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“A picture lives by its legend, not by anything else.”

PABLO PICASSO


Contents

Introduction

PART ONE  What Made Art Modern

1  Hamlet, or Art against Itself

2  Michelangelo, or the Labors of Freedom

3  Don Quixote, or the Weakness of Fiction

PART TWO  What Makes Modern Art

4  The Inward Turn

5  The Legend of Freedom

6  The Legend of the Artist

7  The Legend of the New

8  The Legend of Creativity

9  The Legend of Artistic Block

10  The Legend of Transcendence

11  The Legend of Subversion

12  The Legend of the End of Art

Coda

Notes

Bibliography

Index


Introduction

The reader who chanced on this book is presumably interested in at least two questions: One is “What makes modern art modern?” The other, “What does this book have to say about it?” The raison d’être of this book lies in the assumption that the second question is yet to receive a complete answer. On balance, it is sensible to suppose that this answer will always be incomplete and that future generations will understand modernity in a light which, should we see today, would probably blind us. We cannot expect our descendants to look into cultural modernity with our eyes, for the same reason that we now dissect hunter-gathering, medieval chivalry, the Spanish Inquisition, or court masques with eyes that have never seen mammoths, knightly quests, the tongue tearer, or life at court. This distance, on which anthropologists and scientists and historians calibrate their lens, has obviously been lacking in the study of modernity—the critic of modernity having been, so far, an inmate of modernity. Thus, our idea of “modernity” tends to follow a cognitive groove traced by modernity. Otherwise put, we have been looking at modernity with modern eyes. This, one could say, has given modernity too strong a hand in its interpretation. In fact, if the names “modern” (which in everyday speech can designate the latest design), “Postmodern,” or “post-Postmodern” suggest anything, it is that we struggle to disentangle ourselves from modern and Modernist habits of mind when thinking about the past, present, and future of art.

Naturally we cannot lift ourselves out of our own cultural horizon and behold things such as they would look to an eternal judge. This doesn’t mean it isn’t worth our while trying to look at ourselves as the visitor from faraway saw the streets of London or Paris in the writings of eighteenth-century Enlightenment philosophes: surprised and puzzled by everything and taking nothing for granted. A medieval observer would be bewildered by our tacit acceptance of such cornerstones of modern culture as creativity, expressive freedom, originality, or personal authenticity. It is likely these ideas will also look strange to future observers. Why should they not already look strange to the skeptical (this qualifier should go without saying) historian of the present? This skepticism, after all, was a hallmark of the modern revolution (dubbed “the age of doubt,” “l’ère du soupçon,” “the questioning era”). To demystify has been one of the driving aims of modernity. It follows that modernity should want us to question it and hence that it contains the seed of its own demystification. A book such as this one, which parses the fundamentals of modern cultural taste, simply harkens to the spirit of its subject.

“Man’s emergence from self-induced immaturity” is how Immanuel Kant described the process of modernization he knew by the name of Aufklärung—the becoming “enlightened” of people and polities.1
 The assumption then was that the premodern age had been mired in unexamined beliefs, assumptions, legends, myths, and pious superstitions that the enlightened, the mature, and the reasonable were tasked to dispel. To disturb the sacred dust of unexamined truths, to snap the fetters of falsehood, to clear the road to reason, decency, and truth—this was the moral mission of modernity, and scarcely any area of existence, institution, or rule of conduct was left untouched by this program of demystification.

The arts were especially receptive to this attitude of spring cleaning. There, modernity’s program “to use one’s own mind without another’s guidance,” “to dare to know,” to throw away “the shackles” of “dogmas and formulas,” and to flaunt “the freedom to make public use of one’s reason in all matters” (to continue with Kant) found eager reception. Modern art—meaning the arts of the post-aristocratic age—was the hammer that smashes all idols, the debunker who takes nothing for granted, the questioner of everything that has ever been done and represented on the page, on the stage, or in the museum. But as it questioned and challenged and reconsidered, artistic modernity rolled into a cultural movement that set up its own cherished verities and narratives which, to be fair, also call for examination. The job of modernity, in sum, isn’t done until modernity puts into its own received truths under the magnifying glass. This, in a nutshell, is what this book proposes to do: it probes the philosophic foundations of the stories which cultural and artistic modernity has been telling about itself—its legends.

* * *

In the arts, the term “modernity” conventionally designates a new disposition which sometime in the late Renaissance, and then more militantly in the wake of the revolutionary Romantic period, started staking artistic worth on the values of novelty, experimentation, expressive freedom, self-reflectivity, and the well-nigh transcendental power of art.2
 The gist of my argument, however, is that these qualities alone—my so-called legends—did not make art modern. What made art modern is disenchantment with the promises held out by novelty, freedom, reflectivity, and transcendence. As I explain in Part One of this book, this disenchantment spurs the making of a recognizably modern form of art in the great precursors Shakespeare, Michelangelo, and Cervantes. As for modern forms proper, that is, the art that arises post-Romanticism, I explain that they are not really the triumph of the qualities commonly thought to typify modernity; rather, they are a long, convulsive, and marvelously rich labor of confronting the contradictions inherent in the legendry of the modern.

If my direction is original, my aim, as the reader will find, isn’t iconoclastic. It is not to cast doubt on the achievements of modern works of art; rather, it is to exhibit the doubt of which they are made. In fact, my attention in this book is less with works of art proper, especially in Part Two, than with the ideas or aesthetic system that underpin them. It is a system which by and large presented itself as improvement on the classical, time-worn ways. In the battle between classic and modern which rolls on from the seventeenth to the twentieth century, modernity rode on great expectations, and great expectations have in them the seed of great disappointments or, barring that, of great reassessments. As it happens, I found such critical examinations of the modern sensibility happening as far back as in its earliest and greatest creators (Shakespeare, Michelangelo, and Cervantes). In them is a note of fragility, a lingering doubt about the viability and desirability of their own creative endeavors. Great writers, Lionel Trilling once wrote, know they have not “conquered the material upon which they direct their activity,” while lesser artists “feel they have said the last word.”3
 Great art knows its weakness; weak art paradoxically does not. Though there is no saying whether this principle holds true universally, I have reasonable confidence that it makes sense of the modern era—that there lies behind the modern masterpi
ece a workshop of insecurity and doubt about the very pursuit of art.

Tolstoy wrote War and Peace eight times before he surrendered his final draft to the publisher. This means that there once existed seven lesser War and Peace’s—seven failures that still run through the sinews of the eighth offspring. Though we rely on Tolstoy’s judgment to vouch that the eighth War and Peace is better than its abandoned siblings, there is no absolute certainty that the eighth version isn’t a draft saved from the paper basket by resignation or a deadline. Three cheers for deadlines and resignation, then, and also for the faithless friend who ignored Kafka’s dying wish that all his unpublished writings (that means just about everything) be burned. Here was a corpus of modern masterpieces which, according to the person in the best position to know, ought not to exist. Whoever has spent time around art and literature, or read the writings of artists, knows that the idea of mastery is part myth and part reality. It is real because, say, War and Peace is a more worthwhile accomplishment than my latest grocery list or this book; and it is a myth because the artist at work is not the artist who has finished the work. The man who wrote the eighth War and Peace didn’t know that this would be the eighth and final War and Peace. Likewise, the man who got down to create Hamlet was not yet the man who has successfully engendered Hamlet. The Shakespeare to whom we owe the play is not yet its author, is not yet “Shakespeare.” The creator who will someday be the author of Hamlet but at the moment is entangled in compositional worries and riddles, and not yet the master who has worked them out—this person is the real creator of Hamlet.

This idea led me to the following hypothesis: if Hamlet or any work of art or literature is the product of an intention yet unfulfilled, it may well be that this sense of imperfection and frustrated progress is as much a shaping force as the one conventionally associated with the making of art, which is creative power. Could it be that Hamlet (to name the work that sparked my reflection) is in some fashion about the travails of its maker? By which I mean not that a work of art or literature is a portrait of its creator (though it cannot help being that too); what I mean is that a work of art is the product of its creation or (and to show that this is not the platitude it seems) that a work of art is the product of its being created and that it carries in its every contour and meaning the adventure of its being made.

Connecting a further dot, it occurred to me that the way in which a work of art or literature ponders the drama of its being made is in fact an exploration of its internal modernity. By internal modernity I mean not how a work of art metabolizes the styles and ideas favored by modern culture; instead I mean the ways in which a work of art or literature attends to its own creation and embraces the now-ness (etymologically, the modern-ness) of its making. Internal modernity, as I understand it, is a way in which a work of art watches its own birth pangs. It sets a work of art anxiously facing the adventure and trial and peril of not yet being a work of art, let alone a masterpiece. This internal modernity sheds light on the outer, broadly and historically understood, modernity. It asks to consider whether modern art is, at its very core, a form of dissatisfaction, doubt, and restlessness about making art as it happens. Is modern art a way of being dissatisfied with art—of wanting more from it, yet despairing of obtaining it, and drawing from this despair a kind of a creative fuel? We know that great achievements can come of losing one’s way and stumbling in blind alleys. Is modern art the sort of achievement that holds in its heart of hearts a glowing core of doubt, an unresolved “to be or not to be” about art?

Certainly we are familiar with Modernity the Questioner. Such a character is what the term “modernity” signifies—a rejecter of the olden ways, a dismantler of prevailing practices in politics, religion, morality, social hierarchy, commerce, technology, industry, and so on. After the dismantling, there comes the great adventure of piecing the elements back together in new thrilling configurations. Modernity the Questioner is therefore an original, a creative, an eccentric spirit. Great hope was vested in this adventure. But as with every adventure, especially undertaken by so doubting a character as Modernity, difficulties arise; doors open onto brick walls; resolution falters and goals grow dim, particularly when, as is necessarily the case with genuine creation, the outcome isn’t a foregone destination. In comes the mirror twin of Modernity the Questioner: it is Modernity the Questioner of the Questioner.

This character—the Modern who is unhappy with the conditions of modernity—I found living, not only on the top branch of Modernist, post-Modernist, and contemporary art but already in the undergrowth of the High Renaissance period. That scholars frequently refer to this historical phase as the “early modern period” shows that, notwithstanding Virginia Woolf’s idea that “on or about December 1910 the human character changed” to find that it lived in a modern(ist) world, these changes had long been aborning, and the shock of 1910 was the release of pent-up pressures building all the way back to the mid-sixteenth century. This, by now, is a familiar thesis—see, among the more recent and better known titles, Jacques Barzun’s From Dawn to Decadence: 1500 to the Present (2000) and Stephen Greenblatt’s The Swerve: How the World Became Modern (2012). My intention has not been to add documents to the thesis that the basic groundwork of modernity was laid in the late Renaissance. My interest is with the psychological additives in that foundational cement. Though it is generally agreed that, in this instance, Shakespeare, Michelangelo, and Cervantes pushed art toward a modern sensibility, it remains to be seen how they themselves dealt with their own modernity. Was theirs a mood of giddy conquest and bold experimentalism and discovery? Or was the mood strained, conflicted, hesitant, and, to use a catchall word, problematic? Hamlet is certainly a modern though he is certainly not happy for it, nor is Quixote, and certainly not Michelangelo. As I studied these works, it grew clear to me that Michelangelo, Shakespeare, and Cervantes were also critics of artistic modernity. In them is a dawning consciousness of the rights and endowments of art; in them also we sense disappointment with these powers. These three creators tangle with new beliefs concerning art and the creative personality. Their works ride on the emancipation of creative expression, yet at the same time contend with its contradictions. Each in his own way expresses the newfound powers of art and its infirmities.

Of interest in these early modern creators, therefore, is not just that they adumbrate modernity; they also demystify it. Indeed, this demystification—to give another turn of the screw—is what, in my view, made art finally modern. To the effect
that modernity isn’t merely a cult of creativity, it is this cult and the disenchantment that comes in the wake of insolvent great expectations. The yearning to make more than art out of art is bound to fall through, as is the yearning to escape the boundaries of expression by means of expression. When disillusionment sets in, the artist turns against the artistic medium. This internecine rebellion is, in my view, the inner fire of modernity. In this light, modern art is much more than the triumph of a style (say, of novelty over conformity, creative freedom over technical mastery, etc.); it is also a rebellion against the nature, the artificiality, and the rationale of art.

Thus for the overarching direction of Part One (“What Made Art Modern”) of this volume, it nonetheless comes with a disclaimer. No study of such legends of Western culture as Shakespeare, Michelangelo, and Cervantes can ignore the five centuries of hothouse cultivation that have made them some of the most researched, analyzed, and storied personalities of the pantheon. Therein the newcomer should not tread without apologizing for his belatedness vis-à-vis the great minds that have come before him and whom there aren’t enough days in a life to digest. The Johnny-come-lately will not advance his “newest” interpretation without some suspicion that somewhere on the groaning shelves of Shakespearean or Michelangelo studies or Cervantismo there is a paragraph that beautifully encapsulates his laborious purpose. The modern scholar is a living contradiction: our job is to insure the transmission of past culture on the one hand, but we live in a society that asks that we reinvent the past every decade. As scholars we are to master the knowledge of our topic; as modern scholars, we are required to produce a new take on the oldies. The problem is that the first obligation smothers the second. For novelty needs innocence. We must know enough to be well informed and avoid errors and truisms; yet too much time correlating and corroborating every insight means we will lose sight of our purpose. In practical terms, then, one must compromise. In this spirit have I acquainted myself with the main streams and tributaries of the critical literature; yet in the same spirit I have not studied these critical sources to gloss them but to verify that I am putting forward neither banal nor misguided. The place of Shakespeare, Michelangelo, and Cervantes in this study is not a terminus ad quem, an end in itself, but a gateway to an essay on the fragility of modernity, a fragility that surfaces in their works yet finds its debouchments beyond them, and are essayed in Part Two of this volume.

* * *

Part Two, “What Makes Modern Art,” marks a shift in gears and lays out a more synoptic, theme-organized interpretation of artistic modernity—to mean, the arts, literature, and culture of the post-aristocratic age, roughly from the late eighteenth century to this day. The modern sensibility produces artistic forms that are extremely conscious of their own conditions of expression, yet are also dissatisfied with these conditions, and wary of their own creative freedom. Already in the High Renaissance, we observe works of art that betray a certain impatience with art-making and cultivate imperfection and the unfinished. This tendency holds in abeyance until the Romantic period when, as it were, some kind of cultural pressure valve finally blows its top. The arts are “liberated”—free to be authentic and autonomous and bold and cheeky and rebellious and impulsive and extempore. Spontaneity and gaucheness bespeak genius, and as poems and paintings contain errors, flaws, lucky breaks, and aphoristic odds and ends, so they seem the more genuinely artistic for it. As such, modernity seems a rebellion against artful form itself. A poem is never finished, only abandoned, Paul Valéry reflected (and Leonardo supposedly said about painting). A painting, Picasso averred, is a sum of destructions, of old mistakes corrected by fresh new ones. “In art, the greatness of the masters does not consist of not making mistakes. Their mistakes, or rather their oversights, are not the same as those of ordinary, run-of-the-mill artists” (Gauguin);4
 “Mistakes are almost always of a sacred nature. Never try to correct them” (Dalí);5
 “Do not fear errors. There are no errors” (Miles Davis).

This liberation of failure, which in fact haunts Hamlet and the works of Michelangelo and the resigned rhapsody of Don Quixote, was my first clue into the discourse of modern art. How, I wondered, had the modern age come to the “in-art-there-are-no-mistakes” persuasion? This question tugs at a whole raft of other ideas and assumptions—the so-named legends. For example, it struck me that the new desirability of error links up with a cultural penchant for novelty. They who dutifully tread the old path don’t get lost, but they never strike gold as well. Errancy is novelty. “Nothing is at the same time both new and perfect,” said the Renaissance humanist Leon Battista Alberti.6
 If imperfection is the price to pay for youthful novelty, the moderns were more than willing to pay it. The Legend of Failure—to follow the course of my reflection—therefore was entwined with the Legend of Novelty, which, in turn, wove around other threads. For instance, it is clear that, being a break from the past, newness is no easy step. To happen, emancipation must be a goal worth seeking, which means that it must be underpinned by a general opinion that freedom, especially individual freedom, is an undisputed good. “Mistakes are joyful, truth infernal,” said the French writer Albert Camus:7
 errors carry an air of optimism and boldness and liberty, while the correct path is restrictive. Error is on the side of freedom, and freedom is the auspices under which we moderns grow and thrive and also make art: an art which, as often as not, celebrates its tutelary spirit, Liberty.

This Legend of Freedom doesn’t stand on its own. It rests on a philosophy which says that the human spirit naturally inclines to stray and soar and that we are nature-born creators—happiest when creating and expressing ourselves. Out comes the Legend of Creativity, which holds that, given our inborn creative proclivity, art is the spiritual home of humanity and that modern art epitomizes the wondrous fecundity of the human mind. From the legend that creativity is naturally free and that its sanctuary is art, other stories derive—stories about the means of liberating our inborn creative spark. Error, as we have seen, is not only one of those means but also Destruction and Subversion—two legends which show modern art, now standing on the slain body of tradition, now undermining the society that upheld tradition. Subversion, once it gets going, builds a momentum of its own which isn’t complete until it subverts the subverters and their Romantic legends of creativity, freedom, rebellion, and erratic fertility. These legends, it is found, have woven an institutional straightjacket, a cult of art, which newer artists are called to overthrow, lest the
y prove to be less than free, creative, and bold. A final legend is born: the Legend of the End of Art.

* * *

This quick roundup indicates that the legends of modern art form a system with obvious ramifications in modern society. Freedom, creative destruction, novelty, trial by error, open-ended progress, the disavowal of tradition, the apocalyptic hope of transcending history—these are not just artistic legends; they are ideologies that have transformed the Western and non-Western world over the last two hundred years. To study them in their artistic form is also to better understand them in their political, moral, scientific, and technological forms.

The reader should know why, given their social efficacy, I have chosen to call these ideas “legends.” The reason is that, unlike the words “notions,” “myths,” “fictions,” “fables,” or “conceits,” “legend” conveys not just the art-making but also the society-making potential of these ideas. The word derives from the Latin legendus, gerund of legere—to read, to collect, to fit together. Legends are things that we read about, things made of words, and habits of the tongue and of the mind. They are also aggregators; they weld floating sentiments together, capture the general attention, and channel social purpose. Legends are fabricated and fabricating: they are made of figments of thought and imagination on the one hand; on the other, they produce social realities, explain the world, organize communities, and make moral sense. The medieval church related the life stories of those spiritual heroes that peopled the “holy legend” of Christianity. The holy legend was a mix of history, folk tale, and interpretation of saints and saintly deeds and miracles. To this day, people are called “legends” for a similar reason—athletes, explorers, entrepreneurs, activists, and artists about whom much is said and rumored and imagined under a nimbus of historical relevance and community. A legendary artist likewise personifies aspects of the holy legend of modern art. We maintain legends up, and they maintain us in return. The dual character of a legend (fictive yet society-building) is reflected in the jointly critical and constructive strands of my argument. The former pieces apart the assumptions of modern aesthetic discourse; the latter brings out the historical and sociological uses of these assumptions.

* * *

“Legend” will perhaps suggest that the author of this book offers himself as a demystifier. This would be correct only insofar as modernity itself demystifies, which means that in the fullness of time it turns on its own legends. We could say that modernity has the peculiar duty to look at itself as if from the outside and act on the realization that we inhabit a cultural horizon that is only one among many and by no means the horizon that contains every azimuth. As such, my study of the legends of modern art is the skeptical, impartial spirit of modernity in action. The point is not to rebel against the cultural foundation of modern arts; one cannot rebel against what’s done; the point is to understand it and to strive for a clear picture of what we believe in, what concepts stir us into action, and how these actions serve our practical purposes. If this involves demystification, that is only because it is in the nature of explanations to dispel auras.

The demystifying and self-demystifying edge of modernity is prominent in the story of The Unknown Masterpiece, a novella by Honoré de Balzac that guides the explorations of Part Two of this volume. Written at the cusp of the Romantic fever in 1831, The Unknown Masterpiece has been hailed for its prescience and for heralding abstract art and the avant-garde. This may well be so, though Balzac had no intention of being oracular. His aim was to chronicle the public and private stirrings of present society. When he enthuses over the Romantic sublimities of art, he also pragmatically tallies the cultural balance sheet. The Unknown Masterpiece tells us what happens to art when it overreaches and overstates and overthinks itself: it hits a wall (of painting, of expression, of language). This wall, in the tale, takes the form of a mishmash of paint which, to mid-twentieth-century readers of Balzac, looked like a prediction of modern abstract art. And, to be sure, Balzac does call the painter of the unknown masterpiece a “genius.” But the abstract-looking mishmash is not the masterpiece in question. This masterpiece is buried under the philosophic fastidiousness of an overpainting painter who, a genius though he may be, engenders a failure. The Unknown Masterpiece hangs between the “grandeurs” and “misères” of modern art, showing its inner fire, its youthful drive, and its height-scaling ambition. It also shows the risk of self-combustion in Icarus’s flight and what happens to an art that interrogates and complicates itself to the point of negation and ruin.

Above all, The Unknown Masterpiece shows us a facet of Romantic-modern art that often gets buried in the wild rhetoric of genius, inspiration, creativity, and insurrection. It is the “fear of decadence”—a word used here in the scientific sense to mean, simply, that which knowingly comes downstream or afterward. Romanticism is arguably the first of the self-consciously rebellious cultural shocks that rock modernity nearly on the dot on every generation. Severance with the past, historical reboot, utopian reinvention, individual liberation, transcendence, and sublimity, these were the stuff of the Romantic revolution. But so was the fear of decadence. The obsessive need to overcome tradition is enough to turn anyone into a decadent. It is no coincidence if the literary critic Harold Bloom’s seminal study of Romantic and modern
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