust writes, “there appeared to him, weighing down one of the pans, his own life, while the other contained the little patch of wall so wonderfully painted in yellow….”

Bergotte repeated to himself, “Little patch of yellow wall, with a sloping roof, little patch of yellow wall.”

There is no reason inherent in the conditions of life on this earth, Proust continues, to oblige an artist to do over and over again a piece of work the admiration aroused by which will matter little to his “worm-eaten body,” like the little patch of yellow wall painted with so much skill and refinement.

Such obligations, which have no sanction in our present life, seem to belong to a different world, a world based on kindness, scrupulousness, and generosity; a world entirely different from this one, which we leave in order to be born on this earth before, perhaps, returning there to live once again beneath the sway of those unknown laws, which we obeyed “because we bore their precepts in our hearts—those laws to which every profound work of the intellect brings us nearer and which are invisible only—if then!—to fools.”

Proust pursues beauty through language that is various and eloquent. When a child simply says nice in a high-pitched voice, discovering and commenting on something for the first time, it is a similar pursuit. (If nice is not exactly beautiful, I respond in the way Robert Farris Thompson did when presented with the question of why some cultures do not have a word for beauty, “Well, didn’t anyone ever hear of synonyms?”) Through exclamation, a child differentiates between fascinations and the rest of the world. A little patch of yellow wall. That’s what is so interesting.

Arthur Danto wrote that in the Age of Indignation beauty may be in for a rather long exile. We wait for its return. There is a culture—only a handful remain—living on the small island of Obi, west of Borneo, east of Papua New Guinea, bounded by the Seram Sea. Coincidently, Obi is also the habitat of the violet bower bird, the only other animal that constructs solely for aesthetic motives. On the summer solstice in Obi, which is December 21, the inhabitants gather on the beach just before sunset. If the horizon is clear—sometimes for years it is not—the sun sets between two ancient palms and its rays fragment in their fronds bouncing off sprinkles of water that dance above the waves. This phenomenon is evidently pleasing to the eye.

There is only a small patch of yellow beach from which this is visible. Each year the people of the island come with beautifully woven blankets and wait in anticipation. If the ominous cigarlike clouds that are common at that time of year are present in the sky, it only increases their anticipation and their potential for joy or sadness. At the last moment, the clouds might block the sun in the midst of a beautiful sunset. But if the clouds hang just above the horizon, the sun will drop below them, between the fronds, and the sky will radiate for a moment with golden crystalline mist before the sun disappears altogether. They have a two syllable word for the anticipation of this event. Translated, the word means, roughly, “Prepare for beauty!”

In reading these essays and poems, I did not feel burdened by the weight of overdefinition or heavy-handed ideology. A most beautiful and otherwise reclusive actress once told me during an intermission between Queen Christina and Camille, “Never admit to a weakness.” But I confess, the pretense for doing this book was not to identify a new doctrine or ideology, or to band together a new group of artists; it was to find a yes somewhere. It could be that every aesthetic choice is political. But it is equally possible that every political choice is ultimately aesthetic. What Nabokov says he remembered of Lolita after he wrote it is also what we remember of civilizations: the images.

You can actively seek beauty, as Wilde once told Whitman, “I cannot listen to anyone unless he attracts me by a charming style, or beauty of theme.” Or you can just let it happen, as Whitman responded to Wilde, “Why Oscar, it always seems to me that the fellow who makes a dead set of beauty by itself is in a bad way. My idea is that beauty is a result, not an abstraction.”

Those were the days when beauty was self-evident, and, as Carter Ratcliff wrote, “the existence of people like us was inconceivable.” In the dawn of the twenty-first century, when my son Tristan is old enough to read this, with friends as inconceivable to us as we must have been to Victorians, I hope he mislays this book and finds beauty for himself without guilt, in happiness for his own eyes, ears, and his nose. If along the way he encounters an anti-aesthetic as I did, may he greet it with a smile, then take a piss. Because if you are looking for beauty, it is with yellow relief, squatting or standing, fixed on the sky, fixed on the earth, that so often you find it.

Zumbah!

 

 

BILL BECKLEY

 

New York City

 

December 8, 1997

NOTES

 

1. Charles Baudelaire, from “Le Cygne,” Les fleurs du mal.

2. Charles Baudelaire, from “Confession,” Les fleurs du mal.

3. Tristan Tzara, Seven Dada Manifestos and Lampisteries.

4. This is not to imply that the production of beauty is always laborious. Andy Warhol recruited a couple of assistants to urinate on copper plates, and exhibited the beautiful oxidation.


Preface

DAVID SHAPIRO

Beauty, my dear Sir is not so much a quality of the object beheld, as an effect in him who beholds it…. The most beautiful hand seen through the microscope will appear horrible….He who says that God has created the world so that it might be beautiful is bound to adopt one of the two alternatives: either that God created the world for the sake of men’s pleasure and eyesight, or else that He created men’s pleasure and eyesight for the sake of the world.

—Spinoza, 1674

MEYER SCHAPIRO ONCE TOLD ME THAT DESPITE THE ENRAGED PURITANISM OF conceptualism, he knew of no civilization that did not treasure the object. He often began his courses by mentioning the blindness of certain critics to the arts of Asia, and taught that one style has no victory over another. He hated false labels like “postmodern,” and championed the coexistence of a vital abstraction and realism in his own generation. He had learned a subtle relativism from Riegl and yet always included social fate in his nuanced sense of form’s sensuousness.

It is not for nothing that Schapiro’s critique of the very idea of perfection is placed at the beginning of Uncontrollable Beauty. The beauty that emerges in these pages has little in common with the monolithic ideals that long dominated aesthetics, only to be all but dropped from the discourse about art in the course of the twentieth century. After being cast out with the same zeal that it was once embraced, beauty is gradually reemerging without pretense to universalism, as a multifaceted and—as several of the contributors to this volume observe—uncanny quality that may be present or not in countless forms in any work of art.

Uncontrollable Beauty gathers writings by critics, philosophers, art historians, artists, and poets who have cared enough to sustain argument, alarm, and homage concerning the full intransigence of the aesthetic, and, particularly, its relevance to the discourse about art in our times. The selections do have a target, no doubt, in the colorblind and puritanical critiques that surround and “monitor desire.” The book is animated by writers who have found their way past “the ruins of a formalism,” and underlines artists such as Willem de Kooning, Jasper Johns, and Louise Bourgeois, who through a democratic vernacular have broken the taboos of the epoch.

I think of this book as a first chapter in a “Maxima Moralia” that rebukes those critics who would police our pleasures and the possibilities of the aesthetic in a dark time. I have tried over many years to assert an aesthetic pluralism that might be an analogue to the revolutionary perspectives of Herzen and his antidogmatic openings. All of this is perhaps a footnote to the pragmatic multiplicities celebrated by William James and his own true students, Wallace Stevens and Gertrude Stein. I regard the book as a part of a essentially unfinished project: an imaginary book on pluralism and the tragic costs of resistance to and repression of the aesthetic in our day—celebrating O’Hara’s urbane joy, “Grace to be born and live as variously as possible.”

Far from promoting a particular cadre of artists or a “new aestheticism,” Uncontrollable Beauty hopes rather to give what Henry Michaux once told John Ashbery the surrealist group gave him: the great permission, in the sense of an army leave.

DAVID JOEL SHAPIRO

New York City

January 8, 1998


Le Livre est sur la table

JOHN ASHBERY

        1

All beauty, resonance, integrity,
Exist by deprivation or logic
Of strange position. This being so,

 

We can only imagine a world in which a woman
Walks and wears her hair and knows
All that she does not know. Yet we know

 

What her breasts are. And we give fullness
To the dream. The table supports the book,
The plume leaps in the hand. But what

 

Dismal scene is this? The old man pouting
At a black cloud, the woman gone
Into the house, from which the wailing starts?

 

          2

The young man places a bird-house
Against the blue sea. He walks away
And it remains. Now other

 

Men appear, but they live in boxes.
The sea protects them like a wall.
The gods worship a line-drawing

 

Of a woman, in the shadow of the sea
Which goes on writing. Are there
Collisions, communications on the shore

 

Or did all secrets vanish when
The woman left? Is the bird mentioned
In the waves’ minutes, or did the land advance?


 

 

 

I. 
THEORY


On Perfection, Coherence,
and Unity of Form and Content

MEYER SCHAPIRO

I

MY AIM IN THIS PAPER IS TO EXAMINE THE ASCRIPTION OF QUALITIES TO the work of art as a whole, the qualities of perfection, coherence, and unity of form and content, which are regarded as conditions of beauty. While rooted in an immediate intuition of the structure of the whole, the judgments of these qualities often change with continuing experience of the object. They are never fully confirmed, but are sometimes invalidated by a single new observation. As criteria of value they are not strict or indispensable; there are great works in which these qualities are lacking. Coherence, for example, will be found in many works that fail to move us, and a supreme work may contain incoherences. Order in art is like logic in science, a built-in demand, but not enough to give a work the distinction of greatness. There are dull and interesting orders, plain and beautiful ones, orders full of surprises and subtle relations, and orders that are pedestrian and banal.

II

The word perfection is often a rhetorical term expressing the beholder’s feeling of rightness, his conviction that everything in the work is as it should be, that nothing can be changed without spoiling the whole. Our perception of a work, like our perception of nature or self, is not exhaustive, however. We see only some parts and aspects; a second look will disclose much that was not seen before. We must not confuse the whole in a large aspect, coextensive with the boundaries of a work, and the whole as the totality of the work. Expert scrutiny will discern in the acknowledged masterpieces not only details that were defective when the artist produced them, but changes brought about by others who have repaired the work. Few old paintings are today in their original state. Even acute observers will often fail to notice these changes. A painting that has seemed complete and perfectly proportioned will, like Rembrandt’s Night Watch, turn out to have lost a consider- able part. In Homer’s Iliad, numerous passages are later interpolations. Few visitors to the cathedral of Chartres can distinguish the original painted glass from the replacements made in the same windows in later and especially in modern times. The example of Chartres reminds us, too, that for the judgment of artistic greatness it is not necessary that a work be consistent in style or complete. Many architects, sculptors, and painters collaborated on this marvel. The varying capacities of these artists, their unlike styles, even their indifference to consistency with each other, have not kept generations of beholders from adoring this beautiful church as a supreme achievement. It is not a single work of art, but, like the Bible, a vast collection of works that we value as a single incomparable whole. If the Parthenon holds up artistically in its ruined state through the grandeur of its qualities in all that remains of the original, in Chartres we accept a whole in which very different conceptions of form have been juxtaposed. The two west towers, begun by two architects of the twelfth century, were completed at different times, one of them in the late Gothic period in a style that is opposed in principle to the rest of the façade. The great west portal, too, is not as it was originally designed; several sculptors of different temperament and capacity have worked together, and parts have been arbitrarily cut and displaced to adjust to a change in the construction.

Even where a single great artist has been responsible for a work, one can detect inconsistencies brought about by a new conception introduced in the course of work. So in the Sistine ceiling, Michelangelo has changed the scale of the figures in midpassage. One can recall other great works of literature, painting, and architecture that are incomplete or inconsistent in some respects. And one might entertain the thought that in the greatest works of all such incompleteness and inconsistency are evidences of the living process of the most serious and daring art which is rarely realized fully according to a fixed plan, but undergoes the contingencies of a prolonged effort. Perfection, completeness, strict consistency are more likely in small works than in large. The greatest artists—Homer, Shakespeare, Michelangelo, Tolstoy—present us with works that are full of problematic features. Samuel Johnson, in considering Shakespeare, drew up a list of weaknesses that, taken alone, would justify dismissing as inferior any other writer in whose poems they occurred. The power of Shakespeare, recognized by Johnson, is manifest in the ability to hold us and satisfy us in spite of these imperfections. Arnold, reviewing Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina, remarked that it was not a well-constructed story and was defective as a work of art. But then he added—as others have done since in speaking of Tolstoy—his novel is not art, but life itself.

It is clear from continued experience and close study of works that the judgment of perfection in art, as in nature, is a hypothesis, not a certitude established by an immediate intuition. It implies that a valued quality of the work of art, which has been experienced at one time, will be experienced as such in the future; and insofar as the judgment of perfection covers the character of the parts and their relation to the particular whole, it assumes that the quality found in parts already perceived and cited as examples of that perfection will be found in all other parts and aspects to be scrutinized in the future. There is, of course, the negative evidence from the absence of observable inconsistencies and weaknesses. But we have learned often enough how limited is our perception of such complex wholes as works of art. In a circle, a very tiny break or dent will arouse our attention. But in an object as complex as a novel, a building, a picture, a sonata, our impression of the whole is a resultant or summation in which some elements can be changed with little apparent difference to our sense of the whole; perception of such complexities is rapid and tolerant, isolating certain features and passing freely over others, and admitting much vagueness for the sake of the larger effects. We cannot hold in view more than a few parts or aspects, and we are directed by a past experience, an expectation and a habit of seeing, which is highly selective even in close scrutiny of an object intended for the fullest, most attentive perception. The capacity of an expert to discern in a familiar work unnoticed details and relationships that point to its retouching by others is therefore so astonishing. Here the sensibility of the expert, trained and set for such investigation, is like the power of the microscope to disclose in a work features beyond ordinary sensitive vision.

But even the experts are often blind or mistaken. To see the work as it is, to know it in its fullness, is a goal of collective criticism extending over generations. This task is sustained by new points of view that make possible the revelation of significant features overlooked by previous observers. In all these successive judgments there is an appeal to the freshly seen structure and qualities of the work.

III

What I have said about the fallibility of judgments of coherence and completeness applies also to judgments of incoherence and incompleteness. These are often guided by norms of style which are presented as universal requirements of art and inhibit recognition of order in works that violate new canons of form in that style. The norms are constantly justified in practice by perceptions—supposedly simple unprejudiced apprehensions of a quality—which are in fact directed by these norms. This is familiar enough from the charge of formlessness brought against modern works and especially the cubist paintings that were criticized later from another point of view as excessively concerned with form. It is clear that there are many kinds of order and our impression of order and orderliness is influenced by a model of the quality. For someone accustomed to classic design, symmetry and a legible balance are prerequisites of order. Distinctness of parts, clear grouping, definite axes are indispensable features of a well-ordered whole. This canon excludes the intricate, the unstable, the fused, the scattered, the broken, in composition; yet such qualities may belong to a whole in which we can discern regularities if we are disposed to them by another aesthetic. In the modern compositions with random elements and relations, as in the works of Mondrian and the early Kandinsky and more recent abstract painting, are many correspondences of form: The elements may all be rectilinear, of one color or restricted set of colors, and set on a pronounced common plane; however scattered they appear, these elements are a recognizable family of shapes with an obvious kinship; the density in neighboring fields is about the same or the differences are nicely balanced. In time one comes to distinguish among all the competing models of chaos those that have the firmness of finely coherent forms like the classic works of the past.

I may refer also to a striking medieval example of a long misjudged order, the Romanesque relief at Souillac, with the story of Theophilus, the Virgin, and the Devil. It had seemed to critical observers, sensitive to this style of art, an incoherent work, in spite of its clarity as an image. Its defect was explained by its incompleteness, the result of a loss of parts when the large monumental relief was moved from its original place to the present position. Study of the jointing of the sculptured blocks of stone has shown that no part is missing; and a more attentive reading of the forms has disclosed a sustained relatedness in the forms, with many surprising accords of the supposedly disconnected and incomplete parts. It was the radical break with the expected traditional mode of hierarchic composition in this strange and powerful work that made observers feel it to be chaotic and incomplete.

IV

I shall turn now to the unity of form and content, a more subtle and elusive concept. As a ground of value, it is sometimes understood as a pronounced correspondence of qualities of the forms to qualities and connotations of a represented theme—a stimulating kind of generalized onomatopoeia. So in a painting of violent action, many crossed, colliding, and broken forms, even among the stable accessories, and in a scene of rest, mainly horizontal shapes and considerable voids. It is the poetic ideal of a marriage of sound and sense.

This concept of unity must be distinguished from the theoretical idea that since all forms are expressive and the content of a work is the meaning of the forms both as representations and expressive structures, therefore content and form are one. In a representation, every shape and color is a constituting element of the content and not just a reinforcement. A picture would be a different image of its object and would have another meaning if its forms were changed in the slightest degree. So two portraits of the same person, done with different forms, are different in content, though identical in subject. It is the specific representation together with all the ideas and feelings properly evoked by it that makes the content. And where there is not representation, as in architecture and music and abstract painting, the relations and qualities of the forms, their expressive nature, in the context of the work’s function, are the content or meaning of the work.

Conceived in this second way, the unity of form and content holds for all works, good and bad, and is no criterion of value. It is a sort of definition of art as well as of content, though it applies also to spoken language in which the physiognomic characteristics of speech are included with the intended message as part of the content. Unity in this indivisible oneness of form and content has another sense, it seems, than in the concepts of unity of form and unity of content, where distinguishable parts are judged to harmonize or to fit each other. What is expressed in this oneness of form and content need not, however, be unified in the sense of an inner accord; it is compatible with inconsistencies in the meanings themselves. To judge that a work possesses oneness of form and content it is not even necessary to contemplate it; the oneness follows from the definition of content in the work of art. The sense of the conjunction in “form and content” is not clear then; we do not know what it is that has been united with form as a distinguishable entity or quality in the work. It is different from saying that the content is the sum of the meanings—meanings given in the subject, the forms, and the functions of the work, with many different levels of connotation—a content unbounded rather than definite, and open to successive discovery rather than apprehended fully in a single moment of divination. The unity of form and content is then an accord of specifiable forms and meanings and may in certain works appear comprehensive enough to induce the conviction that everything in the work is stamped with this satisfying accord which is a ground of its beauty.

This judgment of an extensive unity is an interpretation, a hypothesis; there is no one perception or series of perceptions that make it complete and certain. Judgments of unity and perfection in art, as in nature, rest on a selecting vision, an unreflective and sometimes habitual choice of aspects, as in other engagements with complex fields. In attributing a unity of form and content to a work, we are free to abstract the aspect of forms and meanings that might coincide. It is not the form and the content that appear to us as one, but an aspect or part of each that we bring together because of analogy or expressive correspondence. Content and form are plural concepts that comprise many regions and many orders within the same work. The vagueness of the form-and-content usage is due to the failure to specify in which region the connection or the unity lies. In any work, form and meaning cover several layers and scales of structure, expression, and representation. Line, mass, space, color, dark-and-light constitute different orders in painting, as do words, actions, characters, and the large sequence of narrative in a play or story. Besides, within each of these aspects of the work are elements and characteristics that belong to the style of the time, others that are personal, and still others that are unique solutions for the particular work. To disengage these in their contribution to the content, even to interpret their expression, is beyond the power of an immediate apprehension of the whole.

In an extensive cycle of paintings—let us take Giotto’s Paduan frescoes as an example—each scene has a unique form that builds its distinct image; but all hold together through common forms and colors, though the subjects are different. It would be difficult to match this large order of the whole—given at once to the eye and confirmed by scrutiny of the recurrent elements and connections— with a summating expression and meaning found also in Giotto’s conception of the story of Christ. But even if found, it would remain true that we can respond to one without grasping the other fully. If there is a common spiritual attitude in all these scenes, which we regard as a quality of the content, there is a particular form in each scene with features that are not distinctive for the governing spiritual attitude.

How far the unity of form and content is an ideal hypothesis, even a program, is clear from the fact that we often appreciate forms without attending seriously to their represented meanings; for certain works we could not begin to consider that unity with content since so little of the original meanings is available to us. There are few works of older art that are legible now as they were to their makers. Some of the greatest are still problematic in meaning and continue to engage the ingenuity of iconographers. To assume that the forms would necessarily acquire another aspect if we knew what they represented or what their deeper content was originally is only a guess, although there are examples of works restructured after a new interpretation of their meaning. It is unlikely that Titian’s Sacred and Profane Love would change in artistic character and value if one of the alternative interpretations of its uncertain subject were adopted as certain.

After long study the content of the Sistine ceiling is less evident to us than the structure of the forms; to speak of a unity of form and content there is to pretend to a grasp that is still denied us. The uncertainty is not inherent in the untranslability of artistic content into words, but in the difficulty of knowing fully enough the broad organizing ideas through which we can perceive the meanings as a unity embracing the subjects, the spheres of connotation, and numerous connections between otherwise isolated elements of representation.

For the painter each figure had a specific sense as well as many connotations, and his conception of the whole as a composition and many details of form were shaped by the need to make that sense visible. To ignore it and yet to speak of the unity of form and content is to strip the content of an essential core of meanings, and the work itself of a great part of its purpose. There is also the pictorial meaning of each figure as a form with a definite place and artistic function in the appearance of the whole. This can be grasped without our knowing what the figure represents or symbolizes, what is its role in the story. The fact that we are still deeply moved by the undeciphered whole makes us wonder at a theory that regards the experience of forms as necessarily fused with that of content. Here the forms have become for us the main content of the work in a literal sense; they speak to us powerfully and we feel that we have perceived through them the force of the artist’s creative powers, his imagination and conception of man, his style as a living person.

If, before Rembrandt’s famous picture of Man with a Knife, a beholder is unable to say whether it’s a portrait of a butcher or an assassin or of Saint Bartholomew who was martyred by a knife, he can still enjoy the painting as a beautiful harmony of light and shadow, color and brushwork, and appreciate the artist’s power of making the figure visible as a complex human presence steeped in feeling and reverie; and all this without linking in a specific way the qualities of the painting to the attributes of an intended subject. In a portrait we need not know the identity of the person in order to admire the realization of individuality by painterly means. Yet for the artist that identity was essential. Certain expressive forms were conceived as uniquely adequate to a particular sitter with traits of character and a significance that we divine only incompletely from the portrait.

Seen as form, different works have a different explicitness of structure. In a novel, we often hardly attend to the form; in architecture, in music, in certain kinds of painting, and especially in short poems, the form is more evident and is an unmistakable physiognomy of the work. Who, after reading a novel by Tolstoy, can recall the form as distinctly as he can retell the story or find summarizing words for the thought and feeling that pervade the action? Surely there is an order, a pattern of narration, peculiarities of syntax and phrasing, contrasts and repetitions of language, of character and of plot, that build the whole in its large and intimate meanings. But we do not fix upon these as we read; the style, the form of narration, seems a transparent medium through which we experience the action itself and the feelings of the characters. But this is true also of inferior writing for the reader who is completely bemused by a story. What is relevant for the problem of unity of form and content as a value is that we do not speak of Tolstoy’s form—even when we recognize it—as we do of his content. One may find in the remarkable transparency of the medium in Tolstoy’s writing the same purity and sincerity as in the substance of his narrative, a confirmation of the oneness of his art in at least certain aspects of form and content. Here again the unity would lie in a common quality rather than in an undecomposable resultant.

In practice, form and content are separable for the artist who, in advance of the work, possesses a form in the habit of his style that is available to many contents, and a conception of a subject or theme rich in meaning and open to varied treatment. In the process of realization, these separable components of his project are made to interact and in the finished work there arise unique qualities, both of form and meaning, as the offspring of this interaction, with many accords but also with qualities distinctive for each. The beautiful simple language of a writer in a complex story may be appreciated without being considered a property of the content.

The relation between forms and what they represent may be intimate or conventional, as in the beauty of a written or printed book as a work of calligraphic and typographic art. We admire the perfection of the script, the spacing of the page, the ornament, without ever referring to the meaning of the words. From the qualities of the page we cannot imagine the qualities of the text; and we know that this same artistic form can represent whatever text is committed to the calligrapher’s art, which is, in general, indifferent to the sense of the script. But if this is regarded as a low order of art because of the shallowness of its content, limited to the expressive import of the melody of script, we shall also find in the same books miniature paintings of greater complexity that we contemplate with delight while ignoring most of their meanings—they are inaccessible to any but scholars and are often a riddle to them.

The concept of unity of form and content must contend with the fact that there are conventions of form that are independent of the subject and appear the same in a great variety of individual styles. In painting and sculpture, what is called the style of representation is a system of forms applied to varying themes. An example is the use of the black ground with red figures and the red ground with black figures in Greek vase painting, a highly characteristic and striking form. It would be hard to show that the choice of one or the other solution has much to do with the content of the painting, however broadly we interpret the latter. Themes of myth and everyday reality, the tragic and festive, the athletic and erotic, are represented alike with this contrast of figure and ground. Accepting the convention, artists of different style endow the basic form with qualities that might be connected with distinct features of a personal style and perhaps even with their individual conceptions of certain themes. But at least some characteristics of the form are distinguishable from the specific content and even from the content considered as a domain of subjects with a typical set of meanings. Perhaps the convention contributes a quality of feeling, an archaic strength consonant with the robust objectivity of the representations. But even if I accepted this interpretation, I would not dare to say in advance that all the conventions and motifs in that art could be seen as fused with the meanings of an image in a consistent expression—even if I felt the painting to be perfect. On the other hand, to connect such a form as the black and red of figure and ground with a world-view implicit also in the choice and conception of a whole class of Greek subjects is to construct a special layer of meaning to which no explicit reference is found in the work. The Greek artist is not illustrating or presenting his worldview as he illustrates the mythical tales; but he is expressing it somewhat as the structure of a language, it is supposed, embodies in certain features attitudes prevalent in a culture and found also in some revealing utterances in a more explicit way. Yet it must be said that while the assumed connection between form and worldview is alluring to the imagination and as a hypothesis has become embedded in our perception of Greek objects until it has acquired for us the simplicity and self-evidence of a directly grasped meaning, the worldview is not a clear expressive feature of the work of art like the feeling of a painted smile or the contrast of black and red, but a complex and still uncertain interpretation.

Both concepts of unity—the perfect correspondence of separable forms and meanings and the concept of their indistinguishability–rest on an ideal of perception which may be compared with a mystic’s experience of the oneness of the world or of God, a feeling of the pervasiveness of a single spiritual note or of an absolute consistency in diverse things. I do not believe that this attitude, with its sincere conviction of value, is favorable to the fullest experience of a work of art. It characterizes a moment or aspect, not the work as disclosed through attentive contemplation, which may also terminate in ecstasy. To see the work as it is one must be able to shift one’s attitude in passing from part to part, from one aspect to another, and to enrich the whole progressively in successive perceptions.

I have argued that we do not see all of a work when we see it as a whole. We strive to see it as completely as possible and in a unifying way, though seeing is selective and limited. Critical seeing, aware of the incompleteness of perception, is explorative and dwells on details as well as on the large aspects that we call the whole. It takes into account others’ seeing; it is a collective and cooperative seeing and welcomes comparison of different perceptions and judgments. It also knows moments of sudden revelation and intense experience of unity and completeness which are shared in others’ scrutiny.


Enter the Dragon:
On the Vernacular of Beauty

DAVE HICKEY

It would be nice if sometime a man would come up to me on the street and say, “Hello, I’m the information man, and you have not said the word yours for thirteen minutes. You have not said the word praise for eighteen days, three hours, and nineteen minutes.”

—Edward Ruscha, Information Man

I WAS DRIFTING, DAYDREAMING REALLY, THROUGH THE WANING MOMENTS OF A panel discussion on the subject of “What’s Happening Now,” drawing cartoon daggers on a yellow pad and vaguely formulating strategies for avoiding punch and cookies, when I realized that I was being addressed from the audience. A lanky graduate student had risen to his feet and was soliciting my opinion as to what “the issue of the nineties” would be. Snatched from my reverie, I said, “Beauty,” and then, more firmly, “The issue of the nineties will be beauty”—a total improvisatory goof—an off-the-wall, jump-start, free association that rose unbidden to my lips from God knows where. Or perhaps I was being ironic, wishing it so but not believing it likely? I don’t know, but the total, uncomprehending silence that greeted this modest proposal lent it immediate credence for me. My interlocutor plopped back into his seat, exuding dismay, and, out of sheer perversity, I resolved to follow beauty where it led into the silence. Improvising, I began updating Pater; I insisted that beauty is not a thing—“the beautiful” is a thing. In images, I intoned, beauty is the agency that causes visual pleasure in the beholder; and any theory of images that is not grounded in the pleasure of the beholder begs the question of their efficacy and dooms itself to inconsequence. This sounded provocative to me, but the audience continued to sit there, unprovoked, and beauty just hovered there, as well, a word without a language, quiet, amazing, and alien in that sleek, institutional space—like a pre-Raphaelite dragon aloft on its leather wings.

“If images don’t do anything in this culture,” I said, plunging on, “if they haven’t done anything, then why are we sitting here in the twilight of the twentieth century talking about them? And if they only do things after we have talked about them, then they aren’t doing them, we are. Therefore, if our criticism aspires to anything beyond soft-science, the efficacy of images must be the cause of criticism, and not its consequence—the subject of criticism and not its object. And this,” I concluded rather grandly, “is why I direct your attention to the language of visual affect—to the rhetoric of how things look—to the iconography of desire— in a word, to beauty!”

I made a voilà gesture for punctuation, but to no avail. People were quietly filing out. My fellow panelists gazed into the dark reaches of the balcony or examined their cuticles. I was genuinely surprised. Admittedly, it was a goof. Beauty? Pleasure? Efficacy? Issues of the nineties? Admittedly outrageous. But it was an outrage worthy of a rejoinder—of a question or two, a nod, or at least a giggle. I had wandered into this dead zone, this silent abyss. I wasn’t ready to leave it at that, but the moderator of our panel tapped on her microphone and said, “Well, I guess that’s it, kids.” So I never got off my parting shot. As we began breaking up, shuffling papers and patting our pockets, I felt a little sulky. (Swallowing a pithy allusion to Roland Barthes can do that.) And yet, I had no sooner walked out of the building and into the autumn evening than I was overcome by this strange Sherlock Holmesian elation. The game was afoot.

I had discovered something; or rather, I had put out my hand and discovered nothing—this vacancy that I needed to understand. I had assumed that from the beginning of the sixteenth century until just last week artists had been persistently and effectively employing the rough vernacular of pleasure and beauty to interrogate our totalizing concepts “the good” and “the beautiful”; and now this was over? Evidently. At any rate, its critical vocabulary seemed to have evaporated overnight, and I found myself muttering detective questions like: Who wins? Who loses? Qui bono?—although I thought I knew the answer. Even so, for the next year or so, I assiduously trotted out “beauty” wherever I happened to be, with whomever I happened to be speaking. I canvassed artists and students, critics and curators, in public and in private—just to see what they would say. The results were disturbingly consistent, and not at all what I would have liked.

* * *

Simply put, if you broached the issue of beauty in the American art world of 1988, you could not incite a conversation about rhetoric—or efficacy, or pleasure, or politics, or even Bellini. You ignited a conversation about the market. That, at the time, was the “signified” of beauty. If you said “beauty,” they would say, “The corruption of the market,” and I would say, “The corruption of the market?!” After thirty years of frenetic empowerment, during which the venues for contemporary art in the United States had evolved from a tiny network of private galleries in New York into this vast, transcontinental sprawl of publicly funded, postmodern iceboxes? During which time the ranks of “art professionals” had swollen from a handful of dilettantes on the East Side of Manhattan into this massive civil service of Ph.D.s and M.F.A.s who administered a monolithic system of interlocking patronage, which, in its constituents, resembled nothing so much as that of France in the early nineteenth century? While powerful corporate, governmental, cultural, and academic constituencies vied for power and tax-free dollars, each with its own self-perpetuating agenda and none with any vested interest in the subversive potential of visual pleasure? Under these cultural conditions, artists across this nation were obsessing about the market?—fretting about a handful of picture merchants nibbling canapés on the Concorde?—blaming them for any work of art that did not incorporate raw plywood?

Under these cultural conditions, I would suggest, saying that “the market is corrupt” is like saying that the cancer patient has a hangnail. Yet the manifestations of this pervasive idée fixe remain everywhere present today, not least of all in the sudden evanescence of the market itself after thirty years of scorn for the intimacy of its transactions, but also in the radical discontinuity between serious criticism of contemporary art and that of historical art. At a time when easily 60 percent of historical criticism concerns itself with the influence of taste, patronage, and the canons of acceptability upon the images that a culture produces, the bulk of contemporary criticism, in a miasma of hallucinatory denial, resolutely ignores the possibility that every form of refuge has its price, and satisfies itself with grousing about “the corruption of the market.” The transactions of value enacted under the patronage of our new “nonprofit” institutions are exempted from this cultural critique, presumed to be untainted, redemptive, disinterested, taste free, and politically benign. Yeah, right.

During my informal canvass, I discovered that the “reasoning” behind this presumption is that art dealers “only care about how it looks,” while the art professionals employed by our new institutions “really care about what it means.” Which is easy enough to say. And yet, if this is, indeed, the case (and I think it is), I can’t imagine any but the most demented naïf giddily abandoning an autocrat who monitors appearances for a bureaucrat who monitors desire. Nor can Michel Foucault, who makes a variation of this point in Surveiller et punir, and poses for us the choice that is really at issue here, between bureaucratic surveillance and autocratic punishment. Foucault opens his book with a grisly, antique text describing the lengthy public torture and ultimate execution of Damiens, the regicide; he then juxtaposes this cautionary spectacle of royal justice with the theory of reformative incarceration propounded by Jeremy Bentham in his “Panopticon.”

Bentham’s agenda, in contrast to the king’s public savagery, is ostensibly benign. It reifies the benevolent passion for secret control that informs Chardin’s pictorial practice, and, like Chardin, Bentham cares. He has no wish to punish the offender, merely to reconstitute the offender’s desire under the sheltering discipline of perpetual, covert, societal surveillance in the paternal hope that, like a child, the offender will ultimately internalize that surveillance as a “conscience” and start controlling himself as a good citizen should. However, regardless of Bentham’s ostensible benignity (and, in fact, because of it), Foucault argues that the king’s cruel justice is ultimately more just—because the king does not care what we mean. The king demands from us the appearance of loyalty, the rituals of fealty, and, if these are not forthcoming, he destroys our bodies, leaving us our convictions to die with. Bentham’s warden, on the other hand, demands our souls, and on the off chance that they are not forthcoming, or cannot come forth into social normality, he knows that we will punish ourselves, that we will have internalized his relentless surveillance in the form of self-destructive guilt.

These are the options that Foucault presents us; and I would suggest that, within the art community, the weight of the culture is so heavily on Bentham’s side that we are unable to see them as equally tainted. We are, I think, such obedient children of the Panopticon, so devoted to care, and surveillance, and the redeemable souls of things, that we have translated this complex, contemporary option between the king’s savage justice and Bentham’s bureaucratic discipline into a progressive, utopian choice between the “corrupt old market” and the “brave new institution.” Thus beauty has become associated with the “corrupt old market” because art dealers, like Foucault’s king, traffic in objects and appearances. They value images that promise pleasure and excitement. Those that keep their promise are admitted into the presence of the court; those that fail are subject to the “king’s justice,” which can be very cruel and autocratic indeed. But there is another side to this coin, since art dealers are also like Foucault’s king in that they do not care “what it means.” Thus radical content has traditionally flourished under the auspices of this profound disinterest.

The liberal institution, however, is not so cavalier about appearances as the market is about meaning. Like Jeremy Bentham’s benevolent warden, the institution’s curators hold a public trust. They must look carefully and genuinely care about what artists “really” mean—and therefore they must, almost of necessity, distrust appearances—distrust the very idea of appearances, and distrust most of all the appearance of images that, by virtue of the pleasure they give, are efficacious in their own right. The appeal of these images amounts to a kind of ingratitude, since the entire project of the new institution has been to lift the cruel burden of efficacy from the work of art and make it possible for artists to practice that “plain honesty” of which no great artist has yet been capable, nor ever wished to be. Yet, if we would expose the inner soul of things to extended public scrutiny, “sincere” appearance is everything, and beauty is the bête noire of this agenda, the snake in the garden. It steals the institution’s power, seduces its congregation, and, in every case, elicits the dismay of artists who have committed themselves to plain honesty and the efficacy of the institution.

The arguments these artists mount to the detraction of beauty come down to one simple gripe: Beauty sells, and although their complaints usually are couched in the language of academic radicalism, they do not differ greatly from my grandmother’s haut bourgeois prejudices against people “in trade” who get their names “in the newspaper.” Beautiful art sells. If it sells itself, it is an idolatrous commodity; if it sells anything else, it is a seductive advertisement. Art is not idolatry, they say, nor is it advertising, and I would agree—with the caveat that idolatry and advertising are, indeed, art, and that the greatest works of art are always and inevitably a bit of both.

* * *

Finally, there are issues worth advancing in images worth admiring; and the truth is never “plain,” nor appearances ever “sincere.” To try to make them so is to neutralize the primary, gorgeous eccentricity of imagery in Western culture since the Reformation: the fact that it cannot be trusted, that imagery is always presumed to be proposing something contestable and controversial. This is the sheer, ebullient, slithering, dangerous fun of it. No image is presumed inviolable in our dance hall of visual politics, and all images are potentially powerful. Bad graphics topple good governments and occlude good ideas; good graphics sustain bad ones. The fluid nuancing of pleasure, power, and beauty is a serious, ongoing business in this culture and has been since the sixteenth century, when the dazzling rhetorical innovations of Renaissance picture making enabled artists to make speculative images of such authority that power might be successfully bestowed upon them, privately, by their beholders, rather than (or at least prior to) its being assigned by the institutions of church and state.

At this point, for the first time in history, the power of priestly and governmental bureaucracies to assign meaning to images began to erode, and the private encounter between the image and its beholder took on the potential of changing the public character of institutions. Images became mobile at this point, and irrevocably political—and henceforth, for more than four centuries subsequent to the rise of easel painting, images argued for things—for doctrines, rights, privileges, ideologies, territories, and reputations. For the duration of this period, a loose, protean collection of tropes and figures signifying “beauty” functioned as the pathos that recommended the logos and ethos of visual argumentation to our attention. It provided the image’s single claim to being looked at—and to being believed. The task of these figures of beauty was to enfranchise the audience and acknowledge its power—to designate a territory of shared values between the image and its beholder and, then, in this territory, to argue the argument by valorizing the picture’s problematic content. Without the urgent intention of reconstructing the beholder’s view of things, the image had no reason to exist, nor any reason to be beautiful. Thus, the comfort of the familiar always bore with it the frisson of the exotic, and the effect of this conflation, ideally, was persuasive excitement—visual pleasure. As Baudelaire says, “the beautiful is always strange,” by which he means, of course, that it is always strangely familiar.

Thus Caravaggio, at the behest of his masters, would deploy the exquisite hieratic drama of the Madonna of the Rosary to lend visual appeal and corporeal authority to the embattled concept of the intercession of the priesthood—and would demonstrably succeed, not only in pleading his masters’ case, but in imposing the urbane glamour of his own argument onto that doctrine. So today, as we stand before the Madonna of the Rosary in Vienna, we pay homage to a spectacular souvenir of successful visual litigation—an old warhorse put out to pasture—in this case, a thoroughbred. The image is quiet now; its argumentative frisson has been neutralized, and the issue itself drained of ideological urgency, leaving only the cosmetic superstructure of that antique argument just visible enough to be worshiped under the frayed pennants of “humane realism” and “transcendent formal values” by the proponents of visual repose.

Before we genuflect, however, we must ask ourselves if Caravaggio’s “realism” would have been so trenchant, or his formal accomplishment so delicately spectacular, had his contemporary political agenda, under the critical pressure of a rival church, not seemed so urgent? And we must ask ourselves further if the painting would have even survived until Rubens bought it, had it not somehow expedited that agenda? I doubt it. We are a litigious civilization and we do not like losers. The history of beauty, like all history, tells the winner’s tale; and that tale is told in the great mausoleums where images like Caravaggio’s, having done their work in the world, are entombed—and where, even hanging in state, they provide us with a ravishing and poignant visual experience. One wonders, however, whether our standards for the pleasures of art are well founded in the glamorous tristesse we feel in the presence of these institutionalized warhorses, and whether contemporary images are really enhanced by being institutionalized in their infancy, whether there might be work in the world for them to do, as well.

For more than four centuries, the idea of “making it beautiful” has been the keystone of our cultural vernacular—the lover’s machine gun and the prisoner’s joy—the last redoubt of the disenfranchised and the single direct route from the image to the individual without a detour through church or state. Now, it seems, that lost generosity, like Banquo’s ghost, is doomed to haunt our discourse about contemporary art—no longer required to recommend images to our attention or to insinuate them into the vernacular, and no longer even welcome to try. The route from the image to the beholder now detours through an alternate institution ostensibly distinct from church and state. Even so, it is not hard to detect the aroma of Caravaggio’s priests as one treads its gray wool carpets or cools one’s heels in its arctic waiting rooms. One must suspect, I think, that we are being denied any direct appeal to beauty, for much the same reason that Caravaggio’s supplicants were denied appeal to the Virgin: to sustain the jobs of bureaucrats. Caravaggio, at least, shows us the Virgin, in all her gorgeous autonomy, before instructing us not to look at her and redirecting our guilty eyes to that string of wooden beads hanging from the priest’s fingers. The priests of the new church are not so generous. Beauty, in their domain, is altogether elsewhere, and we are left counting the beads and muttering the texts of academic sincerity.

* * *

As luck would have it, while I was in the midst of my informal survey, the noisy controversy over exhibiting Robert Mapplethorpe’s erotic photographs in public venues provided me with a set-piece demonstration of the issues—and, at first, I was optimistic, even enthusiastic. This uproar seemed to be one of those magic occasions when the private visual litigation that good art conducts might expand into the more efficacious litigation of public politics—and challenge some of the statutory restrictions on the conduct that Mapplethorpe’s images celebrate. I was wrong. The American art community, at the apogee of its power and privilege, chose to play the ravaged virgin, to fling itself prostrate across the front pages of America and fairly dare the fascist heel to crush its outraged innocence.

Moreover, this community chose to ignore the specific issues raised by Mapplethorpe’s photographs in favor of the “higher politics.” It came out strenuously in defense of the status quo and all the perks and privileges it had acquired over the last thirty years, and did so under the tattered banner of “free expression”—a catchphrase that I presumed to have been largely discredited (and rightly so) by the feminist critique of images. After all, once a community acquiesces in the assumption that some images are certifiably toxic, this, more or less, “opens the door,” as they say in the land of litigation.

And finally, hardly anyone considered for a moment what an incredible rhetorical triumph the entire affair signified. A single artist with a single group of images had somehow managed to overcome the aura of moral isolation, gentrification, and mystification that surrounds the practice of contemporary art in this nation and directly threaten those in actual power with his celebration of marginality. It was a fine moment, I thought, and all the more so because it was the celebration and not the marginality that made these images dangerous. Simply, it was their rhetorical acuity, their direct enfranchisement of the secular beholder. It was, exactly, their beauty that had lit the charge—and, in this area, I think, you have to credit Senator Jesse Helms, who, in his antediluvian innocence, at least saw what was there, understood what Mapplethorpe was proposing, and took it, correctly, as a direct challenge to everything he believed in. The senator may not know anything about art, but rhetoric is his business, and he did not hesitate to respond to the challenge. As, one would hope, he had a right to. Art is either a democratic political instrument, or it is not.

So, it was not that men were making it in Mapplethorpe’s images. At that time they were regularly portrayed doing so on the walls of private galleries and publicly funded “alternative” spaces all over the country. On account of the cult of plain honesty and sincere appearance, however, they were not portrayed as doing so persuasively. It was not that men were making it, then, but that Mapplethorpe was “making it beautiful.” More precisely, he was appropriating a baroque vernacular of beauty that predated and, clearly, outperformed the puritanical canon of visual appeal espoused by the therapeutic institution. This canon presumes that we will look at art, however banal, because looking at art is, somehow, “good” for us, regardless and, ultimately, in spite or whatever specific “good” the individual work or artist might urgently propose to us.

This habit of subordinating the artist’s “good” to the “higher politics of expression,” of course, makes perfect sense in the mausoleums of antiquity, where it was born, and where we can hardly do otherwise—where it is, perhaps, “good” for us to look at the Madonna of the Rosary without blanching at its Counter-Reformation politics, because those politics are dead—and where it may be “good” for us, as well, to look at a Sir Thomas Lawrence portrait and “understand” his identification of romantic heroism with landed aristocracy. It is insane and morally ignorant, however, to confront the work or a living (and, at that time, dying) artist as we would the artifacts of lost Atlantis, with forgiving connoisseurship—to “appreciate” his passionate, partisan, and political celebrations of the American margin—and in so doing, refuse to engage their “content” or argue the arguments that deal so intimately with trust, pain, love, and the giving up of the self.

Yet this is exactly what was expected and desired, not by the government, but by the art establishment. It was a matter of “free expression,” and thus, the defense of the museum director prosecuted for exhibiting the images was conducted almost completely in terms of the redemptive nature of formal beauty and the critical nature of surveillance. The “sophisticated” beholder, the jury was told, responded to the elegance of the form regardless of the subject matter. Yet this beholder must be “brave” enough to look at “reality” and “understand” the sources of that formal beauty in the artist’s tortured private pathology. If this sounds like the old patriarchal do-dah about transcendent formal values and humane realism, it is, with the additional fillip that, in the courts of Ohio, the sources of beauty are now taken to be, not the corruption of the market, but the corruption of the artist. So, clearly, all this litigation to establish Robert Mapplethorpe’s “corruption” would have been unnecessary had his images somehow acknowledged that corruption, and thus qualified him for our forgiveness. But they did not.

There is no better proof of this, I think, than the fact that, while the Mapplethorpe controversy was raging, Francis Bacon’s retrospective was packing them in at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, and Joel-Peter Witkin was exhibiting in institutional serenity—because Bacon’s and Witkin’s images speak a language of symptoms that is profoundly tolerable to the status quo. They mystify Mapplethorpe’s content, aestheticize it, personalize it, and ultimately further marginalize it as “artistic behavior,” with signifiers that denote angst, guilt, and despair. It is not portrayal that destabilizes, it is praise. Nor is it criticism of centrality that changes the world. Critique of the mainstream ennobles the therapeutic institution’s ostensible role as shadow government and disguises its unacknowledged mandate to neutralize dissent by first ghettoizing it, and then mystifying it. Confronted by images like Mapplethorpe’s that, by virtue of their direct appeal to the beholder, disdain its umbrella of “care,” the therapeutic institution is immediately disclosed for what it is: the moral junkyard of a pluralistic civilization.

Yet the vernacular of beauty, in its democratic appeal, remains a potent instrument for change in this civilization. Mapplethorpe uses it, as does Warhol, as does Ruscha, to engage individuals within and without the cultural ghetto in arguments about what is good and what is beautiful. And they do so without benefit of clergy, out in the street, out on the margin, where we might, if we are lucky, confront that information man with his reminder that we have not used the word praise for eighteen days, three hours, and nineteen minutes.


Beauty and Morality

ARTHUR C. DANTO

ROBERT MOTHERWELL’S ELEGIES TO THE SPANISH REPUBLIC, OF WHICH HE PAINTED Number 172 (with Blood) in 1990, is a good place to begin discussing whether there is a conflict between aesthetic excellence and what Richard Schiff designates as “sociopolitical discourse.” The Elegies, Motherwell said, “reflect the internationalist in me, interested in the historical forces of the twentieth century, with strong feelings about the conflicting forces in it.” I once drew a sustained comparison between the Elegies and the other great series of paintings by a modern American artist, Richard Diebenkorn’s Ocean Park series. It is reasonably clear, though both these men are abstract painters, that Diebenkorn’s inspiration is landscape and his paintings achieve their beauty by way of an internalization of the beauties of the natural world—of sea and sky and beach—but raised to a certain power, as is always true of an art which, in Hegel’s thundering phrase, is “born of the spirit and born again.” But it might be false to say that Motherwell’s Elegies owe their beauty to some transfigured natural beauty: they may in fact transfigure terrible suffering instead, which it would be a mistake to view as beautiful at all. “How beautiful those mourning women are beside the shattered posts of their houses, against the morning sky” is not a morally permissible vision. But Motherwell’s forms feel like the shawled shapelessness of bent women, alternating with, or set amidst, the verticals of shattered architectures. It is a stark, black-and-white setting, touched perhaps with ocher or crimson, and the reality must in some way be shattering. But the works are unquestionably beautiful, as befits the mood announced by their titles as elegies, which are part music and part poetry, whose language and cadence are constrained by the subject of death and loss and which express grief, whether the artist shares it or not. The Elegies express, in the most haunting forms and colors, rhythms and proportions, the death of a political reality, of a form of life, of hope institutionalized. Elegy fits one of the great human moods; it is a way of responding artistically to what cannot be endured or what can only be endured. Motherwell was medaled by the Spanish government, after the fall of Franco, for having sustained the only mood morally acceptable through the years of dictatorship, a kind of moral mission unmatched, I think, in twentieth-century art.

Elegies are artistic responses to events the natural emotional response to which is sorrow, which Webster’s defines as “deep distress and regret (as over the loss of something loved).” I feel we understand too little about the psychology of loss to understand why the creation of beauty is so fitting as a way of marking it—why we bring flowers to the graveside, or to the funeral, or why music of a certain sort defines the mood of mourners. It is as though beauty were a kind of catalyst, transforming raw grief into tranquil sadness, almost, one might say, by putting the loss into a certain philosophical perspective. Kant famously and systematically connects the ascription of beauty to things that in fact please, but if and only if the pleasure can be universalized in a certain way: “The beautiful,” he writes “is that which apart from concepts is represented as the object of a universal satisfaction.” Kant does not especially speak of pain in his Critique of Aesthetic Judgment, but it strikes me that symmetry almost demands that there be a concept of beauty ascribed to objects that cause pain when the pain, too, can be universalized or philosophized, and so, though the death causes grief, causes as acute a pain in the survivor as the human being knows, since love is abruptly and irrevocably bereft of its object, the conjunction of pain with its universalization as mediated by beauty somehow is felt to be consoling through the consideration that death is universal, that, as the paradigm syllogism puts it, dryly and abstractly, all men are mortal. So the conjunction of beauty with the occasion of pain transforms the pain into a kind of muted pleasure. Everyone knows how pain distracts from pain—how we dig our fingernails into our palms to mute the agony of the toothache; here it is pleasure that mutes it, as caused by the music or the words or the cadences of forms which make the occasion bearable because of the common lot. And the recognition of this may—must, given the ubiquity of the phenomenon—give the bereaved a certain strength in the recognition of his or her participation in the very meaning of what it is to be human. So the form of the elegy is philosophical and artistic at once: it gives a kind of meaning that is at once universal.

I will admit that it is not easy to extend this analysis to the Elegies to the Spanish Republic. Because these are elegies, they universalize through philosophization; but it is difficult to assimilate a political defeat to the mood of “queens have died young and fair.” It makes it seem inevitable, the way death is, and this is not, I think, a perspective appropriate to political loss in, so to speak, zero-sum conflicts where, after all, somebody wins. And if this is unavailable, so is beauty. It is one thing when distant empires have collapsed, and all that remain are the ruins, the trunkless legs of Ozymandias, King of Kings, and the boastful legend is rendered instantly pathetic by the surrounding wastes and the thin desert winds. We do sentimentalize ruins, which is why they were so stirring to the temperament of the Romantics, who could stand below them and reflect on the transitoriness of glory. But we hardly can do this before raw wreckage, where the blackness is not so much the patination of age and nature, but the charred effect of fire and dried blood. Is the elegiac mood ever appropriate to so near a political catastrophe? Doesn’t beauty distance it too abruptly? Have we a moral right to wax elegiac over something that was not all that inevitable or universal or necessary? Think, to bring it back to the individual death, to which beauty itself is the human response, when one feels that death was not inevitable (though death abstractly considered is): Suppose one’s lover has died of AIDS, and one feels that something should or could have been done, one feels anger that it has not been done, one blames and accuses. Then beauty to which one is spontaneously moved also seems wrong, wrong because one is called upon to act (to “act up”) and not to philosophize. Then that may translate back into the appropriate mood for the fall of the Spanish Republic, where elegy conflicts with the impulse to counteraction. (Of course, we then have to look at the dates: the first Elegy was done in 1948, whereas the Second Spanish Republic fell to Franco in 1939. Does this matter?)

This might be a criticism to which Motherwell’s paintings are subject but to which Jenny Holzer’s Laments would not be, as that work treats of death abstractly and almost disinterestedly. Kant’s thesis is that the judgment of beauty is always disinterested: an object may be deemed beautiful only when it pleases “apart from all interest.” If this is so much as a possible analysis, then the question remains as to whether it is ever right to respond to an event so close by creating beauty, and hence whether beauty is appropriate when interest is morally prescribed. I shall return to this issue, so central in discussions of whether beauty is licit in art that is “engaged,” as so much art today is; but my immediate concern is to stress that the beauty of Motherwell’s Elegies is internal to the work. The paintings are not to be admired because they are beautiful, but because their being so is internally connected with the reference and the mood. The beauty is an ingredient in the content of the work, just as it is, in my view, with the cadences of sung or declaimed elegies.

I want to expand a bit on this idea of internal beauty, which has an incidental consequence of showing how the line is to be drawn between natural and artistic beauty. Hegel asserts straight off in his stupendous lectures on aesthetics that the beauty of art is higher than the beauty of nature: “The beauty of art,” he writes, “is beauty born of the spirit and born again.” People have queried the meaning of this “twice-born” characterization of artistic beauty. I think it must merely have to do with the fact that the beauty in the first instance is internal to the concept of the work in the artist’s mind, and then enacted in the work itself, so born twice—first in the idea and then in the embodiment of the idea. Whatever the case, it will be valuable to consider some examples, of which I will cite two, each of which internalizes the phenomenon of beauty in a different way, both times differently from the way Motherwell’s Elegies internalize it.

First, I want to describe the beauty in (not the beauty of!) a Tibetan tangka (scroll painting) of the late nineteenth century, which shows the death of the historical Buddha. The event takes place in an achingly beautiful garden, with green lawns under blue skies, rainbows fluttering like pennants, ornamental birds and plantings, amidst which the Buddha says his last farewells to grieving monks. The beauty of the day and of the place transfer their beauty to the work itself, which is beautiful in ways not typical of tangkas, which can be scary and menacing and repellent. But my sense is that this beauty of is subservient to the beauty in the work. The Buddha, of course, is calm, but the monks are not, which shows that they have as yet not internalized the message of disinterest, or detachment, which is the Buddha’s central teaching. They still suffer because, on that theory, they are attached to him. So they have a very long path to tread indeed. They must learn to discipline the propensity to cathect. The Buddha, in this work, demonstrates his enlightenment by the equanimity with which he faces death, taking leave of the world at its best and most beautiful—taking leave of this, which the artist arrays before the eyes of the viewer. Anyone, perhaps, can accept with equanimity the loss of a world gone bad and dark and hopeless: in those cases death is an escape, a way out. I once read, in a memoir of the French mystic Marie Bashkirtsev, the young woman’s dying words to her mother: “Maman, Maman, c’était pourtant si beau la vie.” That pourtant is a cri de coeur of one who had accepted intellectually the thought that the world is a poor place, which, in fact, her feelings contradicted. But this tangka shows us the world made beautiful by the fact of leaving it, which transcends the natural beauty, just as Hegel says. This, which we see before us, is what we must learn to distance if we wish to be free: So the work is an aesthetic apparatus for the strengthening of the muscles of detachment. “Detach yourself from this, and you are on your way to Buddhahood!” Here, in any case, beauty and death relate in a very different way from that in which they do in elegies, mainly, I suppose, because it is the doctrine of Buddhism that death is something that can be conquered, that it lies within our power to overcome it, and that the common philosophical lot of suffering need not be finally accepted.

A second example is at the antipodes of this. I want to consider certain of Robert Mapplethorpe’s images that present the phallus to the viewer as if it were a very pricey product advertised in a magazine like Vogue. The images are of a kind to arouse envy and desire in the right sort of audience, and hence the internal beauty of the photography has a rhetorical function, the way the advertising photograph does. Nonetheless, such is the presumed mentality of the targeted audience and such the size of the phallus displayed in each that the object by itself, one might suppose, carries its own rhetoric of magnitude and its own erotic promises, even were the photographs to have been flat and descriptive and documentary. Indeed, we can imagine three photographs of the same phallused male body, one of which is merely documentary, one which uses the artifact of the documentary photograph to make a point about visual honesty, and then one of Mapplethorpe’s images in which the whole vocabulary of the glamour shot is marshaled in order to confer on the subject merely shown in the first photograph an aura one would hardly have supposed required, but which, when present, contributes a meaning of its own. Mapplethorpe uses, in particular, backlighting and shadow as we find it in the standard Hollywood black-and-white, star-enhancing photograph, a language that is almost cosmetic in making the star seem beyond and outside the ordinary human range. Stars already are that, being beautiful people in their own right, but with cosmetics in reality and light-and-shadow in photography, they become transformed into works of art almost, or at least what was suitably named “Matinee Idols.” It is quite striking, when one reflects on it, that an artist as certain of the language of visual stardom as Warhol, should have altered the mode in which glamour is conferred upon a face: to be glamorous is to be presented in the mode of a Warhol portrait, regarding the beauty of which one must not be dogmatic one way or another, but in which the idiom of the silkscreened photograph overpainted and in some way blurred with a palette of greens and lavenders and lipstick red that is instantly identifiable as Warhol. Mapplethorpe was a far more conservative artist, appropriating the conventions of the fashion-and-Hollywood black and white to glamorize the phallus and, by indirection and synecdoche, the phallus-bearing body, almost always posed so as to render that feature of itself salient and enlarged, the way the well-endowed female star presses her shoulders forward to accentuate the visual definition of her breasts. Perhaps these pictures demonstrate, if I may use uncritically for a moment the feminist theory of the male gaze, what transpires when the male gaze takes the male rather than the female as its object. That they imply a male audience may just possibly be supported by the reflection that, according to an entry in a recent Harper’s Index, the length of an erect penis according to males is ten inches and according to females, four inches. In any case, the paradigm of the celebrator and glamorizing phallus shot is Mapplethorpe’s Mark Stevens (Mr. 10?), 1976, where the subject is arrayed, as if upon an altar, on the upper surface of a kind of podium, and the owner of the subject bends over it in his leather leggings. A vertical triangle at the left and a horizontal one at the right point to Mr. 10½, and the podium itself is haloed with the most intensely white light in the image. The figure itself is severely cropped—at the shoulder, at the back of the legs, at the knee, and at the elbow—as if Mark Stevens’s identity was that of his penis. It is a frightening and dehumanizing image, but I offer it as a further example of internal beauty, where the beauty is yoked to the truth of the proposition visually projected in the image, as much so as with the tangka of the Buddha’s death or Motherwell’s Elegies.
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