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INTRODUCTION

Donald Kuspit: Dialogical Art Criticism in the Era of Administered Art

BY MARK VAN PROYEK

I do not believe that the academically oriented article, claiming to be definitive, is superior to the supposedly transient journalistic article as a vehicle for serious critical analysis, or that self-styled systematic thinking is inherently more rigorous and insightful than an informal quick-witted argument which is responsive to immediate issues. Neither guarantees a more genuine understanding than the other. Neither has a monopoly on the truth. Neither offers a more long-term perspective . . . there is no exclusive way of communicating today, none that is automatically more successful than any other.

—Donald Kuspit, Preface to The New Subjectivism, 19881

I have elsewhere maintained that so-called aesthetic pleasure is an umbrella term covering a complex variety of psychic satisfactions, specifically, the satisfaction of one or more of what Erich Fromm called “psychic needs” or “existential needs”: “the need for relatedness, for transcendence, for rootedness, for a sense of identity, and for a frame of orientation and an object of devotion [and]for effectiveness.” I would argue that one of the reasons figural art in general and so-called realistic art in particular are regarded as being inferior to abstract art is that they nakedly reveal these needs, debunking the myth of pure aesthetic pleasure. They are overtly and honestly psychological, and as such, anathema to abstraction.

—Donald Kuspit, A Freudian Note on Abstract Art, 19892

Journalism is unreadable and literature is not read.

—Oscar Wilde, The Critic as Artist, 18903

In an uncharacteristically blunt utterance, Donald Kuspit once wrote, “Narcissism to overcome nihilism: that is the formula for the best art.”4 It is a statement that speaks volumes about his unique position as a postmodern art critic, especially if we see how closely it is shadowed by the recognition of how narcissism in the service of techno-bureaucratic nihilism will lead to the disaster of calculated gamesmanship triumphing over defiant subjectivity. And there’s the rub, for we are again reminded that art needs to have some kind of psychomoral consequence if its claim on our time and attention will be a deserved one. It is a reminder that Kuspit repeatedly presents with a stunning degree of sophistication and subtlety, even as it is also a reminder which has not had much circulation as of late, owing to the fact that the linked worlds of contemporary art and art criticism have been too preoccupied with the business of hastily refashioning an identity that is appropriate to the emerging circumstances of the post–Cold War period. This is the period of the post-Warholian nightmare5, as Robert C. Morgan has called it—and its chief characteristic seems to be an adamant view of itself as being somehow above the experiential pragmatics and psychological politics that inhere in an aesthetic experience rooted in the dramas of the lifeworld. It is just such a reminder that this book seeks to put into the foreground, and in so doing it hopes to invigorate a debate that has gone sterile in recent years, a debate that has collapsed into a quagmire of dead rhetorical ritual that seems ever more complacent in its making a spectacle of its irrelevance to the present as well as its lack of sincere concern for any viable future.

This collection of Donald Kuspit’s writings and interview statements reflects other concerns as well. One of these is to provide a synoptic survey of the evolution of Kuspit’s multifaceted thought from all phases of his twenty-five-year career as an art critic and public intellectual. To accomplish this, I have sought to include examples of his work which represent the widest possible spectrum of his interests and approaches, giving special emphasis to how they might be taken as waypoints upon which a larger intellectual trajectory might be mapped. My secondary hope is to further flesh out and clarify a body of reflective thought which already casts an imposing and controversial shadow upon the history of contemporary art and its critical record. To that end, I have taken pains to select essays which have not yet appeared in any previously published book or anthology. In keeping with that ambition, I have also sought to give special emphasis to the disparate modes of address which Kuspit has employed. These have run the gamut from the academically formal to the journalistically topical, and their representation in this volume is intended to provide a multiplicity of useful points of entry and comparison for a wide spectrum of otherwise uninitiated readers, allowing them to gain substantial acquaintance with Kuspit’s complicated projects of psychoaesthetic inquiry and rigorous intellectual challenge.

The material in this volume also reflects an additional overarching concern. Its keynote is to encourage and facilitate a larger discussion and evaluation of the import and significance of Kuspit’s contribution to the linked histories of art, art criticism, and postmodern thought. To this end, I have penned a rather lengthy introductory remark that will provide the reader with a sensitizing framework through which the issues raised by Kuspit’s writings might be better understood. Here, my own interpretative agenda comes to the fore. In my view, the debate between modernist notions of essential autonomy and postmodernist notions of an all-determining context is not only well past the point of being passé, but is in fact subtly pernicious. Its perniciousness lies in the confused motives that lie behind its adamant fetishization of a false dichotomy, that being the dichotomy which casts identity as being either a self-objectified man-qué of some formalist provenance, or an institutionally identified (and objectified) symptom whose existence owes and concedes too much to the suspect mandates of ideological groupthink as it might be determined by administrative mandate. Either way, subjectivist interiority (and the intersubjective conviviality that issues from it) is programmatically trivialized, usually in the name of outmoded political categories that are but disingenuous masks for competing theories of exonymic manipulation, none of which are at all adequate to the task of helping people live better in any meaningful sense of the word.

In my view of Kuspit’s view, art does indeed contain the capacity to help people live better via its abilities to invite, establish, and encourage a subjectivist conviviality. It does this by crystallizing experience and desire into a coherent and dramatic form which functions as both a sense-making and sense-breaking entity for kindred spirits, and as such it semipublicly poses a “way” of seeing that, by virtue of its multiple connections to the actual psychogeographies of lived experience, is intrinsically other and more timely than “the way” as it might be determined by any superordinate entity. This much said, we can also follow Kuspit’s lead in realistically noting that such artistic “ways of seeing” also run (and frequently capitulate to) the risk of being co-opted into programs of totalization not-of-its-own-making, be they the commodifications that are determined by the market or official instructions as they are determined by bureaucratic mandate. It is in relation to the encouragements leading to such co-optation that Kuspit reveals art criticism as having an important (albeit often neglected) potential as being a countervailing force. For Kuspit, the rightful position of art criticism is that of being the voice of art’s noblest self-consciousness, one that always strives to see the optimal potential for an immediate conviviality as it exists both amid and beyond a clearly understood reality, even and perhaps especially when the relations between the two operate on a predominantly unconscious level. The question that Kuspit has devoted his professional life to is how might art criticism most honorably actualize this potential without succumbing to the temptation of demagoguery, that is, of lazily becoming just another one of administration-culture’s exploitative, superordinating agencies, “a self-serving institution in its own write.”

In short, this book seeks to highlight the picture of Donald Kuspit as an important psychomoral thinker who works in the literary medium of art criticism, and as such it will reveal a model of art critical practice that courageously diverges from the quagmire of tired assumptions that undergird other postmodern critical orientations. In so doing, this book also hopes to honor a remarkable career that is still a long way from its conclusion.

I

If we were to look at the practice of art criticism that has taken place during the past three decades, we would find it easy to see how its differing orientations gather into a plethora of distinct but nonetheless identifiable camps. These might range from those of smug autobiographers and pompous pronouncers to ideological sanctimones of every conceivable stamp, and they might also include cadres of paleotraditionalists, nostalgic formalists or silver-tongued panegyrists, as well as many other groups and subgroups of heretofore undifferentiated literatuers. What they all have in common is an unconscious reliance upon two unexamined assumptions, both of which are rooted in an honorable past even as their relevance to the present lives in a state of dramatic decrease. The first of these is that art criticism is essentially an exercise in valorizing and promoting specific artistic careers, implying that from the standpoint of the reader, a critic may be sufficiently known merely by the work that he or she deigns to endorse and promote. From this pragmatic perspective, the reasoning behind such endorsements matters little, and oftentimes doesn’t even exist, except perhaps as the very distant rhetorical backdrop for the artistic names that are to go up in momentary lights. The second of the aforementioned assumptions seems at cursory glance to devote more attention to such critical reasoning, but it too echoes a pigeonholer’s imperative. It stems from the desire to gain a quick professional identity via an unconsidered embrace of some prepackaged form of intellectual solipsism loudly raised as a rhetorical talisman against an increasingly indifferent and chaosmorphic world. Of course, such solipsisms are also inevitably doomed to be articles of passing intellectual fashion, just as much so as any artistic style that a given critic might choose to promote, for once they conclude their heralding of-the-next-big-thing-that-will-change-everything-for-the-next-five-minutes, they too are inevitably doomed to be of only a momentary and easily managed relevance amid the quickly shifting sands of the postmodern turn.

What is missing from both of these assumptions is a sense of criticism’s more honorable mission of thoughtful public examination and interrogation, which is not so much an omission of convenience (although it is that) as it is one bred from the now unavoidable confusion of values surrounding and undergirding the world of contemporary art. Without a coherent and persuasive value system, criticism has no Archimedean ground upon which to stand, and hence, can neither picture nor question any meaningful relationship between its subject and the larger world. A shortsighted skepticism might opportunistically see something resembling liberation in the elimination of questions of value from the equation of art (art equals fact, response equals simple opinion—end of simple equation), but that would be folly, for parochial interests are always lying in wait to fill and corrupt any void that remains after questions of value have been withdrawn from the field. Thus, the fundamental problem of how to go about questioning the given in the name of relevant values grows ever more pressing, even if there is no consensual certitude regarding what those values might be, whose interests they should serve, or from what process might they be legitimately derived.

From the standpoint of the serious art critic, addressing the problem of relevant values is crucial if he wants to invoke and sustain an evolving point of view that can meaningfully address, redress and inform the changing vicissitudes of the contemporary moment. Only through an understanding of and an appeal to values as they are actually lived in the lifeworld can a critic gain the necessary perspective to question the imperatives of fashion. And only through an understanding of and an appeal to lifeworld values can a critic avoid hiding behind the comforting walls of an ossifying ideological dogma. Such dogmas might seduce one into thinking that they solve the problem of values insofar as they appear to offer the critic a “method” in lieu of a stable and coherent vantage point, but with that offer comes the hidden peril of said method becoming a confining cell, which is to say that when the dogma inevitably dies—that is, when the dogma no longer bears any relation to values as they are actually lived in the lifeworld—the ideologically incarcerated critic must of necessity die with it. In recent years, the rapid growth in the scale of the world of contemporary art has tempted far too many critics into such confining cells of rote scholastic methodology so that they might position themselves at the center of some easily identified ideological territory, implicitly taking to heart William Blake’s anxious maxim stating, “I must Create a System or be enslav’d by another Man’s.”6 Only in the proliferating case of postmodern scholasticism, such a system almost always arrives as prepackaged ideology, and is thusly earmarked by an iconophobe’s faith (usually of Marxist provenance) in the necessary authority of sociolinguistic determinism.

Other critics, (or “artwriters,” as they so often call themselves) have recoiled at the specter of this kind of intellectual self-imprisonment, but in so doing, they have shown themselves to be impulsively prone to writing fashion-conscious panegyric, or, at the other extreme, peppering their work with an excess of empty (albeit pompous) pronouncement, reveling in a narcissistic fascination with the sound of their own literary voices. Either way, they are tacitly (and, I think, naively) appealing to Oscar Wilde’s notion of “criticism as the highest form of autobiography,” here cast as the legitimizing banner for the broadcast of self-important confessions which almost always fail to attain the status of meaningful revelation. As is most often the case, they do so only because the call for a more considered and systematically precise exposition seems to threaten a kind of elemental narcissism, one that is irrationally invested in an emotivist notion of writing that turns out to be the simplistic siren song that is the undoing of any good critic. This is so because the confessional mode of criticism is too trapped in its own delusion of self-importance to bother linking its pronouncements to a generally recognized “metaphysics of art,” and these artwriters tend to opportunistically assume that their own unformed intuitions supply all of the metaphysics that any art might happen to need. What needs to be emphasized in the case of this group of pseudocritical “art writers” is the fact that their common path of impressionistic utterance is also fraught with peril, as it will inevitably lead them either into the boo-and-hooray whirlpool of market-oriented influence-peddling or hard upon the all-too-visible rocks of self-important puffery—and the beach of unintended comedy that lies beyond.

The fact that panegyric and scholastic circularity will both flourish like kudzu in the rhetorical space vacated by untenable values is not really at issue here. It is simply the given, albeit insufficiently remarked-upon, underbelly of the postmodern climate, which has programmatically sought to collapse certitude, knowability and coherent purpose into a thousand articles of parochial “perspective,” each crying out to the world of social administration for a momentary salvation while receiving a dose of exploitative manipulation in the bargain. What is very much at issue is the remaining dignity, usefulness, and resurgent necessity of the production and circulation of a rigorously self-conscious and intellectually independent analysis, one which can negotiate the institutional contours of the post–Cold War art world with a high level of sophistication and intellectual subtlety. It is becoming increasingly clear that the chief characteristic of this art world is its programmatic encouragement of a passive-aggressive sycophancy which has now become highly skilled at co-opting potentially destabilizing gestures of rebellion and deviance, subtly transforming them by administrative fiat into harmless articles of nugatory spectacle. Concomitant to these encouragements is a subtle kind of denial that either seeks to subsume serious examinations of artistic meaning and value under a rug of marketing and promotion, or cordon it off into a sanitized island of scholastic hyperspecialization. Either way, the serious discussion of any artwork’s psy-chomoral consequence is deferred, and the transformative charge of art is blunted and nullified, lest it otherwise represent an untoward instance of an authoritarian will-to-power. The serious ambitions that undergird both artistic and critical aspiration may well be that, but I would say that we may have come to a pass where circumstances force us to recognize that they are honorably so, given the scholastic’s Pecksniffian co-optation of criticality as a cynical vehicle for administrative “positionality,” as well as in the other light of the panegyrist’s own peripatetic will-to-administrative favor as it passive-aggressively reveals itself to be a particularly pathetic and subtly dangerous form of will-to-power.

What needs to be stressed here is how Kuspit’s work represents and exemplifies the long overdue arrival of a persuasive and necessary third alternative to these moribund approaches. Because his work is intellectually rigorous, one might expect him to prize so-called conceptual art, yet conceptual art often fails his critical test because it facilely predigests its own facile conceptuality, thereby failing to configure itself as a knot of consciousness that can only be unraveled by an external critical consciousness. Because he is steeped in the critical theories of the Frankfurt School, one might expect him to see art as an exercise in oppositional politics or “negative dialectics,” yet he was among the first to see that the art world’s prizing of so-called “opposition aesthetics” had long ago become a hollow shell game devoid of necessary critical purpose. And in his prizing of the artwork’s tangible and dramatic embodiment of meaning, he might be said to side with the formalists, but he is vigorous in denying the physical particularity of art as a be-all and end-all, insisting instead that the “insistent particularity” of art be viewed as a spontaneous condensation of its metaphysical generality rather than as a truistic assertion of its own dubious facticity. And most significantly from the standpoint of the history of art criticism, his emphasis on the artwork’s particularized knotting of metaphysical generality might seem to place him on the side of the Postmodernists, except that for Kuspit, such generalities are in no way limited to the mechanisms and politics of sociolinguistic designation. On the contrary, his view of the metaphysical generality that saturates aesthetic experience is perhaps the most learnedly expansive one that the history of art criticism has ever seen. It stems from an unparalleled command of what can be called “the phenomenology of aesthetic reading,” and in the past fifteen years this has been further buttressed and elaborated upon by Kuspit’s equally unparalleled command of post-Freudian psychoanalytic theory. Of this unique theoretical orientation, more will be said, but suffice it to say here that it allows Kuspit to simultaneously rebuke the self-serving naiveté of aesthetic fetishists on one side and iconophobic ideologues on the other. In so doing, Kuspit’s criticism carves out a space where the work of art as a catalyst of consciousness can be emphasized via a focusing on its ability to condense, channel, and overcome the experiential schism that separates the rare and condensed world of embodied symbols from the accelerating and all-pervasive world of disembodied information pictures—the schism to which T. S. Eliot ascribed the term “dissociation of sensibility,” that being both the curse and earmark of modern self-consciousness.

To accomplish this feat, Kuspit has devised a method of interrogation which he has termed “dialectical criticism.”7 With it, he is able to deploy a mighty rhetorical arc that can surround, bind, and then finally suspend Eliot’s curse, taking us to the cognitive threshold where art’s subjects and objects become fused into a singular distillation of reflective consciousness. This arc has two distinct phases that in themselves seem as different as night and day, yet both are needed if the completed critical circuit is to generate the appropriate rhetorical charge. The first of these I would call “discursive sophistry” for its grasping of the expansive vantage made available by the highest crest of worldly erudition, a vantage that can put perspectivalism itself into an even greater historical and intellectual perspective. This is achieved in the following fashion: it starts with the recognition that there can be no mono-paradigmatic outlook that can legitimately ascertain the total field of artistic production without placing that production into a kind of procrustean bed—an unacceptably arbitrary (not to mention lazy) solution to the problems of criticism. From this recognition evolves what might be called a “poly-paradigmatic” understanding of art— not a promiscuous assertion that “anything goes,” but the recognition that the postmodern condition provides us with a plethora of available theoretical models which all have their own situational usefulness as changing circumstances might warrant. Here, we see the critic taking responsibility for becoming expertly conversant in the articulation of many different generative perspectives out of recognition that actual circumstances will of necessity effect principles of analysis just as surely as those principles will effect circumstances. This is a fact of recent intellectual history which cannot be ignored.

Despite the bad and undeserved reputation that sophistry has for an alleged lack of ethical consistency (after all, we should note that Plato was a sophist), it should be recognized that it holds the key for a sustained critical relevance insofar as it allows for a fluid approach to art’s fluid approach to life (it should be remembered that the name Kuspit is derived from the Hebrew word for quicksilver). The value of this lies in how it allows the critic to maintain a viable perspective on the fluctuating character of his subject matter, thereby distancing him from the numbingly obvious clown show of successive solipsisms which comprise common critical practice. But it should also be recognized that the full circuit of critical operation would be incomplete if it stopped at this sophistic phase, and it is at this juncture that we see Kuspit turning hard away from the high crest of sophistic erudition and toward the deep understanding of the psychoaesthetic substrate that undergirds the creative impulse.

I call this second phase “psychoaesthetic grounding,” and in it I see a deep appreciation and respect for the nonverbal imperatives which lead us to understand our experiences through the generation and circulation of what Edmund Husserl called “the picture contents of fiction,” those being the mimetic constructs that link facts, ideas, and concepts to a chain of purpose.8 Here, we see a foregrounding of the notion of image as it lives in the word “image-ination,” and it is always linked to the important reparative task of symbol-formation, perhaps most eloquently described by Melanie Klein:

. . . the development of the ego and the relation to reality depend on the degree of the ego’s capacity at a very early period to tolerate the pressure of the earliest anxiety situations ... a sufficient quantity of anxiety is the necessary basis for an abundance of symbol formation and of fantasy; an adequate capacity on the part of the ego to tolerate anxiety is necessary if. . . the development of the ego is to be successful.9

Following from this by way of reasonable extrapolation, we can assert that real encounters with real works of art provide the beholder with an opportunity to vicariously reengage and reactivate our own latent capacities for active symbol formation (as opposed to passive symbol digestion), thereby facilitating an ability to integrate and contain otherwise intolerable moments of anxiety. Society can and in fact does give us predigested symbols—in fact, a great many of them—and it certainly provides endless amounts of anxiety, but only art can reveal in its own being the sense-making and sense-breaking activity of symbol formation which actively registers, integrates, and responds to new anxiety situations as they emerge. This is the point where Kuspit’s art criticism becomes actively facilitative by imaginatively reading the self-crystallizing symbol formation process that latently operates below the apparent surface of an artwork’s putative symbolic display. In so doing, he reveals how the engagement with a work of art can reenergize the viewer’s own aptitude for the active forming and shaping of symbolic meaning as it is revealed and occasioned in his or her own dynamic experience of the lifeworld. Thus, by way of presenting analytical narratives that simultaneously go above the ideological ceiling and under the experiential subconscious of any given work of art, Kuspit leads us on a path that, in Alfred North Whitehead’s words “unloosens the depths of feeling where the precision of consciousness fails.”10

At different junctures, the path has different names, but it has a few unvarying purposes, presented here as linked succession of rhetorical operations and projects:

1. To disengage the work of art from the circumstances that render it “topical” from an instrumental point of view;

2. To surround the work of art in a sensitizing framework of historical consideration, seeking out its complex contextual lineages;

3. Seeing in its relationship to those lineages a symptomology that sets it apart from them, thereby re-rendering it as the article of a contemporary crystallization of lived experience;

4. To see how the work of art might be viewed as standing apart from the prevailing postmodern notion of the sociolinguistic construction (and replication) of the psychological so as to replace the implicit “administration envy” of that notion with a set of psychologically astute priorities that might help all concerned live better—or at least live with a degree of psychological intelligence—via the insight gained from criticism’s interpretative intervention;

5. To explicitly account for the intertransferential dynamics that occur between artwork and its critical analysis, that is, to show that works of art and articulations of critical perception both have their own complementary ontological grounds which mutually mirror and construct each other as fictive representations of the struggle to regain an authentic selfhood;

6. And finally, to read artistic performance as being exactly that—the putting into play of performatives that seek to transfigure and invigorate the pro forma constitutive etiquettes of reception so as to realize and fulfill a larger therapeutic purpose, which when successful, becomes the larger ontological purpose as well.

All of which is to say that (again, in my view of Kuspit’s view) art can and should do something to diagnose, bridge, and mend the common conditions of disassociation and narcissistic injury that celebrates and breeds psychic deadness at every postmodernist turn.

II

Kuspit’s critical position and methods have thus far never been the subject of any serious analysis, but it has been subjected to a good deal of stereotypical thinking casting him as the arch sophist of postmodern art criticism. Because of this, we can note that his work has garnered much in the way of misguided condemnation and even demonization from a wide range of ideological voices that one would otherwise assume to be at extreme odds. For example, Theodore Prescott has written in the neoconservative New Criterion that “Professor Kuspit’s point of view is that misery is the only genuine human condition ... he implied that the measure of any real artist is his ability to confront a viewer with the relentless nastiness of reality,”11 while an imperious Rosalind Krauss was sufficiently distracted from her editorship of the neoMarxist journal OCTOBER to be quoted by Janet Malcolm as saying that Kuspit was even worse than Thomas McEvilley, who was “a very stupid writer . . . pretentious and awful.”12 Not to be outdone, Adrian Piper went so far as to publish drawings of Kuspit portrayed as an insect to be gassed, an odd lapse in sensitivity from an artist and writer known for her attempts to “deconstruct” racial stereotypes.13 Other commentators have gone to rather extreme lengths to argue against straw facsimiles of Kuspit’s ideas, as was the case in David Carrier’s short survey of contemporary art criticism titled “Artwriting.” Carrier’s literal-minded summary of Kuspit’s book-length treatment of the work of Leon Golub was worse than facile when it reduced Kuspit’s psychologically sophisticated notion of Golub as an “existentialist/ activist painter” to one of an illustrator of simplistic political agitprop, all-the-while ignoring Kuspit’s detailing of the complex psychological identifications represented in Golub’s mercenary paintings from the early 1980s.14

When Richard Kostelanetz reviewed Kuspit’s 1988 collection of essays titled The New Subjectivism, he called attention to what he alleged to be Kuspit’s “riots of duplicity,” only to support this allegation by citing two fragmentary remarks that seemed to contradict each other in tone, but in fact both supported the actual thesis in question, i.e., the point that the undeniable pluralism of the postmodern art world forces critics to rethink the very meaning of criticality as a third alternative between irrelevant dogmatism and automatic novelty celebration. Of course, such a cynically selective grasping for contradictions only served to reveal Kostelantz’s own loyalist agenda, which was to anxiously reconfirm the monarchical authority that he himself had projected onto the work of Clement Greenberg and Harold Rosenberg, the two “kings” of American art criticism who, “in their thrones, . . . hand in hand, are safe for now.”15 Nothing could have been further from the art-historical truth at the end of the deconstructive 1980s.

Kostelanetz went to considerable lengths to attack the polyglossic style of the essays in that book, implicitly revealing his own inability to seriously engage or debate the ideas contained within them. This was made apparent when he rhetorically asked his readers, “Zowie, aren’t you impressed?” followed by a second question, “Don’t you wonder who is?” But let us look closely at the actual statement that he denigrates as being a particularly egregious example of Kuspit’s “rhetoric of oneupsmanship.”

The prototaxic mode of experience is infantile. It is paradoxical that to establish an infantile mode of experience of the art object—immediate experience of it—requires such a heroic effort. But this is because only an infantile experience of the art object can disclose its extra-ordinary significance for us. Only the experience of it as “mothering” us with its “sensational” immediate given-ness discloses the infantile character of our attachment to it.16

If we replace the Sullivanian technical term “prototaxic” with the over-general and commonplace “primary process,” the four sentences in question reveal themselves to be clear, succinct, and jargon-free in conveying Kuspit’s own sense of how the aesthetic unconscious operates in its quest for the symbolic opportunity to intropsychically reenact the initial discovery of a “miraculous” moment of intrapsychic facilitation. When we experience and re-cognize the echoes of that moment, we respond with a heightened anticipation and awareness, which is to say that we are having what is more conventionally understood to be an “aesthetic experience.” We might also want to remember that the quote in question was taken from an essay that was originally published in a specialized journal directed at a readership that could reasonably be assumed to know technical psychoanalytic terms, so no sense of occasion can be said to have been violated via the cited instance of specialized parlance. Sounding a particularly ignorant note, Kostelanetz also compared Kuspit’s critical position “to that other great hater of contemporary art, Hilton Kramer,” a flippant assertion that can hardly be justified by any side-by-side reading of the two critics’ work.

On the other hand, Kuspit’s work has also gained significant recognition and praise. Thus far, he has received three Honorary Doctorates in addition to the two that he has earned (not counting his more recent completion of psychoanalytic training at the New York University Medical Center). Most recently, he was honored with a lifetime achievement award presented by the National Association of Schools of Art and Design.

Perhaps the most noteworthy recognition of his accomplishments came in 1983, when he was awarded the College Art Association’s prestigious Frank Jewett Mather Award for excellence in the field of contemporary art criticism. Upon announcing the award, the judging committee pointed out that Kuspit’s approach represented a bold and provocative direction for postformalist art criticism:

Since the demise of Formalism, art critics have been under particular stress to find a new type of criticism that is suited to the rapidly changing and pluralistic nature of contemporary art.

Suddenly, in the midst of the search, there appeared a mighty presence— a man with unbelievable energy, passion, conviction, and an erudite approach which he brought from another discipline—philosophy—where he was already a scholar. His dialectical discourse was less absolute, more open, and seemed particularly suited to postmodernist art.

The sheer quantity of his writing is stunning. Not a month has gone by that articles, reviews or catalog essays have not appeared. Although the choice of this critic is in part for an earlier body of work, it is in 1981–82 that he has reached a high point with his special understanding of the New (and Old) Expressionism and with his Lucas Samaras catalog essay which reveals his remarkable ability to confront the artist and snap back to an empirical kind of writing.

However, it is perhaps more for his spirit of commitment to the field, his unremitting search, that we have chosen to honor Donald Kuspit. In the very process which his methodology dictates, we are made aware of a struggle of the mind to surround and infiltrate the truth as he sees it, which lends art criticism a credibility and dignity so needed at this time.17

Many artists have also responded with enthusiasm to Kuspit’s work because it so frequently revealed a willingness to rethink received opinion while simultaneously recognizing the complex ontological particulars of a wide variety of differing kinds of art, regardless of whether or not such works advertised themselves as having “conceptual” ambitions. This was particularly evident in his energetic advocacy of the so-called neo-Expressionist figurative painting that was practiced in Germany and America during the 1970s and 1980s. Perhaps the most notable aspect of this advocacy was Kuspit’s counter-critique directed at some of the “ideological” criticisms that were leveled against that work by academic Marxists, brilliantly detailing how their objections stemmed from an overconventionalized form of neoscholastic criticality that implicitly defended an institutional and psychological politics of privilege and control.18 Such a willingness to stand apart from and challenge the sanctimonies that so often inhere in institutionally determined groupthink, has been a consistent hallmark of Kuspit’s work, and its programmatic willingness to question and challenge conventional assumptions stands in stark contrast to the now solidifying character of the post–Cold War art world, where the imperatives of institutional self-congratulation have programmatically operated behind the frozen mask of a presumed (albeit conventionally conceived) criticality. Reviewing Kuspit’s first anthology of essays, Rudolf Baranik (an artist) summarized an initial rift in art world opinion which has lingered into the present: “Readers quickly divided, saying two things: (1) He is unreadable; (2) He is worth reading because embedded in his uncompromising language are some of the most worthwhile thoughts ever written on art.”19

This leads us, as well, to recognize that Kuspit’s approach, based as it is on the search for signs of authentic, “autonymic” selfhood, has been out of step with the larger drift of postmodern art criticism, which has shown an overwhelming tendency to make an issue out of the ways that identity is constructed by the mechanisms of “exonymic” designation which are derived from the contexts that surround it. This situation was made clear as early as 1964 in Lawrence Alloway’s prophetic maxim: “The anthropological definition of culture is likely to appear under other titles. By it I mean to refer to the impulse toward open-ended as opposed to formal description of events and to a speculative rather than contemplative aesthetics, the main enemy of which is at present in the United States is academic formal art criticism.”20 A host of seemingly different theoretical orientations have since come to the fore, advancing themselves under the banners of “Visual Studies,” the “New Historicism,” and the “Institutional Theory of Art,” the latter serving to some extent as an authorizing argument for the approaches of the former. In brief, the Institutional Theory of Art (hereafter the ITA), as it is explained by George Dickie, holds that “a work of art in the descriptive sense is (1) an artifact (2) upon which some society or some group of society has conferred the status of appreciation.” As a point of telling clarification, Dickie also offered this qualification regarding his view of the social property of art: “It all depends on the institutional setting.”21

Here, it needs to be stressed that the ITA seeks to arrive at a definition of art in the descriptive (rather than the evaluative) sense of the word, and it presents itself as the only workable answer to the epistemological question pertaining to the necessary and sufficient conditions of anything being namable as a work of art. Supporters of the theory claimed that it provided the only answer to that question which could withstand serious scrutiny, thus it was held up as the necessary starting point for any subsequent inquiry into “evaluative” aesthetic values. But, notwithstanding this caveat, it must be recognized that the ITA’s razor cuts two ways. Any logically enforced agreement on description will of necessity foreclose and/or emphasize certain possibilities of evaluation, and in the ITA’s case it will do so in the direction of privileging both the aforementioned “institutional setting” as well as the administrators who are its day-to-day stage managers. Despite its legitimate claim to satisfy the requirements of both a logical and historical point of view, it is a profoundly anticritical doctrine with distressing political implications. One of these speaks to the authoritarian motives of those who would insist on using formal logic in the place of everyday logic: the former might assert that “all meaningful statements can be proven to be true or false,” while the latter would contend that the meaningfulness of a given statement depends on its operation in a dialogical stream of shared communication. Another is its encouragement of a phenomena that I would call “administrator envy” as a way of suggesting the rationale for a manipulative and even exploitative mindset, one that lets its servants do its living for it even as it is all too eager to subcontract the “revolution” which it claims to support. Defenders of the ITA have pointed to the ready-mades of Marcel Duchamp as being the generative works that subsequently initiated the theory’s necessary prizing of acts of designated meaning at the expense of works of embodied and/or described meaning, with Andy Warhol, Minimalism, and then later a large group of “Neo-Geo” artists all forcing the issue of separating artistic authorship from actual production, by way of using underpaid assistants and subcontractors to “administer” their works into physical and social being. For his own part, Kuspit has addressed this phenomena by writing:

The argument usually made in support of the post-Duchampian ready-made is that it finesses consumerism. In fact, it only confirms that consumerism is the presiding ethos of our culture. The post-Duchampian ready-made asserts not only that art is a more princely commodity than other commodities, but that it cannot be anything but a commodity, can have no meaning other than its exchange value.

It is the explicit consumerism of the post-Duchampian object that reduces it to ordinariness, to the pre-lapserian state of banality—to the state before Duchamp got an intellectual hold on it.22

The work of some theory-identified artists notwithstanding, it nonetheless has to be admitted that the real beneficiaries of the ITA were and are the burgeoning ranks of institutional art administrators whose importance in the postmodern scheme of things is to make censorious decisions about artistic visibility on a day-to-day basis, leading the art market by the nose in the bargain. For this reason, they themselves become highly visible as central players in and central beneficiaries of the art game, with announcements of their job appointments now routinely accompanied by the kind of generic “big brother” portrait photographs that are usually reserved for representing the heads of large corporations. These are the programmers, rainmakers, and masterminds who govern our brave new world, and what they say goes(!): so much so that at this writing, several museum exhibitions have taken the ITA one short step further by allowing curators to select mass-produced objects as “candidates of appreciation” even though these objects have no documentable tie to any individual claiming to be an artist, thereby fulfilling the Orwellian promise that was only implicit in the early articulations of the ITA. Following from this, we can see that in the mid-1990s, the art world as an institutional mechanism designating itself as its own subject of self-designation seemed to be moving away from the realms of rhetorical tautology and philosophical thought-experiment, and into the world of practical and even desirable possibility. It is a system in the truest sense of the word, a system that reveals itself to be the systemic unconscious of a facile if not outrightly blind faith in the value of systemic thinking.

And it is the selective blindness of systemic thinking that criticism contends with, lest that blindness invite disaster upon itself. I refer here to recent history, first by taking note of the resurgent ascendancy of 1970s style “art writing” in the post–Cold War art world, and then by pointing to what I think are its implications. Hindsight reveals that this model returned to the forefront of the art world in the early 1990s, emerging simultaneously with the sudden and unexpected centrality of the visual arts in the national political debate. A decade later, the picture of that moment is strikingly clear: Soon after Senator Jesse Helms castigated the National Endowment for the Arts in May of 1989 for its support of allegedly obscene art, there was a belated recognition of a political crisis in the arts, leading to a renewed questioning of the role and efficacy of art criticism in a democratic society. Various interest groups within the art world made their cases, and in so doing managed to make art criticism a convenient scapegoat for a wide range of long-standing political miscalculations. To add sycophant’s insult to the scapegoat’s injury, art criticism was also asked to compensate for these miscalculations by actively re-addressing itself to (read: persuade) a general as opposed to specialized audience, because that general audience was presumed to be the same polity that had been willingly led to demonize the arts for an alleged “Taunting the American people with indecency”23 in the first place.

In point of previously unremarked-upon fact, arts policy thinkers recognized that there was a great disparity between the polity that followed the lead of such organizations as the American Family Association and the “other” polity that was allegedly attending art museums in record numbers while (supposedly) being interested in an art criticism addressing itself to the cultural tourist pretending to be the general reader. From the vantage of the institutional art world, the hope was that the latter could in some way be motivated to stand against the former in a contest of values that was much less a culture war over the fate of civil society than it was a contest over competing product loyalties, with “government supported art” already having been relegated to the status of just another logo alongside the many other corporate donor plaques decorating museum lobbies, another desirable brass ring with its own set of protocols and requirements to be factored into a complex marketing equation of institutional constituency building. But here, I digress, for even though that other polity of cultural tourists was indeed waiting in the political wings to save the arts from budget-slashing Christian fundamentalists, the unfolding circumstances of this controversy proved that that’s all that they did, for they too were alienated (in fact, self-alienated) from the issues and debates surrounding contemporary art, even though there were at that time many excellent critics writing in daily newspapers and weekly newsmagazines.

In any event, as of the early months of 1990, the so-called Culture Wars were well underway, and there was a mounting and pervasive pressure directed at critics to work toward countering the perception that the Arts were antidemocratic and elitist. Actually, these politically driven questions had been in play at least as far back as 1984, when the Endowment suspended a small fellowship program for art critics on the supposed grounds that the critics supported by it were producing work that was, in John Beardsley’s words “clumsy, awkward, and incoherent.”24 Hilton Kramer seized on Beardsley’s report when he aggressively demonized the program as being a boondoggle for people “who were publicly opposed to just about every policy of the Federal Government except the one that put money in their pocket.”25 At that time, Kuspit was one of the very few prominent art world voices to explicitly challenge this decision as well as Kramer’s gross characterization of the collective self-servitude of art critics—reminding readers of the dangers of scapegoating a group who could “be pushed around easily.”26 Kuspit was also among the very first to draw parallels between political attacks on the NEA and the kind of treatment accorded to modern art by the Nazis. In a 1984 Artforum editorial (in this volume), he pointed out that a year before the Nazis’ 1937 demonization of modern art as a form of entartre kunst (degenerate art), Joseph Goebbels announced that he was “forbidding ... art criticism, as it has been practiced to date,” which was to be replaced by something called “the art report . . . less an evaluation than a description and appreciation.”27

It is just this kind of “art report” that has become the favored mode of art criticism in the 1990s, and its close resemblance to the “art writing” of the 1970s should lead us to some serious reflection. It is worth remembering that the development of the discursive style that was characteristic of the art criticism of the 1980s took place soon after 1976, when art’s political and economic relationship to society also went through a significant change.28 At that time there was palpable anxiety over the sudden financial enthusiasm that was bestowed on art by corporate art consultants—an anxiety stemming from the realization that such an enthusiasm could actually shape what would and could be exhibited along “corporately acceptable” lines, even as funds for so-called “alternative” art suddenly became scarce. This anxiety led critics to (mistakenly) view the academy as a safe haven from the corrupted market, in turn giving impetus to the characteristically discursive style of 1980s art criticism which openly paraded its ideological predilections. This proved to be the last scholastic gasp of épater les bourgeosie, and it seems remarkable that when the post–Cold War era consolidated itself into what is euphemistically referred to as “The New Globalism,” scholastic postmodernists had little trouble insinuating themselves (but not their values) into the emerging realm of the techno-bureaucratic institution, seeming remarkably at home in an art world determined by cultural tourism and marketing imperatives. And it is this world of marketing and cultural tourism that now so dearly prizes the kind of “art report” that Goebbels so emphatically insisted upon.

Of course, what is missing from this new scenario is a clear expectation for what art might accomplish apart from its strategic staging of itself as a fashion prototype developed by the research-and-development wing of the military-entertainment complex (i.e., the art world), and it is on this score that Kuspit’s work most significantly distinguishes itself. It does this by reminding us that works of art should provide symbolic rather than (merely) spectacular satisfactions, with the idea of “the symbolic” treated with a unique and expansive comprehension. On this score, we can look toward D. W. Winnicott’s 1953 essay titled “Transitional Objects and Transitional Phenomena” as being a particularly cogent theoretical stimulus, perhaps even a touchstone in its presentation of what is psychologically at stake when we make nominal reference to the experience of aesthetic (re)-cognition and gratification:

I have introduced the terms “transitional object” and “transitional phenomena” for designation of the intermediate area of experience, between the thumb and the teddy bear, between oral eroticism and true object relationship, between primary creative activity and projection of what has already been introduced, between primary unawareness of indebtedness and the acknowledgment of indebtedness.29

The indebtedness that Winnicott refers to is the (recognition of) extrapsychic dependence on an elaborate albeit coherent continuum linking inner subjectivity and outer reality, with the aforementioned coherence in turn being dependent on an informed respect for “illusory experience,” the “substance” of which is made available to adults through the “intermediary” forms of art and religion. From the vantage of this recognition, we can do one of two things. We can side with the reality principle, and make an “epistemological” distinction between the falseness of symbolic aesthetic gratification, only to find that it is then incumbent on us to articulate in epistemological terms what a “non-false” aesthetic gratification might be (and how it is in fact “non-symbolic” and still legitimately gratifying).

This route has been embraced by formalists and semioticians, and has proven itself to be the path to an icy institutional perdition. On the other hand, we can side with the dialogical notion that aesthetic gratification’s claim on our attention is, if not completely a matter of common sense, then surely a matter of fulfilling an intersubjective contract with what is presumed to be a shared sensibility. This path makes a case for the essentially social and convivial dimensions of aesthetic communication, and it allows us to make distinctions between artistic propositions that are psychologically intelligent and/or psychologically stupid to the degree that they succeed or fail in imagistically facilitating a workable rapprochement between and synthesis of a “true” subjectivity and a “false” externally determined self.

Of course, nothing could fly more offensively in the epistemology-worshiping faces of formalist modernism or semioticized Postmodernism, because they both stem from a claim to objectivist precepts, one predicated on an alleged autonomy of the art object and the other on its self-conscious reflection of the external context governing its construction. Either way, the reality principal is invoked and held in excessive esteem for suspect reasons. In the case of the formalist’s argument-to-autonomy, there remains a hidden albeit significant dimension of wish fulfillment in the way that it projects onto the work one kind of particularly pathological narcissistic fantasy—the fantasy of idealized self-objectification as a preemption of the adult demand for mastery. This is the view that holds art in a frozen state of arrested adolescence, the overdressed state of cosmetic compensation where looking good is everything because it camouflages the valueless nothing that the true self feels itself to be—owing to the lack of will, tools, and patience that its weak ego would find necessary for performing its vision of goodness against the murky resistance offered by the world. In fact, for all of formalism’s advocacy of the artistic posture of autonomy, its excessive investment in looking good actually “protests too much” and betrays its own worst fear, the fear that the world will withdraw the conditions of privilege that it has momentarily endowed upon the autonomous work. In the practical psychological terms of art criticism, this narcissistic overinvestment in “the aesthetic” is most tellingly revealed by the tantrum-like rage that formalist critics express when the art world’s fleeting limelight turns in a direction that differs from the assumptions of adolescent autonomy worship, which are held to be eternal as a matter of moral fact. For paleoformalists like Hilton Kramer, intimations that the self-objectified talisman of art might somehow fail to sustain the loving adoration of the world-parent are anxiety-producing in the extreme, and must be energetically resisted, lest the protracted condition of inflated narcissism collapse into the deep and immobilizing depression reflecting the suppressed trauma of infantile helplessness.

But when that limelight turns away from illuminating the reality of art’s autonomy and toward the other reflective reality of the way it displays an awareness of (and fealty toward) its determining context, another pervasive form of psychological stupidity ensues, that being the stupidity of the schizoid character’s paranoid investment in a kind of administration envy, here cynically laboring under the oh-so-euphemistic banner of semiological realism. Whereas the narcissist is driven to a self-objectifying reaction-formation by subconscious fears of abandonment, the schizoid is motivated by another fear (also related to the intro-jected image of the mother who devalues through giving and withholding), the fear of being engulfed and imprisoned by a hostile omnipresence. To ward off that fear, the schizoid constructs elaborate systems of coded and frozen stand-ins for real experience which can be held in a kind of schematized fantasy that can, and indeed must be a safe substitute for a fearful reality, the reality of affective embodiment and its unpredictable world of potentially murderous images and appetites. But is anything truly accomplished when the schizoid seeks to murder imagistic murderousness by means of slow passive-aggressive starvation? Again, the specter of psychological stupidity comes to the fore, for we again realize that images are the very thing that allows a world to be, and as disquieting as the murderousness of any given image might be, it is none so disturbing as the schizoid’s compulsive revenge indiscriminately taken against all images.

Even in their most disturbingly malformed state, images carry with them a kind of generosity-of-confession, for every time we look at one we can look into some part of ourselves, including those parts that are often not able to give voice to their own motives and particularized conditions. Art criticism can and should focus on the voices that images convey (for art exists to be heard as a reflective statement as much as it exists to be seen as presentational spectacle), in part to help them come into more eloquent being and in greater part to guide them back to a fuller consciousness of their own motivations, which also become the phantasmagoric echoes of our own motivations as well as those of others; potential tests of how honest and knowing we can be with them. In this way, we can learn to better reckon with the monster of psychological stupidity wherever we may find it.

For Kuspit, two important recognitions lead us to this pass: one is that of substitute gratification which stems from the idea that art should enchant the viewer because quotidian life is no longer able to. The second is a therapeutic mission that allows art to claim an ability to restore and enhance the viewer’s potential for gratification through an extended acquaintance with its offering of substitute gratification. This is art’s therapeutic mission, which is at the core of Kuspit’s “basic thesis”:

avant-garde art is therapeutic in intention, which is part of what gives it its authenticity, and motivates its stylistic innovations, while neo–avant-garde art has lost or rather forfeited that intention, which is part of why it is inauthentic. It derives from the avant-garde artist’s recurrent, stated fear of decadence and disintegration in the modern world, which is what leads him or her to search for self-renewal and rejuvenation through the innovations of avant-garde art, and from the neo–avant-garde artist’s explicit acceptance of the decadence and disintegration of avant-garde art.30

This is where we see the crux of the matter, and are led to Kuspit’s sense of his own continuation of the geistesgeschichte tradition of art-historical analysis. It stems from the ambition to understand “the emotional values of art” to use Wölfflin’s words, himself a great “psychologist of style.” It also stems from a faith that an understanding of those values is an important social necessity, for without them we simply become a population, rather than a collection of reflective subjectivities set in an omni-relational equilibrium. The search for manifestations of those values may take the critic near and far and high and low, for the visual world has many mansions, and a great many more pretenders to its mercurial and treacherous throne. Analysis is where the search begins in a field where diamonds-in-the-rough and fool’s gold diverge and converge like water into water at almost random intervals in the space between first and second glances, and it is a search that simultaneously runs and undermines the risk of its own potential reification into exploitable history while taking careful and in some ways paradoxical note of the sources and goals of its own history. It is a search that also directly begs perhaps the most important Janus-faced question that now confronts all of the disciplines that comprise the humanities: If not fashion, what? And if fashion, why bother? For Kuspit, the provisional answer is an elegiacally pronounced “Yes” (it is), followed by the vigorous caveat that it needn’t always be so. Rigorous and sophisticated analysis seeks and becomes the fulcrum point that might lead to a desirable change in the world’s priorities, keynoted by the imperative that we take stock and stop pretending.
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8. For a detailed account of the role of fancy in Edmund Husserl’s notion of epoche (i.e., the cognitive bracketing that both precedes and is subsequently necessitated by phenomenological reduction), see Donald Kuspit, “Fiction and Phenomenology.” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 29, no. 1. (September 1968): 18–29. Formulated well before Kuspit shifted his intellectual focus toward the visual arts, this long philosophical essay was devoted to examining a technical difficulty in Husserl’s theory of “adequate insight into pure essences” by seeking out the fanciful fulcrum point in Husserl’s notion of epoche where mutability strikes a perfect balance between the worlds of determinate will and extra-determinate representation. It is a point of curious slippage in the larger context of Husserl’s philosophy, for it seems to invite and indeed galvanize contradictory readings vis-à-vis how one might rightly prioritize the proper relations between mimetic and exegetical modes of experience consideration. Kuspit’s account of the role of “fancy” in perception’s fictioning of its world seems very much like a harbinger of things to come, both for Kuspit and for the practice of postformalist criticism in general:

In a sense, the process of fancy is a limbo between naive experience and essential knowledge. But it is limbo only from the standpoints of experience and knowledge, which are self-seeking and would like to use images for their own ends. Yet the process of fancy conveys something more than either experience or knowledge. It conveys the constant involvement of consciousness to make things clear to itself. The process of fancy is essentially the effort of consciousness to make clear to itself whatever crosses its path. As such, the process of fancy is the archetype of consciousness. (Fiction and Phenomenology, p. 22)

It almost goes without saying that Husserl’s notion of epoche is a slice of philosophic territory that has remained ripe for contesting definitions. Perhaps the most widely cited of these is Jacques Derrida’s early examination of Edmund Husserl’s theory of signs, taking issue with the oscillating spatial metaphors which Husserl repeatedly employs.

Everything has, no doubt, begun in the following way:

“A name on being mentioned, reminds us of the Dresden gallery. . . . We wander through the rooms.... A painting by Teniers ... represents a gallery of paintings. ... The paintings of this gallery would represent in their turn paintings, which on their part exhibited readable inscriptions and so forth. (Husserl, Ideas, part 1, p. 293)”

Certainly, nothing has preceded this situation. Assuredly, nothing will suspend it. It is not comprehended as Husserl would want it, by intuitions or presentations. Of the broad daylight of presence, outside the gallery, no perception is given us or assuredly promised us. The gallery is the labyrinth which includes in itself its own exits: we will never come upon it as upon a particular case of experience—that which Husserl believes he is describing.

It remains for us to speak, to make our voices resonate throughout the corridors in order to make up for the break-up of presence. The phoneme, the akoumenon, is the phenomenon of the labyrinth....

And contrary to what phenomenology—which is always a phenomenology of perception—has tried to make us believe, contrary to what our desire cannot fail to be tempted into believing, the thing itself always escapes.

Contrary to the assurance that Husserl gives us a little further on, the “look” cannot “abide.” (Jacques Derrida, Speech and Phenomena: Introduction to the Problem of Signs in Husserl’s Phenomonology [1967], translated by David B. Allison [Chicago: Northwestern University Press, 1973], 104.)

In a revealing elaboration on this point, Derrida crystallizes his critique of Husserl’s implicitly mimetic notion of epoche as a “stage upon which experience is staged” by stating

While it cannot be doubted that, for Husserl, writing is indicative, in its own sphere, it poses a formidable problem, which probably here explains his prudent silence. For in supposing that writing is indicative in the sense that he gives to the term, it has a strange privilege which endangers all of the essential distinctions: in phonetic writing ... what it would “indicate” would be an “expression,” where as in non-phonetic writing it would take the place of expressive discourse and immediately connect with the “meaning.” (pp. 27–28)

What is articulated here is the germinal basis of Derrida’s famous claim that “nothing exists beyond the text except more text,” that is, that linguistic designation is the real and only ground for “bracketing” the secondary brackets which render experience intelligible. Of course, by uttering this statement in a philosophical paper, he is preaching to the previously converted, and only contends (rather than proves) that the fictioning process is exegetical prior to being image-atively mimetic. It remains just as easy and just as fruitful to argue that the reverse is the case. For his own part, Kuspit contends in Fiction and Phenomenology that that consciousness remains as an active mechanism of choice-making, and as such seeks out the best imaginative “light” in which to display its sense of its own alternatives—and fancy (or desire, which Derrida rather tellingly casts in the role of demon of consciousness), appears in Kuspit’s work as a precategorical source of that light’s illumination, rather than as the obscuring cloud which others have cast it.

In its de-determinate guise as a philosophic changeling, fancy (and the interior monologue of self-consciousness which it authorizes) also allows for the seizing of a core predicate that holds strategic importance for Kuspit’s subsequent campaigns. Since Ludwig Wittgenstein originated the concept of ordinary language philosophy in his Tractatus Logico Philosophicus of 1922, the large majority of philosophical theorists inquiring into the problem of consciousness have taken his maxim “what we cannot speak about we must pass over in silence” as a credo, thus casting consciousness as a closed and essentially passive system of category acquisition and reflection. What is “passed over” and left untouched here is how consciousness can be prompted to actively determine and transform the taxonomies of its own experience, how “image-anation” forwards this notion of consciousness-as-agent into being.

An ironic illustration of this lies in Ferdinand de Saussure’s famous description of the dichotomous nature of the structure of language (langue /parole; synchrony/diachrony, etc.) as being a set of potential “linguistic habits” made coherent via the “chessboard” of available linguistic opportunities, a description that Wittgenstein also resorted to in Philosophical Investigations. Here, we see the key to our “proper” understanding of language as a system of rules which govern the thresholds of intelligibility revealed as an image (of a chessboard), thereby grounding the “concept” of interpenetrating dichotomies as a vision of likely gestures acted out upon a systemic grid or amid the warp-and-woof of a fabric. At least in this particular instance, the image abides rather well, and we are reminded that the relative priorities that we might accord to mimetic and/or exegetic bracketing of phenomena are of equal philosophic weight—meaning that neither can claim an exclusive and authoritative ownership of consciousness on the basis of a demonstrable reality principle. Thus, the criteria governing the discussion defaults to the grounds of psychomoral efficacy, and it is here again that the image abides fairly well, owing to the rhetorical efficiency that inheres in the mimetic’s ability to condense layers of meaning.

9. Melanie Klein, “Symbol Formation in Ego Development” (1930), in The Selected Melanie Klein, ed. Juliet Mitchell (New York: Macmillan/Free Press, 1987), 98.

10. Quoted in Donald Kuspit, “Art is Dead, Long Live Esthetic Management,” New Art Examiner, April 1999, 30. (included herein)

11. Theodore Prescott, “Professor Kuspit comes to Rural Pennsylvania,” in New Criterion, June 1987, 84–85. Rich in presumptuous hyperbole and unbuttressed by any actual examination of Kuspit’s texts, Prescott’s remarks play fast and loose with Kuspit’s spoken remarks about the status of self in contemporary art, particularly in their indication of how they might intimate how “vast tracks of human hope, experience and pleasure have been bulldozed and paved over with uniform ideological concrete.” (p. 85). In point of fact, Kuspit has consistently been critical of efforts to enforce any ideological uniformity in the world of contemporary art, and has offered a substantial analysis of the subtextual motivations undergirding claims for a “moral imperative” in art. See, Donald Kuspit, “Art and the Moral Imperative,” in Signs of Psyche, op. cit., 136–148.

12. Quoted in Janet Malcolm, “A Girl of the Zeitgeist” (1986), in The Purloined Clinic (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1992), 234.

13. Adrian Piper, “An Open Letter to Donald Kuspit,” Real Life Magazine, no. 17–18, (Winter 1987–88): 3–11. One of these drawings was used to illustrate the cover of the magazine, while a detail of same was included on page 3. Piper’s article was in response to an essay that Kuspit wrote about her work which was published in Art Criticism, Fall 1987, 9-16.

14. David Carrier, Artwriting (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1987), 93–95.

15. See Richard Kostelanetz, “Review of The New Subjectivism,” New Art Examiner, November, 1989, 61.

16. Ibid. (from “The Narcissistic Justification of Art Criticism,” in The New Subjectivism, 544.)

17. Jeanne Siegal, et al., “Statement for the Award of the Frank Jewett Mather Award for Excellence in Art Criticism,” 71st Annual Conference of the College Art Association, Philadelphia, PA. February, 1983.

18. Since the early 1980s, Kuspit has written several essays that have mined this particular theme. One that has seen more circulation that most is “Flak from the Radicals: the Case Against the New German Painting” in Brian Wallis (ed.) Art After Modernism: Rethinking Representation (New York: New Museum/David Godine, 1985), 137–151. The following passage summarizes Kuspit’s difference with his ideological interlocutors:

Marxist critics assume that the ‘natural attitude’ to things is the enemy, for it implies a refusal to suspend our relations with them for the sake of an analysis of our attitude toward them. Such a disengagement presumably leads to an abstract understanding of their meaning. But in a world overdetermined by analytic abstractions—artificial understandings of all kinds— which seem to have an “expressivity” of their own, the natural attitude toward things becomes a desirable if elusive goal, a critical factor for survival, and the only method for the recovery of concreteness and engagement. The natural attitude implies the creation of a new kind of concreteness, resistant to abstraction, even questioning the abstractness of its own expression. In the new German painting, concreteness through the skeptical gesture—the disintegrative and self-destructive mark—is the proposed mode of operation of the new natural attitude. (p. 139)

19. Rudolf Baranik, review of “The Critic Is Artist: The Intentionality of Art,” in Artforum, Summer 1984, 81.

20. Lawrence Alloway, “Pop Art: The Words” (1964) in Topics in American Art (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1975), 122.

21. George Dickie, “Defining Art,” American Philosophical Quarterly 6 (1969): 254–255. It is worth noting that Dickie cites an essay written by Arthur Danto in 1964 as an impetus to his own views on what is describable as art. As Danto has famously written, “To see something as art requires something that the eye cannot descry—an atmosphere of artistic theory, a knowledge of the history of art: an art world.” (in Arthur Danto, “The Art World,” Journal of Philosophy, 18 October 1964, 580.) For an instructive example of how the ITA has insinuated itself into contemporary art criticism, see Hal Foster, The Return of the Real (Cambridge: MIT Press, October Books, 1996). Foster’s valorization of minimalist and conceptualist art is based on how it “mimes the degraded world of capitalist modernity in order not to embrace it, but to mock it.” (pp. 15–16). Allegedly, this is accomplished through “the preservation (in an administered, affirmative culture), of spaces for critical debate and alternative vision,” so long as the alternatives fall with “specific genealogies of art and theory” (p. xiv) that are themselves informed by Foster’s intuition that “since the middle 1970s, critical theory has served as a secret continuation of modernism by other means: after the decline of late-modernist painting and sculpture, it occupied the position of high art.” (p. xvii). Foster clarifies his own view of the contemporary place of the institution when he writes “Obviously convention and institution cannot be separated, but neither are they identical. On the one hand, the institution of art does not totally govern aesthetic conventions (this is too determinist); on the other hand, these conventions do not totally comprise the institution of art (this is too formalist). In other words, the institution of art may enframe aesthetic conventions, but it does not constitute them. This heuristic difference may help us distinguish the emphases of historical and neo–avant-gardes: if the historical avant-garde focus on the conventional, the neo–avant-garde concentrates on the institutional” (p. 17). Of course, Foster’s appeal to the value-free character of the enframing institution is disingenuous, for it only suceeds in making a spectacle of its alleged refusal of spectacle, and in no way continues the “debate” about the real criticality of the modernist project. In point of fact, it forecloses that debate.

22. Donald Kuspit, “Breakfast of Duchampians,” Contemporanea, May 1989, 69 (contained herein). This is not necessarily to be read as a blanket dismissal of the artistic use of found objects per se, only of a certain hyperconscious and hyperdesigned “way” of using them. For an account of how Kuspit views an artistic deployment of found objects in a different, more psychologically astute light, see the catalog essay “Donald Lipski” (1985), Germans Van Ekk Gallery (contained herein).

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
ALLWORTH PRESS






