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Hegel, with characteristic profundity, spoke of beautiful art as
the Idea given sensuous embodiment. As a start, this gives us
the rudiments of a philosophical concept of art, and a first
stab at a theory of criticism: the critic must identify the
idea embodied in the work, and assess the adequacy of
its embodiment.

—Arthur C. Danto

Nothing is more depressing than to imagine the Text as an
intellectual object (for reflection, analysis, comparison,
mirroring, etc.). The text is an object of pleasure.

—Roland Barthes


This book is for
Peggy and Dick Kuhns
and
George J. Leonard


A problem is not genuinely a philosophical problem unless it is possible to imagine that its solution will consist of showing how appearance has been taken for reality.

—Arthur Danto1
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When it sold out and the publisher refused to print a revised, enlarged edition, Bill Beckley offered to include something by me in his Allworth Press series. We did not want to republish Artwriting, for that book, now in part dated, is available in libraries. My aim, rather, was to rework the argument from scratch.
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The Paris of old is there no more—a city’s pattern changes, alas, more swiftly than a human heart—

Only in my mind’s eye can I see those makeshift booths, those piles of rough-hewn capitals and pillars, the weeds, the massive blocks of stone stained by the puddles green, the jumble of cheap bric-à-brac glittering in shop fronts.



This transformation filled him with despair.


Paris is changing, but naught in my melancholy has moved. These new palaces and scaffoldings, blocks of stone, old suburbs—everything for me is turned to allegory, and my memories are heavier than rocks.



But change need not inspire such melancholy. When cities rebuild, sometimes buildings are torn down and replaced with totally new structures but often rebuilt gutted structures preserve something of the older exteriors, in forms unrecognizable to the original inhabitants. This book, analogously, redevelops the arguments of Artwriting using some of my old examples, but in a novel format.
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what one would have supposed ephemeral and occasional—the literature of art criticism—and given it a philosophical weight and an almost epic dimension.
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FOREWORD: Story Art

I began this series, Aesthetics Today, in the mid-90s, with books by John Ruskin and Walter Pater. It was an economical as well as an aesthetic experiment, in the sense that their works, copyrights long lapsed, were free to anyone who wanted to print them. I believe Ruskin, both a socialist and an aesthete, would have found this later-day publishing endeavor poetic. I chose that combination of authors to begin because, whatever their differences in the philosophy of art and poetry at Oxford in the early 1870s—Ruskin a proponent of art linked to social evolution, and Pater proclaiming in The Renaissance art for art’s sake—a sense of beauty united them. Of course, a brilliant young Oxford student Oscar Wilde took their ideas and ran, influencing artists and writers on both sides of the Atlantic.

In a deeper sense, it seemed ironic to me that belief in the value of human pleasure had somehow fallen by the wayside in favor of a very literal kind of social responsibility, when, in fact, to be socially responsible is in part to acknowledge those fleeting moments in human experience that are expansive, such as when a child appreciates the colors and transparencies of Lego.

The purpose of this series is to bring art criticism to the fore, to present art writing as an object not unlike the objects of which art criticism speaks. This book by David Carrier is an exclamation point in that endeavor. It addresses the nature of art writing itself.

To my delight, David chose as examples to support his premise some of my favorite passages in literature and art criticism: the pronunciation of the fictional Lolita’s name in the first chapter of Nabokov’s novel, a passage that I have known by heart since late pubescence, as well as Ruskin’s reflections on his nonfictional entry into Venice. David also referenced Proust’s fictional account of the death of the art critic Bergotte, which includes a description of a little patch of yellow wall that may or may not have existed at one moment in time, but lives now as a little patch of nonfictional yellow paint in Vermeer’s View of Delft at The Hague. So this text becomes a volatile and sensual texture, combining the works of art writers and writers of fiction through an understanding of narrative structures—specifically the stories that have become the fairy tales as well as the directives of our lives.

The premises of this text—that art history is as susceptible to narrative structure as fiction, and how it is possible to see art devoid of this narrative structure—liberate us from obligations that have become unconscious givens. It is a new way of seeing.

Once, in a rickety little car, I was driving through Florence. Just before entering the city, the old brass radiator sprang a leak. A fountain spouted from the car in two arched streams, a kind of watery hood ornament.

It was twilight. We had been driving in the open car for hours, covered in dust, engine grease, and oil, and were exhausted. So many traffic lights and so much traffic, the curse of both Italian commuters and Italian architecture, only accentuated the problem as the car overheated. I had so wanted to stop in a hotel in the city and wake the next morning and roll out of bed into the Uffizi Gallery. But now it seemed the only recourse was to get out of traffic and out of town as fast as we could. So I drove to what I thought was the nearest exit, up a hill into the countryside. I was not aware at the time that it was the hill of Fiesole, where not so long before, if you consider the lifespan of galaxies, Galileo first gazed through his telescope at the stars. The car chugged up the hill, and finally, at some point near the top, it simply gasped a billow of steam in a great long sigh and stopped.

The car had expired, and so had we, by chance, in front of a building with a beautiful façade. This building, by some incredible coincidence, happened to be a hotel, by the name of Villa San Michele. In the purple light of dusk I marveled at the façade—and I am not going to claim that it is more incredible than the east façade of Gaudi’s Sagrada Familia, an aria by Janis Joplin, Smithson’s Spiral Jetty, or even a chorus of Sid Vicious’s “My Way.” But my head was spinning from something. I was distracted only by the hope, façade or no façade, that there would be one available room that evening, whatever the cost.

It turned out to be the most expensive hotel in the world. What seemed like thousands of fireflies kept me awake much of the night, as did the water that cascaded into the swimming pool from some dimly lit higher level—call it the sublime. Years later I found, as I researched The Laws of Fésole, the peculiar book that inaugurated this series, that Ruskin too had slept there when it had been a Franciscan monastery.

The morning after, from a brochure on the bedside table, I found that Michelangelo had designed the façade. So, the evening before, I had experienced a Michelangelo, not devoid of experience or content, for I had brought that all with me like the road dirt that covered my body, but I had experienced a Michelangelo almost outside my story of art—like new, at least for a second.

This is something of what David’s book is about, and this book is also about what his friend, Arthur Danto, differentiated as the beauty in, as opposed to the beauty of, a work of art. It is what Roland Barthes so aptly spoke of as the province of books and facades, paintings and sculptures, fountains and songs-the pleasure of a text.

And the fireflies everywhere in sky and cloud rising and falling, mixed with the lightning, and more intense than the stars.

Bill Beckley

September 8, 2002


“Any language … is a conspiracy against experience in the sense of being a collective attempt to simplify and arrange experience into manageable parcels.”

—Michael Baxandall1


OVERTURE

A significant portion of many high modernist novels, and much recent popular literature, is devoted to lovingly detailed accounts of material objects. Learning about these things tells us much about the fictional characters who use them. At the start of Gustave Flaubert’s Madame Bovary, for example, consider the leisurely account of Charles Bovary’s hat:2


It was a head-gear of composite nature, combining elements of the busby, the lancer cap, the round hat, the otter-skin cap and the cotton nightcap—one of those wretched things whose mute ugliness has great depths of expression, like an idiot’s face …



The foolish hat identifies all too accurately the character of its wearer, and so, this description allows us to anticipate his unhappy fate. When, similarly, Henry James’s Golden Bowl describes the wedding gift that gives his novel its title, how much we learn about the secret lovers, the Prince and Maggie Verner:3


Simple, but singularly elegant, it stood on a circular foot, a short pedestal with a slightly spreading base, and, though not of signal depth, justified its title by the charm of its shape as well as by the tone of its surface…. As formed of solid gold it was impressive; it seemed indeed to warn off the prudent admirer.



We ought to be well warned by this impressive bowl.

Literary scholars discuss the ways that accumulation of such naturalistic details creates the reality effect, the illusion that mere fiction describes actual characters and real events:4


The ceilings, curved and not too high (lower than in a church, but still higher than in any chapter house I ever saw), supported by sturdy pillars, enclosed a space suffused with the most beautiful light, because three enormous windows opened on each of the longer sides, whereas a smaller window pierced each of the five external sides of each tower; eight high narrow windows, finally, allowed light to enter from the octagonal central well.



As we might expect from Umberto Eco, author of an astute analysis of naturalism in James Bond thrillers, The Name of the Rose provides a very convincing description of this imaginary library.

Art writing, descriptions of visual works of art, includes not only the grand publications of Erwin Panofsky, Alois Riegl, and Aby Warburg, and journalistic reviews in provincial newspapers; but also books like Field Dawson’s unacademic Emotional Memoir of Franz Kline:5


Franz and de Kooning grinned, and de Kooning stood up and gestured, spreading his hands apart indicating Franz and myself, generously asked, “How about a drink?”

We beamed.

We began with whiskey and water over ice, and Franz showed us the suit he had gotten, and I was bending with laughter as Franz shyly grinned.



And it encompasses the wonderful ekphrasis on Vincent van Gogh’s Portrait of Dr. Gachet at the start of Cynthia Saltzman’s social history,6


Elongated and spectral, the figure of an older man is seated at a table, painted red. He leans far to the left. His narrow head is propped upon a skeletal fist; his other hand lies, its fingers slightly spread, open on the table’s edge. He is wearing a cream-colored cap and a dark blue jacket,



as well as such frankly ephemeral art criticism as Frank O’Hara’s magnificent, brief review of Fairfield Porter:7


In these landscapes, interiors, and portraits, the negative space of semirealist painting is made positive by abrupt terminations of the form in the atmosphere—of a tree in the sky, of a face in the pressure upon its surface and of the air it breathes.



If you read only masterpieces, you will not fully understand art writing.

Imagine a reader passionately interested in all the literature of art, not only the great commentaries, but also minor books and essays, and even the frankly bad writings. Emulating her provides a suggestive way of introducing the concerns of this book. Not distinguishing between art history and art criticism, between scholarly and popular texts, or between the famous and lesser writers, she reads not only canonical books, but also popular fiction and trashy writings. Such a reader would do well to share notes with an equally catholic lover of fiction, for descriptions in art criticism and art history are similar to those in the novels of Flaubert, James, and Eco.

Indeed, both real and imaginary works of art appear in novels. While describing Marcel’s pursuit of the girls at the beach, Proust gives an extended word painting of an imaginary seascape by his fictional painter Elstir:8


The men who were pushing down their boats into the sea were running as much through the waves as along the sand, which being wet, reflected the hulls as if they were already in the water. The sea itself did not come up in an even line but followed the irregularities of the shore, which the perspective of the picture increased still further, so that a ship actually at sea, half-hidden by the projecting works of the arsenal, seemed to be sailing through the middle of the town.



The forward momentum of the story halts as we are absorbed in this leisurely account—I quote only a small portion.

John Banville’s novel The Untouchable brilliantly constructs a spy and connoisseur very similar to Anthony Blunt. Poussin’s Eleazer and Rebecca at the Well was owned by Blunt, and this character possesses an imaginary Poussin, Death of Seneca, which enters into the narrative. Relatively early on Banville’s character says:9


It is a curious phenomenon, that paintings are always larger in my mind than in reality…. when I encounter it again after even a brief interval I have the uncanny sense that it has shrunk …



Then, much later, he describes his Death of Seneca:


Here nature is present only in the placid view of distant hills and forest framed in the window above the philosopher’s couch. The light in which the scene is bathed has an unearthly quality, as if it were not daylight, but some other, paradisal radiance. Although its subject is tragic, the picture communicates a sense of serenity and simple grandeur that is deeply, deeply moving.



Denis Mahon, as brilliantly stylish a writer as Banville, in one uncharacteristic “note of pure fantasy,” as he describes it, argues that Poussin’s Rebecca Quenching the Thirst of Eliezer at the Well (1627) is autobiographical. Eliezer may be a stand-in for Poussin and his relationship with his patron, Cassiano dal Pozzo:10


We see … a youngish man, fatigued by his travels and exertions in the heat of a Mediterranean summer’s day, at length attaining his goal and receiving solace and refreshment from the well (pozzo) at the hands of a dignified and statuesque figure worthy of typifying the eternal city—in a setting which indeed evokes the environs of Rome.



Mahon describes a real, and Banville a merely imaginary, Poussin, but no feature internal to their art writing permits making this distinction. Death of Seneca, like Elstir’s seascape, could, for all we can tell from these quotations, be actual pictures.

That art writing be found in fiction is not sufficient to reveal whether the objects described exist, for elsewhere in Proust, Vermeer’s real View of Delft plays a key role. Near death, his fictional novelist Bergotte11


noticed for the first time some small figures in blue, that the sand was pink, and, finally, the precious substance of the tiny patch of yellow wall. His dizziness increased; he fixed his gaze, like a child upon a yellow butterfly that it wants to catch, on the precious little patch of wall.



Inspired by Vermeer, Bergotte sees how he should have written. To learn that Bergotte is Proust’s invention but View of Delft an actual painting, we must look outside Remembrance of Things Past.

When a scene in the detective story Diva takes place in the Théâtre des Champs-Elysées, beneath12


the ceiling painted by Maurice Denis… pastel colors that would make Andy Warhol choke. The fat, pink Muses floated blissfully in a pale sky, naked except for wisps of cloth that saved them from indecency,



mere reading cannot reveal whether this is an actual painting. Nor just within Muriel Spark’s Prime of Miss Jean Brodie can we infer if the art teacher Mr. Lloyd, an imaginary figure, lectures about an actual painting:13


He said nothing of what the pictures represented, only followed each curve and line as the artist had left it off…. The ladies of the Primavera, in their netball-playing postures, provided Mr. Lloyd with much pointer work. He kept on passing the pointer along the lines of their bottoms which showed through the drapery.



And when Vladimir Nabokov’s Ada describes a pornographic print in which14


A Mongolian woman with an inane oval face surmounted by a hideous hair-do was shown communicating sexually with six rather plump, blank-faced gymnasts in what looked like a display window jammed with screens, potted plants, silks, paper fans and crockery,



we do not know if it exists. Since Nabokov’s Lolita cites actual landscape painters, “Claude Lorrain clouds inscribed remotely into misty azure…. a stern El Greco horizon, pregnant with ink rain,” this print too could be real.15

Popular novelists’ lives of artists, a form of art writing in-between art history and pure fiction, also describe works of art. Irving Stone presents Michelangelo in the Sistine Chapel:16


This would be the most powerful of all his Christs; he made him Zeus and Hercules, Apollo and Atlas… He pulled back into space the right leg of Christ, even as he had the Moses, to cause an imbalance of weight and set the whole figure in a state of tension. The wall would be dominated by Christ’s terribilità, his terrifying awesomeness.



Stone imagines Camille Pissarro in his studio—17


Degas had been painting a plump nude model. When he saw Camille he called, “Welcome, I’ve been waiting for you.” To the model he said … You have buttocks shaped like a ripe pear, like the Gioconda—



and Vincent van Gogh when he goes crazy:18


“I have brought you something.”

“For me? A present?”

“Yes….”

“What is it?”

“Open, and you will see.”

Rachel unwrapped the papers. She stared in horror at the ear.



Stone’s novels make art history accessible.

At a higher level, Dimitri Merejkowski’s life of Leonardo offers a Pateresque account of Mona Lisa:19


She who was depicted … was coming to resemble Leonardo more and more … this same smile he had seen in the case of Thomas the Doubter, inserting his fingers into the Lord’s wounds, in the sculpture of Verocchio, for which the youthful Leonardo had served as model; and in the case of Our Mother Eve before the Tree of Knowledge in the master’s first picture; and in the Angel shown in the Virgin of the Rocks, and in Leda and the Swan … as though all this life, he had been seeking a reflection of his own charm, and had, finally, found it in the face of Gioconda.



And Lion Feuchtwanger’s biography of Goya describes The Family of Carlos the Fourth as seen by its creator:20


He believed in absolute monarchy…. But the ugly events which were besetting Spain … all this was in Goya’s head as he painted…. And it was precisely because he painted without hatred that … the pitiable humanity of every single one of those representatives of royalty leaped to the eye with stark, factual brutality.



Academic art historians usually adopt an impersonal point of view, but since it would be possible to translate these descriptions into third-person accounts, that does not in itself explain the difference between such fiction and art history.

The ekphrases in Philostratus’s Imagines have been much analyzed by classicists, who remain uncertain whether they describe real frescoes, perhaps like those unearthed in Pompei, or are merely a literary exercise:21


Now look at the painting and you will see just this going on. The lookout gazes at the sea…. The colours of the fish vary, those near the surface seem to be black, those just below are not so black, those lower still begin to elude the sense of sight…. The group of fishermen is charming, and they are brown of complexion from exposure to the sun.



In vividly presenting paintings, such writing cannot in itself tell us whether that art described actually exists. Real paintings can be described in fiction, and imagined paintings in art history writing. An art historian tells that X-rays of View of Delft22


reveal that numerous small changes have been made in the rooftops. These changes indicate that Vermeer compressed the cityscape into a dense frieze by simplifying the city’s profile and spreading out its forms …



Proust could have used this observation in his description of the dying Bergotte observing Vermeer’s cityscape.

Julian Barnes’s History of the World in 10½ Chapters gives a madly inventive account of Géricault’s Raft of the Medusa:23


Let us start with what he did not paint. He did not paint:

1) The Medusa striking the reef;

2) The moment when the tow-ropes were cast off and the raft abandoned;

3) The mutinies in the night….

In other words his first concern was not to be 1) political; 2) symbolic;

3) theatrical; 4) shocking; 5) thrilling; 6) sentimental; 7) documentational; or 8) unambiguous.



Michael Fried offers an even more imaginative description of The Raft of the Medusa:24


The strivings of the men on the raft to be beheld by the tiny ship on the horizon, by startling coincidence named the Argus, may be viewed not simply by a desire for rescue from the appalling circumstances depicted in the painting but also by the need to escape our gaze, to put an end to being beheld by us.



Nothing within these quotations permits us to deduce that Barnes is writing fiction, and Fried very serious art history. Just as Barnes tells us what is not in the painting, so elsewhere, in analysis of Courbet’s Hunter on Horseback, Fried notes that a horse is depicted not standing in water, but on snow.25

When in a 1955 review, Leo Steinberg writes that in Willem de Kooning’s abstractions we see not things26


but events—a darting, glancing, evading, overlapping, and colliding; a grammar of forms where all nouns were held in abeyance; systems of turbulence whose rate of motion was so flickering fast that the concretion of a “thing” became unthinkable,



no textual detail allows us to know that this is art criticism, not a passage from fiction.27


They noticed in the corner of the canvas the tip of a bare foot emerging from the chaos of colours, tones, and vague hues, a shapeless fog; but it was a delicious foot, a living foot…. The foot seemed to them like the torso of some Venus in Parian marble rising from the ruins of a city destroyed by fire.



Balzac’s account of Frenhofer’s unfinished masterpiece seems to prophesize abstract expressionism.

Sydney J. Freedberg brilliantly describes Caravaggio’s Death of the Virgin (1605):28


The tenor of emotion, contained and stilled, remains like that of classicism, but it probes in private regions that the conventions of classicism would close off: there is no secret of the psyche that Caravaggio cannot find out…. the only touch of rhetoric or self-conscious art is in an accessory of setting, in the curtain.



In context, Caravaggio’s immediacy is contrasted with Annibale and Ludovico Carracci’s need to idealize. Oliver Banks’s Caravaggio Obsession, about a policeman pursuing a stolen Caravaggio, also describes Death of the Virgin,29


The Virgin Mary … was not shown dying, as was the custom, but dead. Worse than dead: a bloated corpse resting on a crude bed in a nondescript cellar. There were no choirs of angels carrying her soul heavenward, either,



anticipating Freedberg’s contrast between the idealizing tradition and Caravaggio’s directness. A novelist could use Freedberg’s description or, conversely, an art historian might appropriate Banks’s account, but even then there would be a difference in kind between Freedberg’s words, which describe and evaluate a painting, and Banks’s, which advance a narrative. Elstir’s seascape, Poussin’s Death of Seneca, and the pornographic print in Ada, merely imaginary, exist only in the fiction of Proust, Banville, and Nabokov. For novelists, fictional works of visual art can be as good as real ones.

Arthur Danto argues that because a work of art may be indiscernible from a mere physical object, art cannot be identified just by its visual appearance. Marcel Duchamp’s Fountain (1917) is essentially indiscernible from a plumbing fixture, and Andy Warhol’s Brillo Box (1964) is basically identical to Brillo boxes in the grocery. Only when placed in art galleries and the museums do those objects become art. Similarly, the difference between descriptions of real art in writings by historians or critics, and indiscernible accounts in fiction, can only be understood by knowing context. Novelists use art to advance stories or, like Stone, Merejkowski, and Feuchtwanger, to tell stories about painters. In a novel, art writing thus serves as a means to an end. The historian or critic, by contrast, wants descriptions that accurately describe, interpret, and evaluate actual works of art. Just as Fountain and Brillo Box only become art when set in galleries or museums, so such descriptions only become art history in the right literary context. To extend our parallel in a natural way, to understand Fountain and Brillo Box we need to analyze the museums in which they are displayed, and to understand art writing we need to identify its setting.

[image: images]

Warhol, Andy (1928-1987). Various Box Sculptures, 1964. © The Andy Warhol Foundation for the Visual Arts/ARS, NY. Copyright The Andy Warhol Foundation, Inc./Art Resource, NY

The concerns of art writers thus have some natural connection with those of novelists. Hayden White’s claim that30


there has been a reluctance to consider historical narratives as what they most manifestly are: verbal fictions, the contents of which are as much invented as found and the forms of which have more in common with their counterparts in literature than they have with those in the sciences,



was highly controversial, for it suggested that history was merely a form of fiction. Historians, White’s critics replied, do not merely tell convincing-sounding stories, but create narratives true to the facts. What seems plausible may not be true and what happens may be improbable. Accepting that argument, I would extend White’s observation in a very natural way to art writing.


There has been a reluctance to consider art writers’ narratives as what they most manifestly are: verbal fictions, the contents of which are as much invented as found and the forms of which have more in common with their counterparts in literature than they have with those in the sciences.



In the literature of art, it is impossible to absolutely separate, or entirely distinguish, the arguments of an art writer from the literary structures used to present those arguments. This I dub Barolsky’s Principle, in honor of Paul Barolsky, who has identified numerous examples, many of great ingenuity, of Vasari’s literary devices.31

How we see painting or sculpture is very much determined by what we have read. Art critics and historians verbalize responses to visual works of art, structuring our thinking in ways very hard, if not impossible, to escape. Giotto, for example, when asked by an envoy from the pope to produce a drawing, drew, freehand, a perfect O. His drawing puzzled that simple-minded man, but the pope and his courtiers recognized the artist’s excellence, and gave him important commissions.32 The O—“tondo” in Italian, a very overdetermined story element—is a dim-witted person, like the envoy; a symbol of perfection; and a compressed form of Giotto’s signature. Vasari, perhaps borrowing from a similar legend about Apelles, links a line from Dante’s Inferno about quickly executed writing to wordplay with names of other artists. His Lives are history33
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