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INTRODUCTION



IN 1959, C. P. Snow, an English physicist turned popular novelist, gave the annual Rede Lecture in the Senate House of the University of Cambridge. In his speech, “The Two Cultures,” he bemoaned the “gulf of mutual incomprehension” that had opened up between “physical scientists” and “literary intellectuals.” Although Snow acknowledged that well-read scientists existed, he claimed they were rare. “Most of the rest, when one tried to probe for what books they had read, would modestly confess, ‘Well I’ve tried a bit of Dickens,’ rather as though Dickens were an extraordinarily esoteric, tangled and dubiously rewarding writer, something like Rainer Maria Rilke.” For the record, Snow’s glib remarks that Dickens’s work is transparent and Rilke’s too opaque to give pleasure, which he implies reflect global literary opinion, strike me as highly dubious. But the man was working his way toward a point. Although Snow regarded the scientists’ lack of literary knowledge as a form of self-impoverishment, he was far more irritated by the characters on the other side of the gulf. He confessed that “once or twice” in a pique, he had asked those smug representatives of what he called “the traditional culture” to describe the second law of thermodynamics, a question he regarded as equivalent to “Have you read a work of Shakespeare’s?” Did the defenders of tradition redden and wilt in shame? No; he reported that their response was “cold” and “negative.”

Snow called for an overhaul in education to fix the problem. He criticized England’s emphasis on classical education—Greek and Latin were essential—because he was convinced that science held the key to saving the world, in particular improving the plight of the poor. Snow’s resonant title and the fact that his talk precipitated an ugly, personal rejoinder from F. R. Leavis, a noted literary critic of the day, seems to have guaranteed his words a lasting place in Anglo-American social history. I have to say that when I finally read Snow’s lecture and then the expanded version of it, not long ago, I was severely disappointed. Although he identified a problem that has only grown more urgent in the last half century, I found his discussion of it wordy, wan, and a little naïve.

Few scientists today feel Snow’s need to be protected from snooty “literary intellectuals” because science occupies a cultural position that can only be described as the locus of truth. And yet, in spite of spectacular advances in technology since 1959, Snow’s implacable faith that science would soon solve the world’s problems proved misguided. The fragmentation of knowledge is nothing new, but it is safe to say that in the twenty-first century the chances of a genuine conversation among people in different disciplines has diminished rather than increased. A man who sat on a panel with me at a conference in Germany acknowledged that within his own field, neuroscience, there are serious gaps in understanding created by specialization. He said frankly that although he was informed about his own particular area of expertise, he had any number of colleagues working on projects that were simply beyond his understanding.

In the last decade or so, I have repeatedly found myself standing at the bottom of Snow’s gulf, shouting up to the persons gathered on either side of it. The events that have precipitated my position in that valley generally fall under that pleasant-sounding rubric “interdisciplinary.” Time and again, I have witnessed scenes of mutual incomprehension or, worse, out-and-out hostility. A conference organized at Columbia University to facilitate a dialogue between neuroscientists working on visual perception and artists was instructive. The scientists (all stars in the field) gave their presentations, after which a group of artists (all art-world stars) were asked to respond to them. It did not go well. The artists bristled with indignation at the condescension implicit in the very structure of the conference. Each bearer of scientific truth gave his or her lecture, and then the creative types, lumped together on a single panel, were asked to comment on science they knew little about. During the question-and-answer period, I made a bid for unification, noting that despite different vocabularies and methods, there really were avenues open for dialogue between scientists and artists. The scientists were puzzled. The artists were angry. Their responses were commensurate with the position they had been assigned on the hierarchy of knowledge: science on top, art on the bottom.

Many of the essays in this volume draw on insights from both the sciences and the humanities. They do so, however, with an acute awareness that the assumptions made and methods used in various disciplines are not necessarily the same. The physicist’s, the biologist’s, the historian’s, the philosopher’s, and the artist’s modes of knowing are different. I am wary of absolutism in all its forms. In my experience, scientists are more alarmed by such a statement than people in the humanities. It smacks of relativism, the idea that there is no right and wrong, no objective truth to be found, or, even worse, no external world, no reality. But to say that one is suspicious of absolutes is not the same as saying, for example, that the laws of physics do not theoretically apply to everything. At the same time, physics is not complete, and disagreements among physicists are ongoing. Even settled questions may produce more questions. The second law of thermodynamics, the law Snow insisted upon as a sign of scientific literacy, explains how energy will disperse if it isn’t hindered from doing so, why an egg plucked from boiling water and placed on the kitchen counter will eventually cool down. And yet, at the time Snow gave his talk, there were open questions about how this law applied to the origin and evolution of life-forms. In the years following Snow’s lecture, Ilya Prigogine, a Belgian scientist, and his colleagues refined questions about the law in relation to biology and received a Nobel Prize for their efforts. Their research into nonequilibrium thermodynamics led to growing interest in self-organizing systems that has affected science in ways Snow might not have imagined.

But let us return to the angry artists for a moment. What is knowledge and how should we think about it? The artists felt that they had just watched the work they had spent their lives making reduced to either neural correlates in an anonymous brain or a biological theory of aesthetics, which they found startlingly simplistic. I am interested in biological systems and how human perception works. I believe that neurobiology can contribute to an understanding of aesthetics, but it cannot do so in a vacuum. Two central claims I make in this book are that all human knowledge is partial, and no one is untouched by the community of thinkers or researchers in which she or he lives. Gulfs of mutual incomprehension among people in various disciplines may be unavoidable. At the same time, without mutual respect, no dialogue of any kind will be possible among us.

As a young person, I read literature, philosophy, and history. I also developed an abiding interest in psychoanalysis that has never ceased. I received a PhD in English literature in the mid-eighties. (I wrote my dissertation on Charles Dickens, which no doubt explains my irritation at Snow’s assessment of the writer.) About twenty years ago, I began to feel that my education lacked what I now call “the biological piece.” Like many people immersed in the humanities, I was mostly ignorant of physiology, although as a migraine sufferer I had read a number of books for laypeople about neurology and neurological illness. I was also fascinated by psychiatric disorders and the fluctuations of diagnostic categories, so I was not entirely ignorant of medical history. By then neuroscience research had exploded, and I set out to learn about that much-studied organ: the brain. Although my investigations were not formal, I read enormously, attended lectures and conferences, asked questions, developed a number of friendships with working scientists, and, little by little, what had been difficult and inaccessible to me became increasingly legible. In recent years I have even published a few papers in scientific journals.

The ascendant position of science in our world, the reason Snow believed science literacy was more important than studying the classics and why the organizers of that conference gave the role of teachers to the scientists and the role of pupils to the artists is due to the tangible results of scientific theories—from steam engines to electric lights to computers and cell phones—none of which should be underestimated. To one degree or another, every person on earth is both a beneficiary and a victim of scientific invention. It does not follow, however, that reading history, philosophy, poetry, and novels or looking at works of visual art or listening to music does not also transform people’s lives, both for better and for worse. Although such changes may be less tangible, it does not render them less real or somehow inferior to the effects of technology. We are all also creatures of ideas.

Over and over in my forays into the worlds of science, I have been confronted by the adjectives “hard” and “soft” or “rigorous” and “squishy.” “Soft” and “squishy” are terms applied not only to bad scientists, whose methods, research, or arguments fall to pieces because they can’t think well, but also to people working in the humanities and to artists of all kinds. What constitutes rigorous thinking? Is ambiguity dangerous or is it liberating? Why are the sciences regarded as hard and masculine and the arts and the humanities as soft and feminine? And why is hard usually perceived as so much better than soft? A number of the essays in this book return to this question.

In “The Two Cultures,” Snow continually refers to “men.” He does not mean “man” as a universal, a convention that has all but vanished in the academy due to the rise of feminist scholarship. In academic books and papers, “he” and “man” are no longer routine designations for “human being.” But Snow was not talking about “mankind.” Both his natural scientists and his literary intellectuals are men-men. Although there were women working on both sides of Snow’s articulated gulf in 1959, they do not appear in the lecture. It may help to remember that full suffrage for women in England was not granted until 1928, only thirty-one years before Snow gave his speech. It wasn’t that Snow banished women from the two cultures; it was that for him they simply did not exist in either as speakers.

Feminist theory is hardly a bulwark of consensus. There has been and continues to be a lot of infighting. It is now safer to refer to “feminisms” than to “feminism” because there are several different kinds, and yet, the disputes that rage inside universities often have little impact in the wider world. Nevertheless, feminist scholars in both the humanities and the sciences have made Snow’s deafness to women’s voices a more difficult position to maintain. The metaphorical ideas of hard and soft, whether articulated or not, continue to inform the two cultures as well as the broader culture that lies beyond them both.

I LOVE ART, the humanities, and the sciences. I am a novelist and a feminist. I am also a passionate reader, whose views have been and are continually being altered and modified by the books and papers in many fields that are part of my everyday reading life. The truth is I am filled to the brim with the not-always-harmonious voices of other writers. This book is to one degree or another an attempt to make some sense of those plural perspectives. All of the essays included here were written between 2011 and 2015. The volume is divided into three parts, each of which has a guiding logic.

The first section, “A Woman Looking at Men Looking at Women,” includes pieces on particular artists, as well as investigations into the perceptual biases that affect how we judge art, literature, and the world in general. A number of them were commissioned. The title essay was written for a catalogue that accompanied a Picasso, Beckmann, and de Kooning exhibition at the Pinakothek der Moderne in Munich, curated by Carla Schulz-Hoffmann, in which only images of women were shown. “Balloon Magic” appeared on Simon & Schuster’s business book site. (Notably, over the course of almost two years, it has not received a single comment.) “My Louise Bourgeois” was delivered as a talk at Haus der Kunst in Munich during the Bourgeois exhibition Structures of Existence: The Cells, curated by Julienne Lorz and on view in 2015. The Broad Foundation asked me to write about Anselm Kiefer for a book about the collection edited by Joanne Heyler, Ed Schad, and Chelsea Beck. The text on Mapplethorpe and Almodóvar accompanied an exhibition at the Elvira González Gallery in Madrid, and the piece on Wim Wenders’s film about the choreographer Pina Bausch was printed in the booklet for the DVD version issued by the Criterion Collection. “Much Ado About Hairdos” appeared in an anthology about women and hair. “Sontag on Smut: Fifty Years Later” began as a couple of pages published online by the 92nd Street Y in New York to celebrate the seventy-fifth anniversary of the Unterberg Poetry Center and then was expanded into a longer essay. I wrote “No Competition” simply because I had an urge to write it. I gave a more theoretical version of “The Writing Self and the Psychiatric Patient” as a lecture in September 2015 for the Richardson History of Psychiatry Research Seminar at the DeWitt Wallace Institute for the History of Psychiatry at Weill Cornell Medical College, where I now have a position as a lecturer in psychiatry. In it, I discuss the stories of patients I taught when I was a volunteer writing teacher in the locked wards of a psychiatric clinic in New York. I have changed some details to protect the privacy of the writers. “Inside the Room” is an essay about what psychoanalysis has meant to me as a patient. I have given it as a talk in different guises at different times in several countries to groups of psychoanalysts. By and large, the essays in the first part can be read by a broad audience. They vary in tone from light to sober, but no special knowledge is required to read them.

The second part, “The Delusions of Certainty,” is an essay about the intractable mind-body problem that has haunted Western philosophy since the Greeks. While I was writing it, I wanted above all to communicate to the reader as lucidly as possible that the questions about what a “mind” is as opposed to a “body” remain open, not closed. Early on in my adventures in neuroscience, I found myself asking scientists simple questions. Why do you use the term “neural correlates” or, more puzzling, “neural representations”? What are these neurons correlating to or representing? Why all the computer metaphors for brain actions? They had no clear answers. To say that the mind-body problem is a vast subject is an understatement, but my purpose in writing the essay was not to summarize the history of the problem or to resolve it; my purpose was to open the reader to ways in which this old philosophical puzzle shapes contemporary debates on many subjects. Although the psyche-soma split is openly discussed in the consciousness wars, more often it is hidden. My mission was to expose the myriad uncertainties that remain with us and further to show that every discipline, hard and soft, is colored by what lies beyond argument—desire, belief, and the imagination.

As a perpetual outsider who looks in on several disciplines, I have come to understand that I have a distinct advantage in one respect. I can spot what the experts often fail to question. Of course, literacy in a discipline is required before any critical perspective can be taken, and becoming literate requires sustained work and study. The truth is that the more I know, the more questions I have. The more questions I have, the more I read, and that reading creates further questions. It never stops. What I ask from the reader of “The Delusions of Certainty” is openness, wariness of prejudice, and a willingness to travel with me to places where the ground may be rocky and the views hazy, but despite, or perhaps because of, these difficulties, there are pleasures to be found.

Eight of the nine essays in the third and final section of this book, “What Are We? Lectures on the Human Condition,” are talks I gave at academic conferences. The single exception is “Becoming Others,” a piece on mirror-touch synesthesia that I wrote for an anthology on the subject, Mirror Touch Synesthia: Thresholds of Empathy in Art; it will be published by Oxford University Press in 2017 and will include contributions from artists, scientists, and scholars in the humanities. The other texts were delivered to specific audiences in one field or another or at gatherings that included people from several disciplines. When I wrote these speeches, I had the luxury of assuming knowledge on the part of my listeners, which means that some thoughts and vocabulary may be unfamiliar to uninitiated readers. In 2012, I was a Johannes Gutenberg Fellow at Johannes Gutenberg University in Mainz, Germany. One of my tasks was to give a keynote lecture at the Annual Convention of the German Association for American Studies. “Borderlands: First, Second, and Third Person Adventures in Crossing Disciplines” addresses the problems every person faces who lives in two or more intellectual cultures. Alfred Hornung, a professor at Mainz, has had a strong interest in facilitating dialogue between the humanities and the sciences, and there is now a PhD program in Life Sciences–Life Writing at the university.

“Why One Story and Not Another?” began as the Southbank Centre Lecture at the London Literature Festival in July 2012 but was later revised to be included as my contribution to a scholarly book, Zones of Focused Ambiguity in Siri Hustvedt’s Works: Interdisciplinary Essays, edited by Johanna Hartmann, Christine Marks, and Hubert Zapf and published in 2016. I delivered “Philosophy Matters in Brain Matters” in Cleveland, Ohio, in 2012 at the International Neuroethics Conference: Brain Matters 3 organized by the Cleveland Clinic. “I Wept for Four Years and When I Stopped I Was Blind” was given in Paris at the winter meeting of the Société de Neurophysiologie in 2013. Both talks address the mysteries of hysteria or conversion disorder, an illness that dramatically illuminates the psyche-soma quandary, and in both cases, the organizers of the conference invited me because they had read my book The Shaking Woman or A History of My Nerves, in which I explore the ambiguities of neurological diagnoses through multiple disciplinary lenses.

In Oslo, Norway, in September 2011, I delivered “Suicide and the Drama of Self-Consciousness” for the International Association for Suicide Prevention (IASP). That version of the lecture was published by Suicidology Online in 2013 and revised for this book. Suicide research is by its very nature interdisciplinary. It draws on work in sociology, neurobiology, history, genetics, statistics, psychology, and psychiatry. In the year and a half I had to prepare for the lecture, I devoured dozens upon dozens of books on the subject. I now consider myself lucky to have been given the assignment, which prompted me to think hard about what I had not thought hard about before. Suicide is a sad subject, but there are few people who are untouched by it. “Why kill one’s self?” is a profound question to which there is still no ready answer.

In early June 2014, I was one of about twenty people at a three-day symposium held at the Villa Vigoni above Lake Como called “As If—Figures of Imagination, Simulation, and Transposition in Relation to the Self, Others, and the Arts.” Representatives of both cultures attended. We heard from scholars in aesthetics, architecture, philosophy, psychiatry, psychoanalysis, and neuroscience. There was even a neurosurgeon among us who gave a fascinating presentation on corrective surgery for children who were born with deformed skulls. Despite our motley backgrounds, the conversations were lively. Did we all understand one another perfectly? Did everyone present glean every point I hoped to make in my paper “Subjunctive Flights: Thinking Through the Embodied Reality of Imaginary Worlds”? No, I think not. Did I fully comprehend the architect’s abstruse presentation? No. Nevertheless, I left the conference with a sense that at least for those three days in that enchanted place, the gulf between the sciences and humanities had grown a bit narrower. “Remembering in Art” is a lecture I gave at an interdisciplinary symposium in Finland called “Memory Symposium—From Neurological Underpinnings to Reminiscences in Culture,” sponsored by the Signe and Ane Gyllenberg Foundation.

The last essay in this book was the opening keynote lecture at an international conference on Søren Kierkegaard’s work, held at the University of Copenhagen in honor of his two hundredth birthday in May 2013. The great Danish philosopher has been an intimate part of my life since I was a child, and I jumped at the chance to write about him. Again, the invitation arrived so far in advance of the actual lecture that I had plenty of time to immerse myself yet again in the passionate, ferociously difficult, maddening but sublime world of S.K. For the first time, however, I also read secondary work on the philosopher. Kierkegaard scholarship is a culture unto itself, a veritable paper mill that churns out thousands of pages of commentary on the many thousands of pages Kierkegaard left behind him. There are superb books about S.K. I quote from some of them in my speech, and the Søren Kierkegaard Research Centre, which has overseen the complete edition of the writer’s work, is nothing if not a model of scholarly rigor.

Burying myself in works not only by but on Kierkegaard, however, served to sharpen the ironies of the philosopher himself, whose stinging references to assistant professors and wayward scholars toiling over their paragraphs and footnotes are crucial to his particular form of comedy. Beside the neat stack of admirable writing on S.K., there is a mountain range of desiccated, forgettable, picayune, pompous, and badly written papers that turn the fleet brilliance of the man himself into weary, plodding dullness. My lecture was written in part as a response to those piles of professorial tedium. I wanted my paper to play with Kierkegaard’s formal, often novelistic strategies, to echo his pseudonymous poses, and to demonstrate that his philosophy also lives in the prose style itself, in its structures, images, and metaphors. I wrote in the first person because S.K. insists on the first person as the site of human transformation. I am sometimes ironic about Kierkegaard’s irony. The lecture is, I think, highly readable. Nevertheless, it was written for Kierkegaard scholars, and there are jokes and references in it that will no doubt be lost on those who haven’t personally struggled with the author.

“Kierkegaard’s Pseudonyms and the Truths of Fiction” was not published before now. After working for days on my footnotes to tailor them to the highly specific demands of a Kierkegaard journal, I looked over the requirements for submission once again and was shocked to discover that it did not accept papers written in the first person! A journal devoted to a philosopher who championed the “I” and the single individual apparently wanted no part of anyone else’s “I.” To be fair, a Kierkegaard scholar I know told me he thought an exception would have been made in my case, but I didn’t know that at the time. It turns out that even within Kierkegaard studies there are at least two cultures. Religious and secular Kierkegaardians do not see eye to eye, but there are other fundamental divisions among the devotees as well. But then, what possible fun would there be in universal agreement?

IF YOU READ this book from cover to cover, you will find that I return to thinkers and to ideas that have become fundamental to my own thought over time. The seventeenth-century natural philosopher Margaret Cavendish, the neurologist and philosopher Pierre Janet, Sigmund Freud, William James, John Dewey, Martin Buber, the French philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty, the American philosopher Susanne Langer, the anthropologist Mary Douglas, and the English psychoanalyst D. W. Winnicott make frequent appearances, to name only a few of the writers whose works have forever altered my own. I repeatedly return to a distinction made in phenomenology, one many philosophers have stressed, between a prereflective, experiencing conscious self, one I believe belongs to both babies and other animals, and a reflectively conscious self that belongs to a being who can think about her own thoughts. I return to mirror systems in the brain and to research in neuroscience that binds memory to the imagination, to findings in epigenetics, to infant research on development and attachment, to the startling physiological effects of placebo, to the role of expectation in perception, and to what I regard as the glaring failures of classical computational theory of mind, or CTM, and its quasi-Cartesian legacy.

While each essay is part of this three-part book as a whole, each must also stand alone as a coherent work, and therefore the repetition of essential ideas is not the result of laziness but of necessity. Although these essays were written over the course of four years, they are the result of many years of intense reading and thinking in a number of disciplines. If I can be said to have a mission, then it is a simple one: I hope you, the reader, will discover that much of what is delivered to you in the form of books, media, and the Internet as decided truths, scientific or otherwise, are in fact open to question and revision.

Although I sometimes feel a little depressed about the fact that I have come to live in the gulf Snow made famous years ago, more often than not I am happy about it. I make regular excursions to both sides and have close friends in each culture. There has been much talk about building a big beautiful bridge across the chasm. At the moment, we have only a makeshift, wobbly walkway, but I have noticed more and more travelers ambling across it in both directions. You may think of this book as an account of my journeys back and forth. I dearly hope I can continue to make them because there remains much unexplored territory on both sides.

S. H.
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A Woman Looking at Men Looking at Women



Art is not the application of a canon of beauty but what the instinct and the brain can conceive beyond any canon. When we love a woman we don’t start measuring her limbs. We love with our desires—although everything has been done to try and apply a canon even to love.1

—Pablo Picasso

The important thing is first of all to have a real love for the visible world that lies outside ourselves as well as to know the deep secret of what goes on within ourselves. For the visible world in combination with our inner selves provides the realm where we may seek infinitely for the individuality of our own souls.2

—Max Beckmann

Maybe in that earlier phase I was painting the woman in me. Art isn’t a wholly masculine occupation, you know. I’m aware that some critics would take this to be an admission of latent homosexuality. If I painted beautiful women, would that make me a nonhomosexual? I like beautiful women. In the flesh; even the models in magazines. Women irritate me sometimes. I painted that irritation in the “Woman” series. That’s all.3

—Willem de Kooning


WHAT artists say about their own work is compelling because it tells us something about what they believe they are doing. Their words speak to an orientation or an idea, but those orientations and ideas are never complete. Artists (of all kinds) are only partly aware of what they do. Much of what happens in making art is unconscious. But in these comments, Picasso, Beckmann, and de Kooning all connect their art to feeling—to love in the first two cases and to irritation in the third—and for each artist, women have somehow been implicated in the process. For Picasso, loving a woman is a metaphor for painting. His “we” is clearly masculine. Beckmann is giving advice to an imaginary “woman painter,” and de Kooning is trying to explain how his “women” were created by evoking the woman in himself, albeit in a defensive and worried way. All three claim that there is a fundamental feeling relation between their inner states and the reality of the canvas, and in one way or another, an idea of womanhood haunts their creativity.

What am I seeing? In this exhibition, Women, which includes only paintings of women by the three artists, I am seeing images of one woman after another by artists who must be called Modernists and whose depictions of the human figure were no longer constrained by classical notions of resemblance and naturalism. For all three painters, “woman” seems to embrace much more than the definition in Webster’s: “an adult human female.” In The Second Sex, Simone de Beauvoir argued that one is not born a woman but becomes a woman. It is certainly true that meanings of the word accumulate and change even over the course of a single lifetime. Since the 1950s, a distinction between sex and gender has emerged. The former is a marker of female and male biological bodies and the latter socially constructed ideas of femininity and masculinity that vary with time and culture, but even this division has become theoretically perplexing.

We have no recourse to living bodies in art. I am looking into fictive spaces. Hearts are not pumping. Blood is not running. The markers of the human female in biology—breasts and genitalia that I see in these images (when I see them)—are representations. Pregnancy and birth do not figure explicitly in these pictures, but sometimes what is not there is powerful nevertheless. I am looking at inhabitants of the world of the imaginary, of play, and of fantasy made by painters who are now dead, but who were all making art in the twentieth century. Only the signs of the artist’s bodily gestures remain: the traces left by an arm that once moved violently or cautiously in space, a head and torso that leaned forward, then back, feet planted beside each other or at an angle, and eyes that took in what was there and what was not yet there on the canvas, and the feelings and thoughts that guided the brush, that revised, altered, and established the rhythms of motion, which I feel in my own body as I look at the pictures. The visual is also tactile and motoric.

I do not see myself as I look at a painting. I see the imaginary person in the canvas. I haven’t disappeared from myself. I am aware of my feelings—my awe, irritation, distress, and admiration—but for the time being my perception is filled up by the painted person. She is of me while I look and, later, she is of me when I remember her. In memory, she may not be exactly as she is when I stand directly in front of the painting but rather some version of her that I carry in my mind. While I am perceiving her, I establish a relation to this imaginary woman, to Picasso’s Weeping Woman, to Beckmann’s masked Columbine, to de Kooning’s goofy monster, Woman II. I animate them, as do you. Without a viewer, a reader, a listener, art is dead. Something happens between me and it, an “it” that carries in itself another person’s willed act, a thing suffused with another person’s subjectivity, and in it I may feel pain, humor, sexual desire, discomfort. And that is why I don’t treat artworks as I would treat a chair, but I don’t treat them as a real person either.

A work of art has no sex.

The sex of the artist does not determine a work’s gender, which may be one or another, or multiple versions thereof.

Who are the female figments of these artists, and how do I perceive them?

My perception of the three canvases is not exclusively visual or even purely sensory. Emotion is always part of perception, not distinct from it.

Emotion and art have had a long and uneasy relation ever since Plato banned poets from his republic. Philosophers and scientists are still arguing over what emotion or affects are and how they work, but a stubborn sense of emotion as dangerous, as something that must be controlled, put down, and subjugated to reason has remained a part of Western culture. Most art historians are similarly queasy about emotion and instead write about form, color, influences, or historical context. Feeling, however, is not only unavoidable; it is crucial to understanding a work of art. Indeed, an artwork becomes senseless without it. In a letter to a friend, Henry James wrote, “In the arts feeling is always meaning.”4 In his book on his fellow art historian Aby Warburg, E. H. Gombrich quotes Warburg: “Moreover, I have acquired an honest disgust of the aestheticizing of art history. The formal approach to the image devoid of understanding of its biological necessity as a product between religion and art . . . appeared to me to lead merely to barren word mongering.”5 The German word Einfühlung was first introduced by Robert Vischer in 1873 as an aesthetic term, a way of feeling oneself into a work of art, a word that through various historical convolutions would become “empathy” in English. Contemporary neurobiological research on emotion is attempting to parse the complex affective processes at work in visual perception. As Mariann Weierich and Lisa Feldman Barrett write in “Affect as a Source of Visual Attention,” “People don’t come to know the world exclusively through their senses; rather, their affective states influence the processing of sensory stimulation from the very moment an object is encountered.”6 A vital aspect of any object’s meaning resides in the feelings it evokes of pleasure, distress, admiration, confusion. For example, depending on its emotional importance or salience, a viewer may perceive an object as closer or more distant. And this psychobiological feeling is a creature of the past, of expectation, of having learned to read the world. In this neurobiological model what is learned—feelings in relation to people and objects and the language we use to express them—become body, are of bodies. The mental does not hover over the physical as a Cartesian ghost.

She Is Sobbing

I look at Picasso’s Weeping Woman, and before I have time to analyze what I am seeing, to speak of color or form or gesture or style, I have registered the face, hand, and part of a torso on the canvas and have an immediate emotional response to the image. The picture upsets me. I feel a tension in the corners of my own mouth. I want to continue looking, but I am also repelled by this figure. Although I am looking at a person crying, I find the depiction cruel. What is happening?

The face is the locus of identity—the place on the body to which we give our attention. We do not recognize people by their hands and feet, even those intimate to us. Infants only hours old can imitate the facial expressions of adults, although they do not know what or whom they are looking at and will not be able to recognize their own images in the mirror for many months to come. Babies seem to have a visual-motor-sensory awareness of the other person’s face, what some researchers have called a “like-me” response that results in imitation, also referred to as “primary intersubjectivity.” A friend of mine, the philosopher Maria Brincker, who is working on theories of mirroring, was musing aloud to her six-year-old daughter, Oona, about infant imitation.

“A tiny child can imitate my expressions,” she said. “Isn’t that hard to understand?”

“No, Mom,” said Oona. “That’s easy. The baby has your face.”

To some degree at least, while we are looking at someone in life, in a photograph, or in a painting, we have her face. The face we perceive supplants our own. Maurice Merleau-Ponty understood this as human intercorporeality, which is not gained through self-conscious analogy but is immediately present in our perception.7 Exactly when gender recognition comes about in development is not clear, although research seems to show an ability in infants only six months old to distinguish between male and female faces and voices.8 Of course, there are also many nonessential cues—length of hair, dress, makeup, etc. But my apprehension and reading of Picasso’s canvas participates in a dyadic reality, my I and the you of the canvas. The figure before me is not naturalistic. How do I even know it’s a woman? I read her hair, her eyelashes, the scallops of her handkerchief, the rounded line of one visible breast as feminine. The weeping woman is only paint, and yet the corners of my mouth move as a motor-sensory echo of the face before me.

The weeping woman is an image of wholly externalized grief. Compare this canvas to the neoclassical painting from 1923 of Picasso’s first wife, Olga Khokhlova, which conveys the stillness of a statue, a serene object that nevertheless seems to harbor a hidden interiority and the suggestion of thoughtfulness, or to Nude Standing by the Sea (1929), in which recognition of this comical thing as person relies on the suggestion of legs, arms, and buttocks. Two absurd cones—allusions to breasts—inscribe its femininity, as does its posture—odalisque-like, an Ingres nude turned grotesque. No measuring of limbs necessary. In the former, the illusion of realism allows me to project an inner life onto the representation, what Warburg called “mimetic intensification as subjective action.”9 In the latter, no such projection is possible. The “like-me” exchange is fundamentally disturbed. This person-thing is a not-I.

My feeling for the weeping woman is more complex, somewhere between subjective engagement and objectifying distance. The perspective of the woman’s face is wrenched. I see a nose and agonized mouth in profile, but with both eyes and both nostrils also in view, which creates the paradox of a paralyzed shudder—the heaving motion of sobs as a head moves back and forth. The tears are mapped as two black lines with small bulbous circles beneath. The violet, blues, and somber browns and blacks are the culturally coded colors of sorrow in the West. We sing the blues and wear black for mourning. And the handkerchief she holds to her face evokes a waterfall. The black lines of its folds remind me of more tears, a torrent of tears. But she is also an alien. The visible hand she holds out, with its thumb and two fingers, has nails that resemble both knives and talons. There is a dangerous quality to this grief, as well as something faintly ridiculous. Notice: her ear is on backward.

Art history always tells a story. The question is: How to tell the story? And how does telling the story affect my looking at and reading of the painting?

The Story of the Girls

I know that I am looking at a picture of Dora Maar, the artist and intellectual, whose haunting photographs are among my favorite Surrealist images. Her extraordinary photo Père Ubu, which was included in the London International Surrealist Exhibition in 1936, embodies for me the very idea of the gentle monster. I know, too, that she had an affair with Picasso and that the standard Picasso narrative now includes the women with whom he was sexually involved, often called his “muses,” part of the canon of Picasso’s periods and styles. Over and over, he depicted an artist before his easel, brush in hand, with a naked woman as model. Picasso’s link between sexual desire and art is obsessively presented in the work itself.

In the Picasso literature, which is vast, these women are almost always referred to by their first names: Fernande, Olga, Marie-Thérèse, Dora, etc. The art historians and biographers have appropriated the artist’s intimacy with them, but the painter is rarely, if ever, Pablo, unless the reference is to him as a child—a small but telling sign of the condescension inherent in this art historical framing of a life’s work. John Richardson is exemplary. In his three-volume biography of Picasso, the women in the artist’s life all go by first names. And Gertrude Stein, the great American writer and friend, but not lover, of Picasso, is repeatedly called “Gertrude.”10 Intimate male friends (famous or obscure) always merit surnames. I am fascinated that no one I have read seems to have noticed that the literature on Picasso continually turns grown-up women into girls.

The War Story

Picasso painted Maar as a weeper several times in 1937, the year of the April bombing of the Basque region Guernica in Spain, an event that prompted Picasso’s harrowing painting by the same name. The canvases of the weeping women are therefore often read as part of an outraged response to the Spanish Civil War. She also did the series of photographs documenting the progress of the work.

The Cruel Love Story

According to Françoise Gilot, Picasso described Maar’s image as an inner vision. “For me she is the weeping woman. For years I’ve painted her in tortured forms, not through sadism, not through pleasure, either; just obeying a vision that forced itself on me. It was the deep reality, not the superficial one.”11 During one of Maar’s early encounters with Picasso, he watched her play the knife game at a café, repeatedly stabbing the spaces between her splayed fingers. Inevitably she missed, cut herself, and bled. As the story goes, Picasso asked for the gloves she had removed and displayed them in a vitrine in his apartment. In 1936, he drew Maar as a beautiful harpy, her head on a bird’s body. Picasso’s biographers have cast their subject’s misogyny and sadism in various lights, but none of them doubts that his fear, cruelty, and ambivalence found their way onto his canvases. Perhaps this was most succinctly stated by Angela Carter: “Picasso liked cutting up women.”12

The tearful woman with her weapon-like fingernails clearly has multiple dream-like associations: war, grief, sadistic pleasure. They are all there in the weeping woman.

Ideas become part of our perceptions, but we are not always conscious of them.

The story of art is continually being revised by art movements, by money and collectors, by “definitive” museum shows, by new concerns, discoveries, and ideologies that alter the telling of the past. Every story yokes together disparate elements in time, and every story, by its very nature, leaps over a lot.

The Grand Narrative of Modernism and Its Kinks

The name “Picasso” is instantly recognizable to many people all over the world as a sign of modern art. “Picasso” has come to signify a heroic myth of greatness—an agonistic narrative of influences and stylistic revolutions—that coincides with a sequence of women and their consequent ouster from favor: Picasso as Henry VIII. Willem de Kooning called Picasso “the man to beat,” as if art were a fistfight, a fitting metaphor in the New York world of Abstract Expressionism, in which a simmering nervousness that painting itself might be a pursuit for “sissies” resulted in a kind of broad parody of the American cowboy and tough-guy hero, perfectly embodied in the media image of a swaggering, brawling Jackson Pollock. But women, too, played the game. Joan Mitchell was revolted by what she regarded as “lady” art, but at the time, her work, always respected, was a side story to the larger drama. Not until after her death would her art find the recognition it deserved. Elaine de Kooning painted sexualized images of men in the 1950s in reaction to the prevailing mood. She said, “I wanted to paint men as sex objects,”13 but she too was and remains marginalized. Louise Bourgeois was making astounding work, but until she was seventy, it, too, did not belong to history. The reiterated art historical narrative goes like this: When Pollock died in a car crash, it left de Kooning the undisputed “king” of modern art in the United States, the biggest boy of all the big boys. But even de Kooning would suffer critical barbs for not giving up the figure and conforming to the dictates of a new canon that allowed no nods to representation.

Max Beckmann does not fit well into this grand narrative. He is an open question, a hole in the story. Although, like Picasso and de Kooning, he was prodigiously gifted very young, was recognized and became famous, he never fit neatly into the macho narrative of the modern assault on tradition that continually led to new forms. He could not be pressed into an ism. Before the First World War, in his 1912 “Thoughts on Timely and Untimely Art,” he fought against Fauvism, Cubism, and Expressionism as “feeble and overly aesthetic.”14 He derided the new movements in art as decorative and feminine and opposed them to the masculinity and depth of Germanic art. Beckmann criticized “Gauguin wallpapers, Matisse fabrics,” and “Picasso chessboards,”15 linking the artists to home decorating, to domestic rather than public space. For Beckmann, flatness and prettiness, Picasso’s art included, were girly, but his telling of the tale would not win the day.

In a 1931 essay for an exhibition of German painting and sculpture that included Beckmann, Alfred H. Barr, director of the Museum of Modern Art in New York, described German art as “very different” from French and American art:

Most German artists are romantic, they seem to be less interested in form and style as ends in themselves and more in feeling, in emotional values and even in moral, religious, social and philosophical considerations. German art is not pure art . . . they frequently confuse art with life.16

This passage is nothing if not peculiar. Barr’s discomfort is palpable. As Karen Lang points out, for Barr the emotional, religious, social, and philosophical are “impurities.”17 What does this mean? In 1931, there has to have been political anxiety at work. In Barr’s famous catalogue cover for the 1936 exhibition Cubism and Abstract Art at MoMA (the year before the Nazis’ Degenerate Art exhibition in Berlin with Beckmann in it), German artists have vanished, and modern art is depicted as a cross-functional flowchart, a diagram first used by industrial engineers in the 1920s. Complete with arrows and “swim lanes” and labeled with various “isms,” it presented modern art to the public as a bizarre algorithm of cause and effect, a reductive formula, as if to say, Look! It’s scientific.

The hierarchy is old. Barr’s use of the words “style” and “purity,” and his abstract flowchart, stand in for the intellect, reason, and cleanliness, “romantic” and “emotion” for the body and figure and corporeal mess, where the boundaries between inside and outside may begin to blur. Intellect codes as male; body as female (the ultimate expulsion from a body happens in birth, after all). Manly culture and science are opposed to chaotic womanly nature. But for Beckmann the emphasis on style and form over meaning, over raw emotion, was precisely the force that feminized and emasculated art, a fey reliance on surfaces, which he regarded as female frippery. Depending on one’s cultural point of view, what was coded as masculine and feminine changed. It all depended on how you articulated your binary opposition woman/man and how you told the story. What on earth does Barr mean by saying that Germans confused art and life? Surely, he was not saying that Germans thought artworks were living bodies. How could art come from anything but life? The dead do not make it. Form cannot be separated from meaning in painting, and meaning cannot be extricated from the viewer’s feelings as he or she looks at a work of art.

Beckmann’s Carnival Mask, Green, Violet, and Pink (Columbine) was painted during the last year of his life, 1950, in the United States. Like many German artists and intellectuals, he became an exile. What am I seeing? I feel a powerful presence, imperious, forbidding, and masked. But I could bathe in the colors—luminous pinks and purples against the black. I am not struck by a single emotion but have mingled feelings—attraction, a touch of awe, and something of the excitement I feel the moment the curtain opens when I go to the theater. I am drawn to the face as usual to try to read it, but I cannot find one emotion there as in the Picasso. She seems to be looking at me, cool, disdainful perhaps, or maybe merely indifferent. Her right hand holds a cigarette, her left, a carnival hat. Her open thighs with their black stockings are oversized, as if foregrounded, which creates the sensation that she looms above me. I have a child’s point of view. On the stool in front of her are five cards with oblique images on them. The defining black line of one rectangle crosses the black paint that defines her thigh.

It is easy to read this canvas as an archetype of feminine mystery and sexuality, as yet another edition of woman as other, and there is something to this, of course. This late picture does not champion “depth.” Beckmann’s pictures became shallower after the First World War, and he was certainly influenced by the very movements he criticized, by Picasso, in particular, but I am interested in my unease and puzzlement as a spectator. The themes of masquerade, carnival, commedia dell’arte, the circus, masks, and masking return in Beckmann. Carnival is the world upside down, the topsy-turvy realm of inversions and reversals, in which the mask serves as not only disguise but revelation. Political power and authority are turned into pathetic jokes; sexual desire runs rampant. The bourgeois Beckmann was the author of the fiercely ironic treatise “The Social Stance of the Artist by the Black Tightrope Walker” (1927). “The budding genius,” he wrote, “must learn above all else to respect money and power.”18 As a medic in the First World War, Beckmann saw the world upside down or inside out. In a 1915 letter, he wrote of a wounded soldier, “Horrible, the way you could suddenly look right through his face, somewhere near the left eye, as if it were a broken porcelain pitcher.”19 The inversions are in the art. So many of his paintings can literally be turned upside down without losing their form, as if they are intended to be hung up upside down and sideways. A good example is The Journey on a Fish, with its male and female masks, a woman’s for the man, a man’s for the woman. Gender interplay. Switching roles.

Why Letters to a Woman Painter?

She is nobody real. Jay A. Clarke notes that Beckmann uses his aesthetic statement to insult women painters as easily distracted, shallow creatures who gaze at their own nail polish.20 This is true. In Beckmann’s writing about art, femininity signifies superficial. And yet, why give advice to a woman painter? He was hardly a feminist. Man and woman, Adam and Eve are poles, often pitted in a struggle in his paintings. But Beckmann’s exhortations in the letters are both serious and passionate. His imaginary woman painter seems like nothing so much as his stubborn artistic self, another high-wire walker who must depend on “balance,” resisting both the “thoughtless imitation of nature” and “sterile abstraction.”21 She is Beckmann’s mask: woman’s for man’s. A carnivalesque reversal: upside down, inside out, top to bottom, as M. M. Bakhtin would argue in his book on Rabelais. Look at Columbine. And then look at the many self-portraits of Beckmann: cigarette in hand, staring enigmatically out at the viewer. The cigarette switches hands—sometimes left, sometimes right. Beckmann was right-handed, but he also depicted himself mirrored, another reversal of the self.

I think the magisterial Columbine has Beckmann’s face or, rather, the face of that inner self that merges with the visible world and is seen inside out. Maybe he was painting the woman in himself. Ironically, she is far more confident and impenetrable than Beckmann’s last true self-portrait of the same year, in which he is at once poignant and clownish and, for the first time, is seen sucking on his cigarette rather than using it as an elegant prop.

De Kooning’s Women created a stir at the Sidney Janis Gallery in 1953. Clement Greenberg called them “savage dissections.” Another critic saw them as “a savage sado-masochistic drama of painting as a kind of intercourse.”22 “Savage” is the operative word, it seems. The canvases still upset people. In his introductory essay to the 2011 de Kooning retrospective at MoMA, John Elderfield tells us that the question of misogyny in the Woman paintings “depended and still depends on how the subject and the pictorial language are understood to relate to each other.” In this explication there is no unified perception of the canvas but two rival parts of it that will answer the problem of woman hating. This is rather like Barr’s distinction of style and form versus emotion and “life.” Elderfield goes on to speak of “muscled, masculine strokes—angry strokes that reflect an inner turmoil” and claims that these manly swipes at the canvas are responsible for “the charge of misogyny—and have also invited the consideration of whether this charge is mistaken.”23 (Elderfield seems to beg the question by using the adjective “masculine,” without irony, as a synonym for “power.”) In all events, Elderfield is wrong. The shock in the viewer does not come from brawny paint strokes in relation to the figure but from her or his immediate perception of someone with a face—a variously grinning, snarling, monstrous woman on a canvas made from strokes that create an illusion of hectic motion. And she looks crazy.

What am I seeing? The women are big, scary, and loony. Most of them are smiling. Woman II’s grinning mouth is slashed from the rest of her face. She has huge eyes (like a cartoon character’s), enormous breasts, and meaty arms, and her thighs are parted, open like Beckmann’s Columbine. Her hands resemble claws, talons, knives, reminiscent of Picasso’s weeping woman. One hand is in the vicinity of what should be her sex. No genitalia visible. Is she masturbating? The boundaries of her body are ill defined, figure and ground mix. She merges into the environment. The colors are complex. Reds, pinks, and oranges predominate on and near the body. Her throat is slashed by red, pink, and white. She’s a wild woman who won’t keep still. After I have looked at her for a while, I am less afraid. She becomes more comic. She looks good sideways, if not upside down. She is a sexed-up, charged-up, big-bodied carnival woman. Woman III has a penis, a gray-black pointed erection right at her crotch. No one I have read has commented on this, but it’s pretty obvious. In a pastel and charcoal from 1954, Two Women, the phalluses are again present—one a huge codpiece like those from an Aristophanes comedy. A couple of hermaphrodites on parade? The irritating woman in de Kooning? The man in the woman? An image of heterosexual coupling? A touch of the homoeroticism that de Kooning defended himself against? The womanly man? Mixing and mingling genders? All of the above?

These weird beings remind me of my presleep visions and of my vivid dreams, when one grotesque face and body blends into another, when one sex becomes another in the brilliant carnival of altered consciousness.

The women from this series are far fiercer than those that came before or after. Look at the goony grinning person of The Visit with her legs open. You can almost hear her giggling, but she does not inspire fear, awe, or shock. Woman II is potent, fertile, and potentially violent.

Julia Kristeva wrote, “One of the most accurate representations of creation, that is, of artistic practice, is the series of paintings by de Kooning entitled Women: savage, explosive, funny and inaccessible creatures in spite of the fact that they have been massacred by the artist. But what if they had been created by a woman? Obviously she would have had to deal with her own mother, and therefore with herself, which is a lot less funny.”24

Kristeva acknowledges the power of de Kooning’s works and wonders what would have happened if a woman had painted them. A woman, she claims, would have to identify with the woman as her mother and as herself. Does this identification become a kind of mourning that prevents comedy? Must we say, She is I or she is not I? Either/or? The mother is powerful and, in her power, frightening for all infants—male or female. Every child must separate from its mother. But boys can use their difference to pull away from that dependence in a way girls often can’t. For Kristeva, sexual identification complicates de Kooning’s images.

In their biography of de Kooning, Mark Stevens and Annalyn Swan describe the artist’s last meeting with his mother in Amsterdam, not long before she died. He described his mother as “a trembling little old bird.” And then, after he had left her, he said, “That’s the person I feared most in the world.”25 Cornelia Lassooy beat her son when he was a child.

We were all inside our mothers’ bodies once. We were all infants once, and then our mothers were huge. We suckled milk from their breasts. We don’t remember any of it, but our motor-sensory, emotional-perceptual learning begins long before our conscious memories. It begins even before birth, and we are shaped by it, and then by the myriad symbolic associations that come with language and culture and a gendered life that cuts the world in half and inscribes a border between us, as if we were more different than the same.

I don’t know how to tell a single story about these fantasy women, these loved and hated and irritating and frightening figments on canvas. I can only make a fragmented argument. But then, every story and every argument is partial. So much is always missing. I know that as an artist, I resist every suffocating categorical box that divides content and form, emotion and reason, body and mind, woman and man, as well as every narrative that turns art into a history of epic masculine rivalries. We are all creatures of these deep chasms and choking myths, and Picasso’s, Beckmann’s, and de Kooning’s imaginary beings partake of them as well. But with paintings, when you look hard and keep looking, every once in a while you may begin to suffer a feeling of vertigo, and that is a sign that the world may be turning upside down.



Balloon Magic



ON November 12, 2013, an anonymous person bought Jeff Koons’s Balloon Dog (Orange) for $58.4 million at a Christie’s auction. The twelve-foot stainless steel sculpture looks like the balloons twisted into animal shapes by clowns hired for children’s birthday parties, only much bigger and harder. I will confess at the outset of this essay that if I had many millions of dollars to spend, I would buy art, including work by living artists (both famous and obscure), but I wouldn’t purchase a Koons, not because the work has no interest for me—it does—but because I don’t think I would want to live with his art. The experience of art is always a dynamic relation between the viewer and the thing seen. My dialogue with Koons’s work is not lively enough to sustain a long relationship. Anonymous, however, for reasons we cannot know and can only guess at, felt the money was well spent.

The value of a work of visual art today has nothing to do with the cost of its materials, nor does its price reflect the time of an artist’s labor—whether the work was created over the course of a year or dashed off in a few moments. Jeff Koons has all of his work fabricated by others, people he no doubt pays well for their expertise. Buying art is not like buying a car or a handbag, however inflated the price of those goods may be. The money paid for a painting, sculpture, or installation is determined by how the work is perceived in the context of a particular buyer’s world. And perception is a complex phenomenon. Our brains are not cameras or recording devices. Visual perception is active and shaped by both conscious and unconscious forces. Expectation is crucial to perceptual experience, and what to expect about how the world works is learned, and once something is learned well, it becomes unconscious.

Even people with little interest in art have digested the fact that the name “Rembrandt” is a signifier of artistic greatness. If a museum discovers that its Rembrandt painting is, in fact, not by Rembrandt but by a follower or cohort of the master, the value of the picture plummets. The thing itself remains the same. What has changed is its contextual status, which is not objectively measurable but rather an atmospheric quality produced by the object in the mind of the viewer. The curators may send the canvas to the basement or let it hang with its new attribution. The viewer—let us call him Mr. Y—who once stared at the work with admiration begins to see its inferiority to a “real” Rembrandt. Mr. Y is neither a hypocrite nor a buffoon. Even though the painting has not been altered, Mr. Y’s apprehension of the canvas has. The picture is missing a crucial, if fictional, component: the enchantment of greatness.

In a widely publicized experiment, the neuro-economist Hilke Plassmann at Caltech discovered (or rather rediscovered) that the same wine tastes better when the price tag reads ninety dollars rather than ten dollars. “Price makes us feel a wine tastes better,” Plassmann explains, “but that’s a cognitive bias that arises from computations in the brain that tell me to expect it to be better, and then shape my experience so that it does, indeed, taste better.” Plassmann’s experiment involved fMRI scans of her subjects’ brains. Although her explanation is at once reductive and crude—no psychological state, including bias, can be neatly reduced to “brain computations,” nor are neural networks in a position to “tell” anyone anything. The brain is not a speaking subject. Our Mr. Y is a subject. Mr. Y’s brain is an organ in his body crucially involved in, but not sufficient to, his perceptual experience. Nevertheless, the larger point that may be extrapolated from Plassmann’s experiment and countless others, which often remains unsaid, is instructive: There is no pure sensation of anything, not in feeling pain, not in tasting wine, and not in looking at art. All of our perceptions are contextually coded, and that contextual coding does not remain outside us in the environment but becomes a psycho-physiological reality within us, which is why a famous name attached to a painting literally makes it look better.

The famous name “Jeff Koons” is not a signifier of greatness, certainly not yet, but rather of art celebrity and of money itself. Money, after all, is a fiction founded on a collective agreement through which exchanges are made possible in the world. Paper or plastic bills have no inherent worth: we simply agree that they do. The large orange dog may serve Anonymous as a gleaming talisman of his own wealth and power. When he looks at its reflective surface, he literally sees himself. (My assumption is that Anonymous is a man. In this, I could, of course, be wrong, but men who pay astronomical prices for art outnumber women.) Koons, who was a commodities broker on Wall Street for six years, is well versed in the fact that belief and rumor fuel speculation in the market and push prices skyward. In the art world, “buzz” and the media generated by it kick-start speculative buying. In an interview, Koons said, “I believe in advertisement and media completely. My art and my personal life are based on it.” As with many of Koons’s statements, this one is obscure, if not oxymoronic. How can a personal life be based on advertisement and media? Wouldn’t that by definition make it impersonal? Perhaps Koons is acknowledging he is a celebrity and therefore lives a good deal of his life as a third-person character, Jeff Koons: he himself is a commodity traded on the art market.

Anonymous paid $58.4 million not just for Balloon Dog, the object, but for an object that carries with it the Koons celebrity mythos, the audacious bad-boy, super-rich artist-entrepreneur of the moment, whose often sumptuous work celebrates the banal and the kitsch with blockbuster appeal, an art-world version of an American aesthetic familiar from Hollywood and Las Vegas extravaganzas, the gaudy delights of Esther Williams and Liberace boiled down to a thing. It is not surprising that one of Koons’s best-known works is a ceramic sculpture of Michael Jackson and his chimpanzee.

The person who buys hugely expensive art always indulges in a fantasy of personal enhancement. The collector who buys Gerhard Richter, another wildly expensive living artist (whose work I love and have written about), may pay vast amounts for reasons similar to the ones that prompted Anonymous to bid for Dog. In his chapter on the self in Principles of Psychology (1890), William James writes, “In its widest possible sense, however, a man’s Self is the sum total of all he CAN call his, not only his body and his psychic powers, but his clothes and his house, his wife and children, his ancestors and friends, his reputation and works, his lands and horses, and yacht and bank-account. All these things give him the same emotions. If they wax and prosper, he feels triumphant; if they dwindle and die away, he feels cast down,—not necessarily in the same degree for each thing, but in much the same way for all.”

The boundaries of the self (or a form of the self) expand in ownership, and this may explain, at least in part, why art by men is more expensive than art by women. It is not only the fact that most collectors are men. There are many important women in the art world who run galleries, for example, and they also show mostly male artists. In New York City during the last ten years, around 80 percent of all solo shows have been by men. When self-enhancement through art objects is at stake, a largely unconscious bias, not unlike the one hidden in the wine sippers, is at work when it comes to art made by a woman. The highest price paid for a work by a post–Second World War artist was for a Rothko canvas—$86.9 million, which is far more than the highest price paid for a woman (a Louise Bourgeois spider was sold for $10.7 million). The taint of the feminine and its myriad metaphorical associations affect all art, not just visual art. Little, soft, weak, emotional, sensitive, domestic, and passive are opposed to the masculine qualities big, hard, strong, cerebral, tough, public, and aggressive. There are many men with the former qualities and many women with the latter, and most of us are blends of both.

The attributes associated with the two sexes are culturally determined, often registered in us subliminally rather than consciously, and they squeeze and denigrate women far more than men. Indeed, both Rothko and Bourgeois were highly sensitive, troubled, emotional, egotistical people whose characters mingled both classically feminine and masculine qualities. Of the two, Bourgeois was clearly the stronger and, according to the adjectival lists mentioned above, the more “masculine” personality. Rothko killed himself; Bourgeois fought on, working furiously (in all senses of the word) until she died at age ninety-eight. But even in terms of their work, it is hard to characterize either one as masculine or feminine. I think Bourgeois is the greater artist, more innovative, more intelligent, more forceful, and, in the long run, a better investment than either Koons or Rothko. (My opinion.)

In his acerbic and astute 1984 essay “Art and Money,” the late Robert Hughes wrote about the cost of art after 1960, the soaring prices of that moment, and the confidence needed for their continuing ascent. “This confidence feeds and is fed by a huge and complicated root-system in scholarship, criticism, journalism, PR, and museum policy. And it cannot be allowed to falter or lapse, because of the inherently irrational nature of art as a commodity.” Hughes’s essay was prescient: “Nobody of intelligence in the art world believes this boom can go on forever.” It didn’t. The stock market crash of 1987 would have a delayed effect on the art market, which tanked in 1990. Up one day, down the next. So is enthusiastic investing in art similar to tulip mania or dot-com hysteria or the gleeful no-end-to-easy-money that predated the 2008 crash? Yes and no. If an artwork is merely an object bought in the hope that its price will rise so that it can be turned around to huge profit, then the thing is no different from a pork belly bought and sold on the futures market. The investor’s connection to pork bellies is one of winning and losing, of fattening himself or herself with more money. The dead hog’s body part is a pure and abstract commodity; the lives of the pigs involved play no role whatsoever in the gamble.

What distinguishes an artwork from a pork belly is not only that the former’s value is entirely arbitrary. It is that whatever its price in dollars or pounds or yuan, the thing that hangs on the wall or stands on the floor or is mounted from the ceiling holds within it the traces of one living human being’s intentional creative act for another, seen in the tracks of a brushstroke, in the witty juxtapositions of objects or forms, or in a complex idea or emotion represented in one way or another. Art isn’t dead the way a chair or pork belly is dead. It is enlivened and animated in the relation between the spectator and the work. The extraordinary experiences I have had looking at works of art—old, new, priceless, expensive, and downright cheap—have always taken the form of animated internal dialogues between me and them.

If one day Balloon Dog’s value bursts and shrivels in a Koons crash, we can only hope that Anonymous has an ongoing relationship with his orange pooch that can sustain the inevitable inflations and deflations of all speculative markets. In fact, a balloon serves as a nice metaphor for the lessons of history: you blow and you blow and you blow, and the thing gets larger and larger and larger still, and in your excitement you forget the laws of physics, and you begin to believe that your balloon is like no other balloon in the world—there is no limit to its size. And then, it pops.



My Louise Bourgeois



WHEN Emily Dickinson read about the death of George Eliot in the newspaper, she wrote the following sentence in a letter to her cousins: “The look of the words as they lay in the print I shall never forget. Not their face in the casket could have had the eternity to me. Now, my George Eliot.” In 1985, the American poet Susan Howe published My Emily Dickinson, a book of remarkable scholarship, insight, and wit that called upon Dickinson’s personal tribute to Eliot for its title. I am continuing this tradition of ownership by using the first-person possessive pronoun to claim another great artist, Louise Bourgeois, as mine. She is, of course, also your Louise Bourgeois. But that is my point. My L.B. and yours may well be relatives, but it is unlikely they are identical twins.

I have long argued that the experience of art is made only in the encounter between spectator and art object. The perceptual experience of art is literally embodied by and in the viewer. We are not the passive recipients of some factual external reality but rather actively creating what we see through the established patterns of the past, learned patterns so automatic they have become unconscious. In other words, we bring ourselves with our pasts to artworks, selves and pasts, which include not just our sensitivity and brilliance but our biases and blind spots as well. The objective qualities of a work—for example, Cell (Eyes and Mirrors), made of marble, mirrors, steel, and glass—come to life in the viewer’s eyes, but that vision is also a form of memory, of well-established perceptual habits. There is no perception without memory. But good art surprises us. Good art reorients our expectations, forces us to break the pattern, to see in a new way.

I have further insisted that we do not treat artworks the way we treat forks or chairs. As soon as a fork or chair or mirror is imported into a work of art, it is qualitatively different from the fork in your drawer or the chair in your living room or the mirror in your bathroom because it carries the traces of a living consciousness and unconsciousness, and it is invested with that being’s vitality. A work of art is always part person. Therefore the experience of art is interpersonal or intersubjective. In art, the relation established is between a person and a part-person-part-thing. It is never between a person and just a thing. It is the aliveness we give to art that allows us to make powerful emotional attachments to it.

My Louise Bourgeois is not just what I make of her works, not just my own analyses of their sinuous, burgeoning meanings, but rather the Louise Bourgeois who is now part of my bodily self in memory, both conscious and unconscious, who in turn has mutated into the forms of my own work, part of the strange transference that takes place between artists. I borrow the psychoanalytic word “transference” because Bourgeois would have understood it. Psychoanalysis not only fascinated her as a discipline, it became a way of life. She began her psychoanalysis with Dr. Henry Lowenfeld in New York in 1953. It ended with his death in 1985. In 1993, she denied her analysis in an interview.

“Have you been in analysis yourself?”

“No,” answers L.B., “but I have spent a lifetime in self-improvement—self-analysis, which is the same thing.”

In the transference, the analyst takes on the guise of an important other for the patient—usually the first beloveds, the parents. For L.B., it would have been mother, father, and siblings, all characters in the childhood drama she offered up to us in her writing, writing that is part of my Louise Bourgeois. She is a marvelous writer, a writer of sharp, lucid observations about life and art. Her art itself, however, both displaced and replaced her life story.

Transference is a complex concept, and it took time before Freud understood that it was an ordinary part of all human relations and that it went both ways. It wasn’t merely a matter of the patient projecting onto the analyst. The analyst had his or her own countertransference. Even when the patient was responding to the analyst as if to his mother, the transference had, Freud decided, the character of “genuine love.” And, I might add, genuine hate. Love is the cure, but hate is often part of the process.

“As I grow older,” Louise Bourgeois wrote, “the problems I see are not only more intricate but more interesting . . . The problems that I’m interested in are more directed toward other people than toward ideas or objects. The final achievement is really communication with a person. And I fail to get there.” Bourgeois was a master of statements at once pithy and enigmatic, a spinner of her own personal myth of origin, a story of the family romance, of betrayal in childhood, a tale that hides as much as it reveals. But the words “communication with a person” situate her work squarely in a dialogical mode; that is, she speaks to the reality that art is always made for the other, an imaginary other, it is true, but an other nevertheless. Art is a reaching toward, a bid to be seen and understood and recognized by another. It involves a form of transference.

This is from a stash of writing about her psychoanalysis found in 2008, two years before her death.

To Lowenfeld this

seems to be the

basic problem

It is my aggression

that I am afraid

of

Yes. That is a neat summary. The doctor knew it. The patient knew it. They spent thirty years working through it. Aggression is especially a horror for girls. Not just in the olden days of L.B.’s childhood, but now. Girls are still meant to be nicer and better behaved than boys, to hide their hate and aggression, which is not so easy to do, so it seeps out into forms of sly cruelty. Only rarely do girls indulge themselves in the fistfight or the brawl. But the grown-up Louise used her fear and her rage to articulate a ferocious dialectic of biting and kissing, of slapping and caressing, of murder and resurrection. There are needles in the bed. There are cuts, wounds, and mutilations in the figures and the objects. There are fabrics stitched together, written upon, repaired. The work is the site of a struggle I feel as a viewer, a visceral experience of the artist’s war with and love for the materials themselves, yielding fabrics and threads, yes, but also resistant marble and steel and glass. And every mental image I retain from the Cells, every room and every object in those rooms, gives way to multiple interpretations and to emotions that shuttle between poles—from calm to fury, from tenderness to violence. But the movement is in the viewer. The works themselves are cages of stillness and silence. They are sacred spaces, spaces that evoke memory rather than immediate perception. We can only see the cells now with our eyes, but it is as if we are looking at the past, at mental imagery, not at real things. There is genius in this, and a touch of magic.

Bourgeois once said making art is active, not passive. Another time she insisted that all artists are passive. She quoted the psychoanalyst Ernst Kris as saying that “inspiration is the regression of the active into the passive.” She said she resisted the Surrealist idea of artwork as dream work because dreams are passive. They happen to you. For L.B., it is rarely either/or; it is usually both-and. Hers is the Janus face. But her process of making art was, I think, to quote Freud, about Erinnern, Wiederholen und Durcharbeiten. Remembering, repeating, and working through. Passive and active. She openly stated that her work turned on the drama of Louise, the girl: “My childhood has never lost its magic, it has never lost its mystery, and it has never lost its drama.” What are we to make of the telling and the writing and the stories of her childhood? What about the mistress her father took, whom she hated, the young Englishwoman who was Louise’s governess and the father’s lover? What about her mother’s passive tolerance of that mistress? The old French game. The man has permission. The woman does not. What about her mother’s death? And then her father’s death? Both deaths ravaged the psyche.

All this telling has given L.B. a title: Confessional Artist. Woman stripped naked. But remember this: She first told the story in Artforum in 1982. She was seventy years old. She had been in analysis for three decades, talking and telling and searching and working through the origins of her pain. After years of artistic obscurity, she became suddenly and finally famous as an old woman with a show at the Museum of Modern Art. Lionized, feted, in the limelight at last, Louise Bourgeois took firm control of her artistic narrative and never let go of it. Her adult life, her husband, her children, her analysis, and much else remained in the shadows. The appearance of telling all allowed other worlds to stay secret.

My Louise Bourgeois is complex, brilliant, contradictory, fiercely direct at times, but also discreet. She wears a veil. Sometimes she wears a mask. Her power lies not in confession but in a visual vocabulary of ambiguity, an ambiguity so potent, it becomes suspense. The Cells are not blunt statements. They are indistinct murmurs. They are great because they are irreducible. The narratives and commentaries L.B. created for these works are like musical accompaniments, but they are not codes or explanations. She knew this. When her compulsively quotable analyses of her own works are put together, they create not a synthesis but clusters of antitheses. They are the ejaculations of a quick mind, interested above all in its own contents. We must also recognize this: She was a shrewd orchestrator of her own legacy.

Bourgeois’s Cells are made like poems in the visual language of material things, and they startle us because we have not seen them before. They are original. This does not mean there is no history, no sociology, no past in the work, no influences, but rather that Bourgeois had to forge a trajectory for her art from another perspective because, as she said, “The art world belonged to men.” Susan Howe writes about Emily Dickinson, “She built a new poetic form from her fractured sense of being eternally on intellectual borders, where confident masculine voices buzzed an alluring and inaccessible discourse, backward through history into aboriginal anagogy.” Howe sees the problem. “How do I, choosing messages from the code of others in order to participate in the universal theme of Language, pull SHE from all the myriad symbols and sightings of HE?” The task is to find an answering form, one that does not betray the real—the emotional truths of experience. Dickinson stayed home and wrote. Bourgeois stayed home and made sculptures. It was easier to stay hidden, she said, from the world that belonged to the men, but in the end she regarded her period of hiding as “good luck.” She came blasting out into the world at an age Dickinson never lived to be.

“My Life had stood—a Loaded Gun,” wrote Emily Dickinson.

Let me say this. My Louise Bourgeois has stirred up the contents of my own dungeon, the muddy, aromatic, sadistic, and tender underground of dreams and fantasies that are part of every life. But artists are cannibals. We consume other artists, and they become part of us—flesh and bone—only to be spewed out again in our own works. When mingled with Søren Kierkegaard, the seventeenth-century natural philosopher Margaret Cavendish, Mary Shelley’s monster in Frankenstein, Milton’s Satan, and heaven knows whom else, my chewed-up and digested Louise Bourgeois returned in the artist character at the heart of my most recent novel, The Blazing World: Harriet Burden, a.k.a. Harry. To be perfectly honest, I was unaware of the degree to which L.B. had influenced H.B. until I began preparing this piece. The unconscious works in mysterious ways.

An academic introduces the book, my book, which he or she (we do not know the sex of the editor) presents as a compilation of texts written by many people, including Harry herself, which all turn on an experiment in perception Burden called Maskings; three different men act as fronts and show Burden’s work as their own. By the time the editor, I. V. Hess, begins work on the book, Harry is dead. In the introduction, Hess tells the reader that Harry kept notebooks, each one labeled with a letter of the alphabet, every letter except I. The I is missing. This is a passage from the introduction: “Vermeer and Velázquez share V, for example. Louise Bourgeois has her own notebook under L, not B, but L contains digressions on childhood and psychoanalysis.” I wanted to make plain the debt my fictional artist owes to the real artist. But what do they share?

They are both women. L.B. was tiny in stature. Harry is enormous. The real artist and the invented artist are both interested in sexual blur, in undoing the hard lines between the feminine and the masculine. The ambiguous body appeals to them both. Bourgeois made a career of the mingled body, of penis and breast and buttocks and openings and bulbous protrusions that are neither one nor the other, not man, not woman. Bourgeois wrote, “We are all vulnerable in some way, and we are all male-female.” When Burden builds a work with her second “mask,” Phinny, she calls it The Suffocation Rooms. Among the figures is a hermaphrodite creature who climbs out of a box. Both artists are fiercely ambitious. Both are brilliant. They work at their art like maniacs even when they are not recognized for it, but they both desperately want recognition. And they are keenly aware of the fact that women remain marginal in the art world. Maskings is Harry’s grand game about perception and expectation, a play with and on the ironies of being a woman artist.

In 1974, Louise Bourgeois wrote, “A woman has no place as an artist until she proves over and over that she won’t be eliminated.”

Harry Burden writes in a notebook, “I knew . . . that, despite the Guerrilla Girls, it was still better to have a penis. I was over the hill and had never had a penis.”

And then there is the rage, the aggression, and the fear of aggression.

“I have many fears,” Louise Bourgeois said in an interview, “but . . . I find great release in aggressiveness. I do not feel guilty at all—until the next morning. So I am violent and I have fantastic pleasure in breaking everything. I freak out the next day . . . but while it goes on, I enjoy it. I do . . . I try to make myself be forgiven, but at the next provocation it starts all over again.” She said further, “And artists are even worse because artists are greedy on top of that. They want recognition, they want publicity, they want all kinds of ridiculous things.”

Harriet Burden writes in a notebook, “It’s coming up, Harry, the blind and boiling, the insane rage that has been building and building since you walked with your head down and didn’t even know it. You are not sorry any longer, old girl, or ashamed for knocking at the door. It is not shameful to knock, Harry. You are rising up against the patriarchs and their minions, and you, Harry, you are the image of their fear. Medea, mad with vengeance. That little monster has climbed out of the box, hasn’t it? It isn’t nearly grown yet, not nearly grown. After Phinny, there will be one more. There will be three, just as in the fairy tales. Three masks of different hues and countenances, so that the story will have its perfect form. Three masks, three wishes, always three. And the story will have bloody teeth.”

They both take their symbolic revenge on the fathers.

After her husband died, Bourgeois cannibalized her own father in her art, in the great pink, red maw she created and called The Destruction of the Father, a work that is awful and gleeful and faintly comic, too. Her story for the work: she and her brother hated the man’s overbearing and dominant ways and so one day they killed him and gobbled him up. This fury belongs especially to women making art, art of all kinds, because women artists are put into boxes that are hard to climb out of. The box is labeled “woman’s art.” When was the last time you heard anyone talk about a man artist, a man novelist, a man composer? The man is the norm, the rule, the universal. The white man’s box is the whole world. Louise Bourgeois was an artist who made art. “We are all male-female.” All great art is male-female.

The Patriarchs disappoint us. They do not see, and they do not listen. They are often blind and deaf to women, and they strut and boast and act as if we are not there. And they are not always men. They are sometimes women, too, blind to themselves, hating themselves. They are all caught up in the perceptual habits of centuries, in expectations that have come to rule their minds. And these habits are worst for the young woman, who is still thought of as a desirable sexual object because the young, desirable, fertile body cannot be truly serious, cannot be the body behind great art. A young man’s body, on the other hand, the body of Jackson Pollock, is made for greatness. Art hero.

But the aggression, the desire for vengeance created by the overbearing, dominating, and condescending ways of patriarchy can be used and refashioned and made into art, into cells, into rooms that summon in the viewer both prisons and biological bodies, bodies that love and rage, but that escape the actual, mortal body of the artist herself and live on after she is dead. My own Harriet Burden is not really seen until after she is dead. She dies when she is sixty-four. Think if Louise Bourgeois had died at sixty-four instead of ninety-eight. We are lucky she lived so long.

Louise Bourgeois: “The trustees of the Museum of Modern Art were not interested in a young woman coming from Paris. They were not flattered by her attention. They were not interested in her three children . . . They wanted male artists, and they wanted male artists who did not say that they were married . . . It was a court. And the artist buffoons came to the court to entertain, to charm.” Listen to the voice of controlled rage. She speaks of herself in the third person. They wanted nothing to do with that young woman coming from Paris, the young woman she used to be. They were blind to her genius, a genius that was there early, in the works she was making when she was in her thirties, as good as—indeed better than—many of the period’s art heroes.

For the woman it is often better to be old. The old wrinkled face is better suited to the artist who happens to be a woman. The old face does not carry the threat of erotic desire. It is no longer cute. Alice Neel, Lee Krasner, Louise Bourgeois. Recognized old. Joan Mitchell, shot to art heaven after her death. And remember this: The great women are all cheaper than the great men. They come much cheaper.

L.B. made another enigmatic statement: “The inner necessity of the artist to be an artist has everything to do with gender and sexuality. The frustration of the woman artist and her lack of immediate role as an artist in society is a consequence of this necessity, and her powerlessness (even if she is successful) is a consequence of this necessary vocation.” Even if she is successful, she is outside. It is still woman’s art.

My Louise Bourgeois understood the need, the burning compulsion, to translate real experience into passionate symbols. The experience that must be translated is deep and old. It is made of memory, both conscious and unconscious. It is of the body, female and male, male-female, and whether the artworks are made from the letters of the alphabet or from fabric, steel, plaster, glass, stone, lead, or iron, they are vehicles of communication for an imaginary other, the one who will look and listen. “By symbols, I mean things that are your friends but that are not real,” she explained. No, symbols are not real. They are representations. But they are alive inside us nevertheless when we look and when we read. They become us, part of our cellular makeup, part of our bodies and brains. They live on in memory, and sometimes, through the strange convolutions we call imagination, become other works of art.



Anselm Kiefer: The Truth Is Always Gray



MY mother was seventeen when German troops invaded Norway on April 9, 1940. She is almost ninety as I write this, but her memories of the five long years of Nazi occupation remain vivid and painful. In the early fifties, she met my American father in Oslo, married him, and moved to the United States, where she has lived ever since. One afternoon in the late sixties (she cannot remember the exact year), she was driving down a street in the small Minnesota town where we lived and was shocked to see a man walking on the sidewalk in an SS uniform. Trembling with rage, she stopped the car, leaned out the window, and howled at him, “Shame! Shame! Shame!” Whether the man had left a performance wearing his costume or whether he was mad, I do not know, but my mother was deeply shaken by the incident.

I begin with this story because around the same time, a young German artist named Anselm Kiefer staged his own Occupations, in which he posed as a Nazi with his arm raised in a salute to the führer. The response in Germany to the photographs of these demonstrations was outrage. Ambiguous representations of Nazism remain explosive. To enter the myths, pomp, and rhetoric of National Socialism, to try to understand its seductive hold over millions of people is to risk being contaminated by the crime of genocide. In his 1987 essay for a Kiefer exhibition organized by the Art Institute of Chicago and the Philadelphia Museum of Art, Mark Rosenthal quotes Kiefer: “I do not identify with Nero or Hitler . . . but I have to reenact what they did just a little bit in order to understand the madness.”1 Despite Kiefer’s disclaimer, reenactment implies identification, a memorial repetition that brings the past into the spaces of the present.

Writing about the perils of researching Nazism, the Finnish scholar Pauli Pyllkö argues that understanding requires a degree of “re-experiencing . . . at least, pretending that one accepts what one is trying to understand. This willful act of pretending resembles the fictive attitude: one can return from the fictive world to the everyday world, but something alien remains alive in the mind after the return . . . Obviously, this is not a completely innocent or harmless enterprise.”2 The metamorphoses of memory and imagination may leave permanent marks on us.

Attraction mingles with repulsion when the fascinating object in front of us takes on a dangerous appearance. This emotional tug-of-war is part of looking at Anselm Kiefer’s work, which has inspired both love and hatred. The best works of art are never innocuous: they alter the viewer’s perceptual predictions. It is only when the patterns of our vision are disrupted that we truly pay attention and must ask ourselves what we are looking at. Is that a photo of Anselm Kiefer in a Nazi officer’s uniform in Am Rhein? Doesn’t the creased, blurred image also instantly summon Caspar David Friedrich’s Wanderer Above the Sea of Fog (1818), a canvas that gives us the lone male figure of the German Romantic movement? And wasn’t Romanticism revived in Germany in the 1920s? Wasn’t Martin Heidegger part of that second wave with his prophetic, irrational Dasein experience, a philosopher whose Nazi taint has never left him, but whose ideas have been crucial to what is called posthumanist philosophy, which also opposes the rational subject of the Enlightenment? The two Romantic periods merge in Kiefer’s huge work of treated lead. The black-and-white photograph, a token of memory, has been transformed from fragile paper document to massive object, literally leaden with the burdens of the past, as heavy as a huge gravestone.

Kiefer’s work has generated thousands of pages of commentary since it first came to attention and then gained an international audience in 1980 at the Venice Biennale. In scholarly books, as well as popular articles, writers have hoped to make sense of Kiefer’s work in texts that range in tone from extravagant hymns to biting dismissals. The extreme views of Kiefer’s work interest me not so much for their content but because they uncover an ambiguity in the art itself. “The truth is always gray,” the artist once said, citing a platitude that is also a color key.3 There is a lot of gray in Kiefer, both figuratively and literally.

No one writing about the artist has missed his immense themes—his unearthing of historical traumas, especially the Holocaust; his use of imagery and language from several mythical and mystical traditions, including Kabbalah; or his frequent references to alchemy. No one is in doubt about the vast scale of many of his works, which dwarf and overwhelm the viewer. Nor does anyone dispute that Kiefer’s materials—his use of photographs, earth, straw, sand, fabric, ash, and lead on surfaces that are often scarred, scorched, ripped, layered, and violently transformed in one way or another—are thick with intentional meanings. The controversy has turned on what those meanings are. Kiefer’s work calls out to be “read,” like the countless cryptic books he has made and evoked repeatedly throughout his career. Kiefer’s spectator is also a reader of images and texts, a spinner of an associative web that leads her from one meaning to the next, none of which rests easily in a single schemata.

The deep, empty wooden room of Deutschland’s Geisteshelden (1973) is lined with burning torches. Rosenthal identifies the place as a converted schoolhouse Kiefer once used as a studio.4 It is a personal space, one that also recalls Albert Speer’s triumphal Nazi architecture and Norse myth’s Valhalla, which in turn summons Wagner’s Ring cycle and Hitler’s obsession with his music. The heroes are names scrawled on the burlap surface of the painting: Joseph Beuys, Arnold Böcklin, Hans Thoma, Richard Wagner, Caspar David Friedrich, Richard Dehmel, Josef Weinheber, Robert Musil, and Mechthild von Magdeburg.

Although several critics have identified the figures as German, there is one Swiss, Arnold Böcklin, and two twentieth-century Austrians among them, technically German only from the Anschluss in 1938 until the end of the war in 1945: Robert Musil, the great Viennese author of The Man Without Qualities, and Josef Weinheber, a Nazi, eulogized by the anti-Nazi W. H. Auden in a poem. Weinheber committed suicide on April 8, 1945, exactly a month after Kiefer was born, and Mechthild von Magdeburg, the lone woman, was a thirteenth-century ecstatic Christian mystic who described her union with God in passionate sexual imagery. Sabine Eckmann correctly refers to the inscribed names as “German-speaking cultural figures” but then writes that except for Beuys and von Magdeburg, they were all “highly regarded by the regime.”5 In fact, Musil’s books were banned by the Nazis. The poet Richard Dehmel died in 1920 of an injury sustained in the First World War, a conflict he zealously supported. He was accused of publishing obscene and blasphemous works, was charged with those crimes, and was tried in German courts in the 1890s. Dehmel’s name is associated both with torrid eroticism and Germany’s history of suppressing books.

On May 10, 1933, German university students staged torchlight parades around the country and burned twenty-five thousand books deemed un-German, including the works of the poet Heinrich Heine, a Jew who converted to Christianity. In his 1821 play, Almansor, Heine wrote, “Dort, wo man Bücher verbrennt, verbrennt man am Ende auch Menschen.”6 “Where they burn books, they will in the end also burn people” (my translation). These Geisteshelden—the German word Geist means mind, ghost, and spirit—constitute a very private, not public, catalogue of heroes, the nominal inscriptions in a psychic space that is also part of historical memory, one to which Kiefer has access only by crossing a border of mass murder by immolation in crematoria that ended two months after he was born. In the space of the empty schoolroom, the metaphorical and the literal collapse into each other. The living flames of poetic, spiritual-erotic, and musical expression preserved in books, paintings, and compositions are irretrievably bound up with the actual burnings of books and people. The personal, the historical, and the mythical mingle to create a dialogical, darkly ironic tension in a canvas of unseen ghosts. It is representational and nonrepresentational at once.

Lisa Saltzman is surely right that Kiefer is haunted by Theodor Adorno’s famous dictum that to write poetry after Auschwitz is “barbaric” and that Kiefer’s work struggles with iconoclasm.7 To represent the death camps is not possible. Films and photographs exist as documentary records of the horror, but these cannot make art. It is interesting to note that Gerhard Richter’s Atlas, his compilation of hundreds of photographs over many years, includes pictures from the death camps, pictures Richter called “unpaintable.”8 Richter is thirteen years older than Kiefer, a man who, like my mother, has specific memories of the war. Kiefer has none. Not a participant in but an heir to the crimes of the parents, especially fathers, he and his generation were creatures of Germany’s aftermath—a country that had been bombed to rubble and was populated by citizens unable to speak of their Nazi pasts.

How does one speak of or configure this historical memory? Paul Celan, a Romanian Jew, grew up speaking several languages but wrote in German. His parents were sent to Nazi labor camps in the Ukraine in 1942. His father died of typhoid, and a Nazi officer shot and killed his mother when she was too weak to work. Kiefer’s turn to and use of Celan’s poetry is a search for a language, at once poetic and visual. Edmond Jabès wrote, “In Heidegger’s Germany, there is no place for Paul Celan,”9 and yet, the reality is complex. We know that Celan objected to Adorno’s pamphlet against Heidegger, The Jargon of Authenticity, and defended the philosopher despite his deeply ambivalent relationship to him.10 In a 1947 letter, Celan wrote, “There is nothing in the world for which a poet will give up writing, not even when he is a Jew and the language of his poems is German.”11 In his repeated quotations of Celan’s Todesfuge, Kiefer borrows the poet’s singular German to address the Holocaust. Celan’s diction becomes both a vehicle of and permission for Kiefer’s own expressive needs. Celan’s words in the poem “dein goldenes Haar Margarete” are opposed to “dein aschenes Haar Sulamith”—two figures of womanhood in the poem, German and Jewish—and are transformed by Kiefer into landscapes of gold straw and burnt ash that return again and again.12 The nearly abstract landscape Nürnberg (1982), with its blackened earth and application of straw, the words “Nürnberg Festspeil-Wiese” inscribed just above the horizon, terrified me before I even knew what I was looking at. The references include Wagner’s comic opera Die Meistersinger, Hitler’s mass rallies, the 1935 anti-Semitic Nuremberg laws, and the postwar trials, but the painting’s wrenching force comes from the feeling of violent motion in the canvas itself, the marks made by the painter’s body in a very un-American action painting, one altered by representation. Am I or am I not looking at railroad tracks overgrown with weeds?

The will to metamorphosis in Kiefer is powerful. The burning fire of alchemy is one of his tropes for artistic creativity. The glass vitrine, Athanor, with its furnace and debris, its pale feathers like angel wings rising, combines objects in a three-dimensional poem. Familiarity with Kiefer’s visual vocabulary forces me to give the work multiple meanings, to read cremated bodies along with the secret fire of alchemical philosophy. This is my reading, of course, one among other possible readings. Kiefer’s is a hermeneutical art, one that both hides and reveals uneasy, ambivalent, sometimes tortured meanings the viewer feels well before she begins her interpretations. It is a mistake to reduce Kiefer’s work to a narrative of either heroism or penance. Such a comfortable, black-and-white polarity is precisely what the art defies. The gray zone is where definition breaks down, and ordinary language becomes inadequate, little more than syllables of pure nonsense. Another mode of expression is required, one that can hold painful contradictions and agonizing ambiguities within it. It becomes necessary to turn to the poetic image, one that splinters into semantic plurality, one that allows us to see, in Celan’s words, “ein Grab in den Lüften,” “a grave in the air.”13



Mapplethorpe/Almodóvar: Points and Counterpoints



1. My first impression of the Robert Mapplethorpe exhibition curated by Pedro Almodóvar is that I am looking at classical images. The images make me think of Greek statuary as photographs. Mapplethorpe makes no attempt to create any illusion of movement in them. Unlike painting or sculpture, photography needs a person or thing out there in the world to capture, and a living person is in motion, even if he’s just breathing. Mapplethorpe’s human subjects, who are or were real people—some of the photographs give their names—feel lifeless. We are not looking at narrative beings. They are fixed, inanimate things, as carefully arranged as the objects in nature morte. Almodóvar even included one of Mapplethorpe’s late pictures of a statue, Wrestler, as if to emphasize this frozen quality. Mapplethorpe preferred to photograph reproductions of ancient statues to the statues themselves because the reproductions had no flaws. They were perfect. He once said he strove for “perfection.” These pictures are perfect, and there is something alienating about perfection.

2. On the other hand, the picture of Patti Smith is not perfect. She looks vulnerable, crouched down to hide rather than reveal her nakedness as she looks into the camera. Her body is thin and young. I can see her ribs. I feel as if I could bend down and talk to her. She doesn’t feel like an object to me. She seems real. The photograph has tenderness.

No doubt, that is why her picture is isolated from the rest. Her portrait is an exception in this particular exhibition. Her subjectivity, her personality is part of the image. I feel as if I could talk to her, and she would answer me. The Almodóvar movie Talk to Her is about men talking to women in comas. Benigno talks to the speechless Alicia, and his fantasies flower in that silent void.

3. I tell myself to look again, to rethink what I am seeing. What is the Mapplethorpe fantasy? The pictures have a classical, formal aesthetic, one that removes the viewer from some of the pictures’ overtly sexual content. Greek culture was openly homoerotic and, as such, subject to conventions about how male love affairs should unfold. It was not a free-for-all. Mapplethorpe is alluding to and playing with Greek homoeroticism, but the beauty of the pictures doesn’t entirely smooth over the threat, does it? Erotic images always carry a threat, at the very least the threat of arousal, but images of men as delectable sexual objects went underground after the Greeks.

4. The history of art is full of women lying around naked for erotic consumption by men. Those women are mostly unthreatening, aren’t they?

5. I find the tied-up cock in Cock and Devil unsettling, a bit scary. But the devil in the photo is comic, too. The message seems to be: if you tie up (or let someone tie up) your cock, son, you’ll go straight to hell! Mapplethorpe was a Catholic boy. The devil might have haunted him as a child. Here humor may be revenge on religion.

6. But Mark Stevens is not funny—a man cropped at his neck to show his torso as he leans over a block or slab with his penis lying on its surface, and he’s wearing leather pants cut out behind to show his ass. The picture is static. There is no action. What we see of this man is beautiful, idealized, and yet this body is disturbing, not only because of its S&M theme, which is marginal to sex sanctioned in the culture, but because sexual desire and our ideas and fantasies about the other (whomever that other is) inevitably dissect the body into eroticized parts. Aren’t many sexual fantasies reductive, machine-like, and often faceless? This is true from Sade to The Story of O. Sade was a man. A woman wrote The Story of O.

I am looking at a fantasy here, a fantasy about control. The photographer is master of his image, but he also participates in the submission of his subject. The viewer is implicated if only because he or she is looking at the picture.

7. But doesn’t the gorgeousness soften whatever violence may be implied? The image is too “artistic” to be pornographic.

8. If pornography is a vehicle for orgasm, no more, no less, then Mapplethorpe does not want to make a pornographic picture. On the other hand, pornography may itself be a catalyst for art. In the sex photos, he wants to show subversive content in a weirdly heroic form, which is where the irony comes in: Achilles as sex slave. Behavior generally regarded as seedy and taboo is reinvented through the vocabulary of high art. The messiness of real sex is not included. The feelings of real sex are not included. Talk about light and shadow and form is a way to rescue photographs from the charge of indecency. Look how aesthetic it is! But content is important. Almodóvar did not pick Mapplethorpe’s most “shocking” sex pictures. Cock and Knee, for example, is pretty as a photograph, and it is sexy because the cock is erect, but it has an abstract quality, not unlike one of those modernist photographs of female nudes—dark and light, hills and valleys. Thomas and Amos, a sublimely beautiful man with his cat, is a sweet picture. This is a personal comment: the sexiest picture in the exhibition is Miguel Cruz—a man seen from behind taking off his shirt. His body is framed by a circle. It’s an erotic view of a sculptural man, who is not only turned away from the spectator but distanced further because he is enclosed in a geometric form like a halo. For all human beings, distance, the inability to get what you want, is exciting. And here there is the suggestion of action, of undressing before sex.

9. When you really think about it, it is strange that images of genitals, especially hard penises, should upset people so much. Half the human race has penises. They’re so ordinary.

10. Penises in Greek art were always modestly sized. Mapplethorpe’s images of penises are large, much larger than would have been deemed beautiful among the Greeks. They abhorred anything that suggested the monstrous.

11. Courbet’s Origin of the World, his painting of a part of a woman, her legs open to show her genitalia, is beautiful, erotic, and ordinary. It was once a scandalous canvas, however. Jacques Lacan owned it for a while, which makes sense. It is now in the Musée d’Orsay in Paris. In The Shrinking Lover, the Almodóvar black-and-white film within his film Talk to Her, his hero is so small he can climb into his beloved’s vagina. He goes home and stays forever.

12. But that is another fantasy, Benigno’s fantasy in the movie. There is no dream of the maternal in Mapplethorpe. But then, Almodóvar is a storyteller. Mapplethorpe is not. Almodóvar makes motion pictures, not still photographs, and he invests a lot in his narratives. Mapplethorpe worked mostly in black and white. Almodóvar loves color. There is one red tulip in the exhibition—as punctuation: a red period to mark the end. The two men have very different aesthetics. You could almost say one is Apollonian and the other Dionysian. Mapplethorpe insists on boundaries, on frozen and discrete visual entities, a disciplined beauty of limits. He presents his masculine objects as hard, muscular, macho ideals. The names assigned to some of the images (Ken Moody, for example) are ironically superfluous because these pictures are anonymous celebrations of the male form. Almodóvar breaks down thresholds. His characters are idiosyncratic, personal. He plays with gender difference and mixes up the two. He has, at times, a hermaphroditic sensibility. I am very sympathetic to this mixing of sexual styles. It makes me feel at home.

13. I admit that there is something absurd about calling Mapplethorpe’s work Apollonian. After he died of AIDS, Mapplethorpe’s photographs scared the daylights out of conservative American politicians in a way Almodóvar does not. Robert Mapplethorpe’s work was seen as a threat to societal order, the family, and the sanctity of heterosexual marriage. But whatever Dionysian frenzy Mapplethorpe may have experienced in life, it does not appear in his photographs.

14. But maybe it is wrong to invoke Nietzsche and his poles of Apollo and Dionysius. Almodóvar, like Mapplethorpe, creates strong visual boundaries in his films, light and color contrasts that create a luminous and beautiful screen image. This links him to the photographer and to the Apollonian.

15. Almodóvar continually quotes other films and genres. His aesthetic is a hybrid. The conventions of fairy tale, myth, romance, horror, soap opera all come into his movies. Mapplethorpe’s references are fewer, and they are more starkly mythological and far easier to read. The violent story of the Passion—a theater of cruelty—informs his photography. In Derrick Cross, for example, the body of a man suggests the crucifix. His flowers are beautiful and anatomical, a male twist on Georgia O’Keeffe’s vaginal and clitoral blooms.

16. Besides Patti Smith, the only other picture of a woman in the show is of Lisa Lyon, a bodybuilder, whom Mapplethorpe often photographed naked. His pictures of her are in keeping with his hard, muscular corporeal ideal. But in this image you can’t see her body at all. She’s covered in a hooded cloak. And she’s holding a ball. The photo evokes monks, sorcerers, magic, and the standard image of death as a hooded, faceless figure.

17. May I say that Almodóvar is dense and complex, that his art is about proliferation, while Mapplethorpe reduces and simplifies? Is this accurate?

18. Yes.

19. The most important photo to the logic of the exhibition is the first one—the mask-like self-portrait Mapplethorpe made of himself that reveals only his eyes. The rest of his face is missing. What counts, after all, in what is to follow is a personal vision, the way the artist sees. It’s a photograph about voyeurism, and all photographers and filmmakers are voyeurs in one way or another. They direct their cameras at real people and things, but what appears in their art is an imaginary reality, a product not only of what is there in front of them but of their dreams and fantasies and wishes. This is where the two artists overlap—in the drama of seeing.



Wim Wenders’s Pina: Dancing for Dance



THE camera’s ability to capture events on stage, a choreography, was limited. It automatically became more ‘graphic’ than on stage, more abstract and less corporeal . . . There was, so it seemed to me, a fundamental misunderstanding, or lack of understanding, between dance and film.” In Pina: The Film and the Dancers, a book he coauthored with Donata Wenders, Wim Wenders articulates the perceptual chasm he felt he was unable to bridge. For twenty years he had wanted to make a documentary about the choreographer and dancer Pina Bausch, but for twenty years this gulf between performances on-screen and performances in life had him stumped. Bodies moving on a big flat screen do not have the same effect on an audience as bodies moving on a stage in the world. Cinema abstracts and distances the human body from the viewer, and while these qualities have been used to great advantage in the history of movies, they muted precisely what Wenders was hoping to record—the visceral, emotional, muscular experience of watching Pina Bausch’s dance theater in real space. In Phenomenology of Perception, Maurice Merleau-Ponty addresses this physical reality: “To be a body, is to be tied to a certain world . . . our body is not primarily in space: it is of it.” Moviegoers can never literally be of cinematic space. We enter it by route of the imagination, and that was the trouble. Wenders hoped for a way to bring the film viewer closer to the space of the dancers’ bodies.

The solution arrived with new technology. While watching a U2 concert filmed in new 3-D, the director suddenly felt an avenue had been opened to him, and he could begin work on the documentary. The technology does not mimic actual human perception, nor does it transport spectators into the world of live theater. In 3-D, what is added to the screen is the illusion of depth, a sense that the spectator can fall or walk into the space in front of her, that she can enter it naturally, and the bodies she sees exist in a shared space. While this technology has been used to create spectacular, soaring, and often fantastical effects (in films such as Avatar and Hugo, for example), Wenders employed 3-D in Pina to produce a feeling of intimacy between the viewer and the dancers, one that honors the startling experience of watching a Bausch performance.

In the book on the film, Wenders reports that he actively resisted going to see Bausch’s Café Müller in 1985. He claims he had no interest in dance whatsoever and was dragged to the production by his companion, Solveig Dommartin. Once he had been seated in the audience and began to watch, however, he found himself so moved by the performance that he wept. I suspect it was this cataclysmic initial response that made Wenders at once eager and cautious about transferring Bausch’s work to film. There is nothing sentimental or soft about Café Müller, or any of Bausch’s work for that matter. Although one can feel the ferocious rigor of her choreographic vision, one does not come away with a message or story that can be explicated. One cannot encapsulate in words what one has seen. Rather, her work generates multiple and often ambiguous meanings, which, for a viewer like me, is precisely what constitutes the extraordinary strength of her choreography.

An artist’s later acclaim often dims our memory of earlier controversy, so it is helpful to recall that Bausch’s debut in the United States in 1984 was met with confusion, even opprobrium. The dance critic for the New Yorker, Arlene Croce, referred to Café Müller as “thin but flashy schtick” and “meaningless frenzy.” “She keeps referring us to the act of brutalization or humiliation—to the pornography of pain.” The critic for the Washington Post worried in print about where Bausch stood on “the moral spectrum.” The force of Café Müller has little to do with what might be called “the conventions of aesthetic response,” which have often involved analyses of technique and form, or turgid examinations of how one performance compares to another. What perplexed these reviewers was that there was no historical scaffolding on which they could stand, no ready-made conventional response on which they could rely. The work did not tell them how to think or feel, and their lack of orientation generated suspicion, discomfort, and anger. Of course, the history of art is littered with exactly such mystified and hostile responses.

A woman collapses slowly against a wall. Another woman, blind or asleep, stumbles forward while a man removes chairs that stand in her way. A redhead in a coat scurries across the floor. A seated woman shows her naked back to the audience. A man manipulates the body movements of a couple, so that they enact a repetitive ritual of embraces, kisses, lifts, and falls. Their rote motions get faster and faster, mimicking a speeded-up film, and the viewer is left torn between laughter and distress. Café Müller’s dance of search, meeting, seduction, rejection, and retreat, which takes place to the music of Purcell, evokes the ongoing rhythmic narrative of our undying physical need for other human beings, a need that is forever impeded by obstacles, both internal and external. Bausch’s dance forms are reminiscent of dreams, and by their nature dreams are more emotional than waking life. The choreographer exploits their mysterious vocabulary in her work to achieve insights into the affective, often erotic and destructive, pulse of human desire.

The viewer’s emotion is born of a profound recognition of himself in the story that is being played out onstage before him. He engages in a participatory, embodied mirroring relation with the dancers, which evades articulation in language. Susanne Langer is writing about music in the following passage from Philosophy in a New Key, but her commentary can be applied equally well to dance: “The real power of music lies in the fact that it can be ‘true’ to the life of feeling in a way that language cannot; for its significant forms have that ambivalence of content which words cannot have.” Musical meanings arrive, as Langer puts it, “below the threshold of consciousness, [and] certainly outside the pale of discursive thinking.”

Although this activation remains below our awareness, it nevertheless allows us to participate in the aesthetic, emotive action of what we are looking at. In her acceptance speech in 2007 when she won the Kyoto Prize, Bausch said, “For I always know exactly what I am looking for, but I know it with my intuition and not with my head.” Indeed, many artists work this way, even artists whose medium is words. There is always a preverbal, physiological, rhythmic, motoric ground that precedes language and informs it.

A keen awareness of the nondiscursive, intuitively formed character of Bausch’s dance theater informs the documentary Pina throughout. Despite the advent of a new 3-D film that allows the viewer novel access to screen space, technical problems did not vanish. They multiplied. One by one, Wenders and his team solved every glitch, and then they lost their chief collaborator and the subject of their film. Pina Bausch died suddenly on June 30, 2009. The movie came to a halt but was reborn as a memorial and includes not only excerpts from performances of Café Müller, Le Sacre du Printemps, Kontakthof, and Vollmond (the works Bausch and Wenders had settled upon for filming) but also danced tributes from the members of the Tanztheater Wuppertal troupe for their director, choreographer, and fellow dancer.

Woven into the final film are also interstitial scenes in which the dancers tell an anecdote or story about “Pina.” Although we see the dancers’ heads on-screen and hear them speak, we do not see them speaking. Their stories and commentaries, told in several different languages, are heard in voice-over. This simple displacement of the viewer’s expectations—that when heads on-screen talk, their mouths must move—acts as a visual reminder that the language that matters most in this film is made of gestures, not of words.

One of the remarkable qualities of any successful work of art is that we don’t see or feel the labor that went into making it. The thing feels as if it had to be the way it is. It is salutary to know that after filming had been completed, Wim Wenders had “several hundred hours of material” and that he edited that material for a year and a half. One can only wonder about the thousands of decisions that had to be made during that time. When it was finished, the documentary itself had become a rhythmical sequence achieved through visual repetitions and leaps of editing that are felt in the body of the viewer just as the dances are.

Wenders welcomes the viewer first of all to a place, Wuppertal, the town that was home to Bausch’s Tanztheater from the time she became its choreographer in 1973. After I donned my special glasses and settled back in my seat, the first image I saw was of an elevated tram moving over the city accompanied by the opening credits, the letters of which appeared to be suspended in the air only a few feet in front of me, hovering under the ceiling of the movie theater where I was sitting. Those floating words felt utterly magical. From its opening, then, the film created in me what Wenders had hoped for—a cinematic space I could enter in a new way. It also established a fascinating polarity between the realness of the Wuppertal I saw before me and the enchanted, indeed uncanny, presence of those letters in the air. The tram returns in the film and is seen from various perspectives. Dancers will perform their tributes inside it and underneath it. The tram literally binds various parts of Wuppertal together, but it also establishes one pole of an inside/outside and imaginary/real distinction that becomes essential to the documentary’s movement.

In Sacre du Printemps and Vollmond, Bausch brought the outside into the theater. In her choreography to the famous Stravinsky composition, the dancers wade through, leap over, and roll on a stage covered in peat, and in Vollmond the dancers perform on and near an enormous rock that suggests a shoreline. They shoot water from their mouths, throw pails full of it at one another, and move through it as it rains or cascades over them. When the dancer Rainer Behr performs his tribute dance to Bausch outside on dusty, rocky ground at the edge of a precipice overlooking the fields below, one cannot help but be drawn back into the space of the performances we have witnessed earlier in the film. “The elements were very important to Pina,” Behr says. “Whether it was sand, earth, stone, water . . . At some point icebergs and rocks suddenly appeared onstage.” This outdoor/indoor theme is further enhanced by the charming repetition in the film of a sequence of close-to-the-body gestures that mime the changing of the seasons—spring, summer, fall, and winter. Early in the documentary, we see a dancer on the stage who ceremoniously names the seasons and performs each one of them in a series of precise, piquant arm and hand motions. Near the end of the film, we see the entire troupe march in a long conga line on a hill above the city, their hips swaying and their arms moving as they reiterate the seasonal cycles of warm and hot and cool and cold.

Wenders’s cinematic leaps demonstrate an acute understanding of what might be called the complex levels of our imaginative entrance into artistic worlds. Two of the dancers stand outside, look down at a miniature model of the stage set for Café Müller, and reminisce about their experiences. I found myself fascinated by this dollhouse structure with its tiny chairs and tables. Before the film cuts to a scene of the dance itself, we are treated to a glimpse of dancers inside the little house—to “real” Lilliputian dancers moving around in that shrunken space. More magic. But this movie magic does not point to itself; it could easily be missed, but there it is in the movie, a play on scale, on scale in the world and scale in film. People grow and shrink depending on the real and imagined spaces they inhabit.

At another moment when an earlier black-and-white film of Pina Bausch dancing in Café Müller appears in the documentary, the viewer moves from her own theater seat in the actual theater into a virtual seat in another dark but far more intimate room with a whirring projector, where the troupe has gathered to look at the old movie in the old flat style. After the choreographer’s death, her image on this flat screen inside the 3-D screen assumes a ghostly, incorporeal, and elegiac quality that allows the viewer to participate in the grief of losing the inimitable Pina Bausch.

I have never seen a dancer with more expressive arms. By watching the dancers, by listening to their disembodied words, and by glimpsing the choreographer herself, the viewer participates in the intimacy of collective feeling that fluctuates from pleasure to pain and back again. One of the dancers, Pablo Aran Gimeno, explained that when he first came to Wuppertal, he felt a bit lost, but Pina told him simply, “Dance for love.” This simple bit of advice was obviously helpful, as the young dancer never forgot it.

Pina is, above all, one artist’s gift to another artist. Wim Wenders’s homage to Pina Bausch scrupulously retains the vigor of the choreographer’s particular sensibility and her uncompromising art, but it does so through the director’s own acute visions and filmic rhythms that become another dance in another genre, another dance for love.



Much Ado About Hairdos



WHEN my daughter was in elementary school, she wore her hair long, and every night before I began reading aloud to her, I sat behind her to comb and then braid it. If left loose during her hours of hectic sleep and dreams, Sophie’s hair was transformed into a great bird’s nest by morning. I especially liked the braiding ritual, liked the sight of my child’s ears and the back of her neck, liked the feel and look and smell of her shiny brown hair, liked the folding over and under of the three skeins of hair between my fingers. The braiding was also an act of anticipation—it came just before we crawled into her bed together, settled in among the pillows and sheets, and I began to read and Sophie to listen.

Even this simple act of plaiting my child’s hair gives rise to questions about meaning. Why do more girl children wear their hair long in our culture than boy children? Why is hairstyle a sign of sexual difference? I have to admit that unless a boy child of mine had begged me for braids, I probably would have followed convention and kept his hair short, even though I think such rules are arbitrary and constricting. And finally, why would I have been mortified to send Sophie off to school with her tresses in high-flying, ratted knots?

All mammals have hair. Hair is not a body part so much as a lifeless extension of a body. Although the bulb of the follicle is alive, the hair shaft is dead and insensible, which allows for its multiple manipulations. We are the only mammals who braid, knot, powder, pile up, oil, spray, tease, perm, color, curl, straighten, augment, shave off, and clip our hairs. The liminal status of hair is crucial to its meanings. It grows on the border between person and world. As Mary Douglas argued in Purity and Danger, substances that cross the body’s boundaries are signs of disorder and may easily become pollutants. Hair attached to our heads is part of us, but hair clogged in the shower drain after a shampoo is waste.
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