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4.2
Reflections on the Violence of Art

R. Bruce Elder, Ryerson University, Toronto, Ontario, Canada

INTRODUCTION: FORM OR FORCE IN ART?

There is in a work of art an anomalous, disruptive force that, rather than striving
to generate a structure, works to disorder and disrupt all gestalt principles. Form
seeks to quiet this unruly force. The anomalous of which I shall speak casts itself
against structure by its capacity to transform any element into any other element,
the reign of difference essential to structure. Because it operates to undo differ-
ence, it lies beyond language (which, as Saussure pointed out, is a structured sys-
tem of paradigmatic and syntagmatic differences). What the anomalous generates
is not a regulated unity but an impossible blocking together of incompossibles.
Here is something Jean-Frangois Lyotard said on the topic:

If therefore the matrix is invisible, it is not because it belongs to the realm of the
intelligible. It is because it occupies a space that remains on the far side of the intel-
ligible, that is diametrically opposed to the rule of opposition and completely under
the control of difference. . . . [Wle can already grasp that this property of uncon-
scious space (a property it shares with the libidinal body)—its capacity to contain
several places in one place, to form a block out of what cannot possibly coexist—
is the secret of the figural [Lyotard’s term for a force, drive, or event that defies
and disrupts representation], which transgresses the intervals that constitute and
the distances that constitute representations, The word-presentations [in conscious-
ness, arising from libido] and thing-presentations [images in consciousness] spring
from the matrix and inherit their deviancy from it. (Discourse [399 in original] 339)

I wish to explore this idea of unleashing energies that resist being formed into a
closed system, and of the emergence of simultaneously existing elements that, due
to their excessive number and energy, do not form a simple gestalt.

The primordial manifests itself as a rhythm or a pulse. We know the primor-
dial to be rhythmic because it animates the return of the same-within-difference—
the persistent, obsessive reoccurrence of those differences that are generated
through the transformation of the self-identical. It oscillates, repetitively, obses-
sively, in this on/off play of identity and difference, striving to reduce identity
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to difference. It has the form-that-is-not-a-form of the death drive, which operates
below the pleasure principle.

An artwork knows that it is not possible to move from the symbolic toward the
semiotic chora, from post-Oedipal syntax, categorization, competence, and the
separation of subject from object to the Pre-Oedipal rhythmic drive, blurred
boundaries, disruption, and corporealization. But there is a potential richness,
not in the total rejection of language, gestalt, time, and identity, but in the alter-
nation between time and “its truth beyond time,” between identity and loss, his-
tory and the extra-phenomenal realm of energeia—in an oscillation between
framing and significance on the one hand and rhythm and the play of ever-varying
repetition on the other.

The primordial expresses itself in disordered (and disordering) forms and hal-
lucinatory images—but it does express itself in images. In fact, it can only be
known as concealed within the images it leaves behind as it withdraws and in
the way it disrupts form as it withdraws to allow form to emerge. The logic of
relations characterized by this simultaneous revealing and concealing ensures
that it is possible that the act of picturing can convey also what cannot be pic-
tured, in just the same way that speech can convey what the speaker can never
know. The reign of language over consciousness cannot be put to an end precisely
because of the connaturality of language, the world, and thought. But there is
also that which is not thought, but which, nevertheless, acts by conniving with
desire. So it is with images.

The primordial lays waste to emerging order. It is common for artworks to
elicit a sense of an emerging order and then to depart from it, only to return
to it in the end. It is this tendency toward deviation, and such claims about the
importance of the restoration of order, that I want to consider in the remainder
of this paper. The departures from the regulative pattern are generally understood
to engender tension (by defying our expectation) and then to provide satisfaction
as the expected order becomes re-established. The conventional way of consider-
ing form takes the pattern that is departed from and returned to as normative—
though it may disavow the fact, that way of considering form takes the order em-
bodied in that pattern as the ideal and deviations from that pattern as negative
factors (though the temporary disturbance they create is exhilarating in itself
and is in the end, generally discovered to contribute to the reinforcing of that
order). But I believe there is more to the role of disorder than the traditional
explanation allows.

My first point about the role of disorder is one on which the exponents of the
received view and I agree, viz., that the deviation from the expected order is not
felt simply as an accidental disordering of the established pattern, as a random
deviation might be. Rather, the deviation is felt as motivated: it seems to disclose
the operation of a force—one that impels the destruction of established patterns.
The thrill we feel as the emerging order comes undone is a delight in the discovery
of a motivated disordering factor that puts all order in peril.
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THE PRIMACY OF DEVIATIONS

But where | basically differ with the received view is that I believe this disturbance
is the very raison d'éire of art. The importance of this disturbance is generally be-
lieved to be that it provides a dissensus that is eventually (triumphantly) recon-
ciled to form. Perhaps this was generally true in the Renaissance era, for
example, but I do not believe it any longer true, and I do not believe that it
has been true for at least 110 years.

To be more specific, 1 differ from the received view on two points:

1) what drives these deviations from the expected order.
2) what the end (or purpose) of these deviations is.

Concerning the first point, I have already noted that I believe these deviations
are driven by a violent, primordial force—a force that is revealed in what 1 call
thinking-through-rhythm (See Elder). Concerning the second point, I note that
the received view about the purpose of these deviations is to affirm the priority
of form, harmony, reconciliation, quietus. 1 disagree. Against that view, I suggest
we should take the impulse to deviate from that pattern as having primary value,
and the pattern itself as a way of opening us to that dark, deviant force. So, 1
invert the traditional hierarchy of form and deviance. The role of form is not
to reconcile this deviant element to a fixed order; rather, it is to prepare us to
experience what Josef Conrad called “the destructive element” that drives all de-
viations from the expected order, and to immerse us in it. The effect of the form’s
harmony is to engender attention. The Modernists’ descriptions of form all cite
attention’s effects: it promotes distancing, surrender, being enraptured, giving
oneself wholly to the artworks’ operation on us.

Artworks induce attention. This attention is an opening. To what does it open
us? Form guides us towards sensing the violence of that which is impelled to lay
form to waste. That is, the opening that attention is creates yet another opening—
the latter a fraught opening brought into being by the nothing-ing of nothing
(here I recall Heidegger’s phrase that Gilbert Ryle found so appalling: “Das
Nichts nichtet”), a nothing-ing that is alsc a gift of infinite possibility, a gift
that, because of its infinite scope, reason cannot comprehend.

This manifestation of the primal in the misbegotten works that have been the
subjects of my recent ruminations do not suggest the triumph of form and har-
mony. The synchrony of the matrixial that gives birth to their forms is entirely
inscrutable: that synchrony, that blocking together of incompossibles, that trans-
gression of the intervals of discourse allows the simultaneous presence of elements
that do not exist partes-extra-partes, but in a fluxing, protean superimposition
whose elements, in violation of all principles of good form, become one another.
(Read their commentary and you will discover that is exactly what troubled early
critics about Jackson Pollock’s painting, and before that, Claude Monet’s.) The
great gift of the primordial is to expose the inadequacy of finite reason to
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comprehend the infinitude of possibility that nothingness harbors. Such choric
power manifests itself in the dynamic power unleashed by Picasso’s Les Demoi-
selles & Avignon, Blake’s prophetic books, and Christopher Smart’s wild, ecstatic
poetry, works whose power is inscrutable to reason:

For a DREAM is a good thing from GOD.

For there is a dream from the adversary which is terror.

For the phenomenon of dreaming is not of one solution, but many.

For Eternity is like a grain of mustard as a growing body and improving spirit.

For the malignancy of fire is oweing to the Devil's hiding of light, till it became
visible darkness.

For the Circle may be SQUARED by swelling and flattening.

For the Life of God is in the body of man and his spirit in the Soul.

For there was no rain in Paradise because of the delicate construction of the
spiritual herbs and flowers.

For the Planet Mercury is the WORD DISCERNMENT.

For the Scotchman seeks for truth at the bottom of a well, the Englishman in the
Heaven of Heavens. (Smart, Jubilate Agno, Fragment B 3)

There is good reason to reject the traditional idea that a poem is a perfected
harmony that brings conflicting elements into accord in such a way that each
finds its ideal place. That rejection is justified, I believe, because the traditional
conception overemphasizes the regulative function of form. The traditional
view seemed attractive when harmony and order constituted the paradigm of
value. “But,” a traditionalist might retort, “the idea of form furnishes the basis
for assessing an artwork’s value. If you propose that the traditional view overes-
timates the value of form, what do you suggest as an alternative basis for asses-
sing the value of a work of art? Or do you want us to accept moderns’ answer,
that value assessments are nothing more than statements of preference.”

My answer would be this: we now understand the aesthetic richness of a peem,
or of any work of art, to depend on its vitality—on its capacity to unharness sen-
sations that overturn received modes of experience, to dismantle conventionalized
ways of thinking, and to put us in touch with the source that, because it is prior to
language and representation (or because it is the residue that is left over when per-
ception has imposed order on that manifold of experience), strives to undo order,
to dismantle syntax, to lay representation to ruin. A work of art has a twofold
existence. For every work of art is a contention between two impulses: towards
form and against form. These are reflected in the two-fold existence of the art-
work, as structure and as process. Every work of art exists simultanecusly as a
disciplined structure, whose order evolves out of an inner sense of the need for
harmony and as a process that exceeds all boundaries and refuses all contain-
ment, that dismembers syntax and destroys form. The received view maintains
that a successful work of art reconciles the strife between ordering and disorder-
ing principles; and it does so by showing that order contains and limits disorder.
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This is exactly what 1 deny: I maintain that form operates to channel our atten-
tion in a manner that allows the violence of the primordial domain to impact our
consciousness. Form creates an opening for the violence of the primordial so that
violence might liberate us from our customary ways of perceiving and reshape
our thinking. It elicits a quietus, a silence, which focuses the mind, so the
work’s inner violence may spring upon and transform it. It is that privilege of
enabling violence that I insist now must be protected against the cultural forces
that would limit it by steering artworks’ dynamics towards that which reason
can tame. Ours is not a time that cherishes any violence, whatever its end.
Because postmodernity knows no ground on which value can be established,
its thinking is enfeebled: it lives in fear of dissensus and forbids dissent.

THE END OF REALISM

But the time of the image that purports to return us to the real is over, and art
that trades in the pleasurable illusion of securing the real for us, too, is utterly
passéiste: the real we claim to know long ago lost its warrant—it has volatilized
into a phenomenal fantasy reality (usually a cruel and sadistic simulacrum). Re-
presentations can no longer allude to the real (let alone evoke it), except in a tone
of mockery or (as is the case with much digital art) as a cruel hoax—and yet the
arts and entertainment most favoured by consumers in this moment of enfeebled
thought are those that trade in the preposterous illusions made possible by digital
technology (the avidity with which people flock to see computer-generated simu-
lations of explosions and disaster really must be considered, though doing so here
would divert us from our urgent task).

From the Quattrocento to the middle of the nineteenth century, the visual arts
were committed to a program of ordering the visible to conform with the idea of
nature that developed out of mathematical sciences of the Renaissance and found
its most complete expression in the mathematicized conception of nature pro-
pounded in the philosophy of Descartes. That program lost all warrant with
the development of relativistic physics (which relied on non-Euclidean geome-
tries), quantum mechanics (which treated reality as being subject to probabilistic
functions and: light itself—the one great constant in relativistic physics—as hav-
ing an unbearably dual character), and warped space. If by the mid-nineteenth
century the too-conventional academic mind {exemplified by the organizers of
the Paris salon) had assigned the deep-space image the task of protecting the
mind from doubt, by the early twentieth century it was already apparent that
the effort was futile: not even the achievements of William-Adolphe Bouguereau,
Thomas Couture, and Hans Makart could spare Part pompier from the derision
that befalls an art whose purpose has been spent. Of course, the hidebound aca-
demics of our time who advocate returning to a communicative consensus (they
do so by advocating that we suspend formal innovation in favor of technical
innovation, that artists return once again to the “age-old quest” for unity,
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identity, security, and popularity) because the community is ailing (the loss of the
real has been traumatic), and artists must provide the comforting illusion as a
balm. Their advocacy is no less worthy of derision than the arr pompier that
won the allegiance of the salon administrators at the very moment when Impres-
sionism (whose beginning marks one of the most radical shifts in the history of
visual art in the West) was at its apogee.

Realism, as I noted, is a strategy to preserve various consciousnesses from
doubt, and it accomplishes this goal by furnishing the mind with a fantasy reality
in which it invests its trust (even if its claim to reality is not wholly believed). This
was the business of the classic realist novel (whose form continues to dominate
popular fiction and, for that matter, much “highbrow” prose). We should not for-
get how recent the novel is—and that literary form was called forth by the rise of
capitalism, to serve as a anodyne against trauma (induced by a sense of the loss of
reality, as people of the early capitalist era felt their relationship to nature, forged
in the harmony of human, natural, and cosmic cycles, was breached with mass
migrations from rural areas to urban centers). One can reasonably be amused
at the pageant performed by the pretenders to political correctness, as they
laud the novel’s realism and its supposed capacity to hold a mirror up to nature,
What they speak for is pacification—the very pacification that the capitalist sys-
tem invented to counter its melting of solids intc air.

We might consider the overlapping origins of the realist narrative and capital-
ism from the standpoint of the political economy of a psychic activity—what such
reflection shows is that realism was summonsed into being so it could be mobi-
lized as an cccupying army (as a Besefzung) whose tactical aim was to pacify
and stabilize the referent, arranging it in forms that are endowed with definite,
precise, sharp meanings. An analysis of the political economy of psychic activity
would show that these forms reproduce the syntax and vocabulary of conven-
tional thought processes (of the sort involved in deciphering the supposed inner
meanings of events and processes with which we are familiar), and the purpose
of deriving literary forms from our routine engagements with the natural and
human worlds is to enable the viewer/listener/reader to decipher images and se-
quences quickly. These forms’ easy decipherability makes the viewer/listener/
reader feel an illusory security in her being—one that is based on the gratification
resulting from the ecstasy of communication (the exhilaration one feels when she
recognizes that story/images/sounds/sequences communicate among themselves,
forming a pattern that her mind shares with other readers/listeners/viewers, actual
or potential, present or future). Thus, a fantasy (albeit cruel) reality is taken for
true reality.

As this fantasy—or, more accurately, an endless number of fantasies, all of
which share a close family resemblance—are circulated, the comforting resem-
blance they have with one another reinforces the pacifying gratification that
the system of realism provides, and its pacifying effects are raised to the point
that the fantasy about reality that the system of realism promotes is almost uni-
versally taken to be true. Thus, the fantasy real becomes the criterion of
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correctness, and institutions begin to teach the proper way to tell a story, the
proper way to paint deep space, the proper way to present dialogue, the proper
way to convey dynamism. When these principles become normative, we are con-
fronted with the form of epistemological and ontological terrorism.

That is the truth of the present. Consequently, we hear almost everywhere the
same reactionary attack on the poetic, nowadays commonly under the guise of
promoting the communicative protocols that must be adhered to if digital
media are to fulfifl thetr communicative function, that of promoting globalized
exchange (take this as meaning that the media create the conditions for a world-
wide market integration that respects no borders and, accordingly, escapes the
judgments about the sort of public life we wish to promote that people make
when they meet in localized, intimate groups).

The consensus (expressed by many galleries, artist-run centers, universities,
and colleges) is that we should suspend experimentation so that art might regroup
and find once again the means to furnish a referent. But that advocacy no longer
makes sense (if it ever did), for the truth is upon us. Photography and the cinema
were both called into being to conjure away the dawning realization that the real
that had been furnished by early modern science had melted into air. That cul-
tural effect depended on the mechanical character by which these so-called repro-
ductions were produced, for that was supposed to provide assurance of the stable,
objective character of what was, in fact, no more than a fantasy reality (these
so-called representations are highly over-determined by cultural factors.). Fur-
thermore, the fact that these mechanical images seemed to repeat, with the unerr-
ing accuracy and overwhelming speed of an automaton, the syntax and even the
vocabulary of visible reality allowed them to be read with the readiness usually
associated with the already familiar—that ready legibility, it was hoped, would
allow these reproductions to proliferate to the point of undoing all skeptical
counsel and compelling consent to the overreaching claims for the noumenal sta-
tus of the visible. Even though a depressed public craved remedies for their trau-
matized condition, all the power mustered to proliferate the phantasms of the real
could not dispel the truth—and in short order, both photography and film were
taken as pneumatic media.

THE RETURN OF THE PRIMORDIAL

But that is exactly why I insist that the time when we could confidently assert that
we assess a work of art by its gestalt form has passed. That was the old concep-
tion of art, and it has wasted itself in its constant effort to hold at bay that excess
of unrealized possibility, to ward off the return of that which passes into nothing
as a thought is confipured, and to expel from sensation the excess that rises
against language, against thought, and against representation, to destroy them.
That view has exhausted itself in the constant passivity required of it in the
face of the violence that is characteristic of the revenge of the repressed. We
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must now measure the power of the work of art by its capacity to mime the char-
acter of the dance of the primordial. We must come to understand that form has
two basic roles, one material and one legislative. Form serves first to embody the
play of tension that imitates the dance of the primordial and, secondly, through
its legislative function, to focus thought in such a way as to create an opening that
enables us to respond to the violence the primordial unleashes. But it is the accu-
racy with which it conveys the gesture of the dance that is the key—that, after all,
is what we mean when we say that a poet has “a good ear,” that he or she listens
attentively enough to the murmuring of the primordial to hear it well.

That last paragraph is true enough, as far as it goes, but it doesn’t go nearly far
enough. What it leaves unaddressed is artworks’ relation to the primordial. We
have said that form focuses the mind, and in so doing it creates an opening in
which the primordial—akin to what Lyotard refers to as the matrix-figure—
can manifest itself in all its creative violence. But how can it serve that function -
if its reality is beyond apprehension by the understanding—if our knowledge is
confined to the realm of phenomena and true reality itself escapes our under-
standing?

KANT ON THE BEAUTIFUL

The shape of the thought offered in that last sentence is familiar. We might also
draw on Kant’s ideas about the feeling of the sublime to help us understand the
necessary association of art and pain. Kant makes a famous distinction between
the experience of the beautiful and the experience of the sublime. For Kant, the
experience of the beautiful that results from our engagement with a work of art is
pleasurable as it results from an agreement between the capacity to conceive and
the capacity to present an object corresponding to the concept—as an undeter-
mined agreement (it is formed without rules, and it involves a judgment that
Kant calls reflective), it gives rise to an agreeable feeling resulting from a harmo-
nization of the faculties of understanding and imagination that involves their
free play.

Kant maintained that the experience of beauty is based on pleasurable feelings,
yet he also maintained that judgments of taste judgments of the form ‘X is beau-
tiful’) make claim to a (particular sort of) universality. He attempted to reconcile
the assertion that judgments of taste are based on a pleasure (which is subjective,
and, as such, variable across individuals) and that assertion that such judgments
make claim to a sort of universality. Pleasurable feelings, he noted, are univer-
sally communicable only if they are based not on mere sensation but on some
other, universally communicable, state of mind. Since only cognitive states of
mind are universally communicable, the pleasure in the beautiful must be
based on cognition. As Kant put it in his Critique of Judgment, nothing “can
be universally communicated except cognition and representation, so far as it be-
longs to cognition. For it is only thus that this latter can be objective, and only
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through this has it a universal point of reference with which the representative
power of everyone is compelled to harmonize™ (§9, 51-52). But how can a judg-
ment lack any objective content and yet be based on cognition? Does cognition
not require objective content? Kant attempts to reconcile the two demands by
showing a judgment of taste, though cognitive is not cognitive in his usual defin-
ing sense (of making reference to a concept or a particular cognitive state of
mind)}—a judgment of taste, Kant says, deals only with “cognition in general.”
Here Kant draws upon the conclusions of his first Critique, in which he showed
that cognition requires the interaction of two faculties—imagination, which gath-
ers together the manifold of sense-intuition, and understanding, which, by means
of concepts, unifies these sense-intuitions into representations. The connection
between the imagination and the understanding presupposes an indeterminate
general relationship—an underlying harmony of the two cognitive faculties.
When they are not directed towards the pursuit of specific pieces of knowledge,
these faculties can interact with each other freely—a state of mind arises that in-
velves our enjoying the harmony between them, a free play that is not bound by
particular sense-intuitions or particular concepts. A “feeling of the free play of the
representative powers in a given representation with reference to a cognition in
general” results (§9, 38).

This is the experience of the beautiful: an object we judge beautiful is one whose
form, aspect, or character we apprehend as being shaped by a principle of order (by
a sense of purposiveness, a sense that its parts are mutually fitted to one another
and to the whole}—such an experience causes a “more lively play of both mental
powers” and a keen awareness of their harmony (§9, 40). Since all rational beings
can achieve this state of mind, beauty can, in principle, be shared by all. The form
of the object is connected a priori with experiencing the harmonization of the two
faculties; and feeling this harmony produces a disinterested pleasure. Kant writes
(§17, 68), “To seek for a principle of taste which shall furnish, by means of definite
concepts, a universal criterion of the beautiful, is fruitless trouble; because what is
sought is impossible and self-contradictory”—contradictory because the free play
of the imagination and the understanding which is the feeling of disinterested plea-
sures requires that the faculties not be bound by particular sense-intuitions or par-
ticular concepts. Thus, Kant’s third Critique opens up a middle way between
empiricism and rationalism; he shows aesthetic pleasure is neither sensuous nor
intellectual, but something else (§58, 192ff.).

What we consider to be beautiful “we think of as having a recessary reference
to satisfaction” (§18, 73, emphasis in original). No one who makes a judgment of
taste can guarantee that all others will agree—and so, the necessity here does not
constrain others to feel the same way. So Kant calls a judgment of taste “exem-
plary”—it is a judgment concerning a particular that invites universal assent: it
“claims that every one ought to give his approval to the object in question and
also describe it as beautiful” (§19, 74, emphasis in original). It also promises
agreement on the part of anyone who correctly relates the object to his or her
own cognitive faculties.
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BERENSON ON PLEASURE

What sort of art produces an agreeable state of mind resulting from a harmoniza-
tion of the faculties of understanding and imagination as they engage in free play?
To consider this question, let’s examine where such ideas lead. I will draw on the
writing of that exemplar of connoisseurship, Bernhard Berenson, as my example.
Early in The Florentine Painters of the Renaissance, Berenson comes to explain
what sets the paintings of incomparable Giotto apart from those of his predeces-
sors and contemporaries, and the requirements of that task divert him into rumi-
nations of one of the fundamental topics of aesthetics, viz., aesthetic pleasure. Most
of Berenson’s readers would expect that his explanation of Giotto’s special quality
would have drawn on Giotto’s way of constructing space (and his explanation does
in the end have to do with that), but he does not introduce that point immediately.
Rather, he starts with a distinction that refutes the idea that works of art succeed
by communicating something important, and he makes that point by indicating
that artworks that use symbols to communicate ideas fail to do what Giotto’s
paintings do, namely (and, despite his conservative taste, here he draws on Mod-
ernist ideas about constructed form) to make the picture itself have as much power
as the object represented. Berenson begins with the idea that grounded Modernist
art practices, that painting should exploit the specific virtues of painting (those at-
tributes that are essential to the medium and distinguish it from any other
medium); “the essential in the art of painting—as distinguished from the art of col-
oring . . . —is somehow to stimulate our consciousness of tactile values, so that the
picture shall have at least as much power as the object represented, to appeal to our
tactile imagination™ (Berenson 5). The painter’s first business, therefore, “is to
rouse the tactile sense, for I must have the illusion . . . . of varying muscular sensa-
tions inside my palm and fingers corresponding to the various projections of this
figure, before I shall take it for granted as real, and let it affect me lastingly.”
(4-5). He explains the reason for this imperative: “every time our eyes recognize
reality, we are, as a matter of fact, giving tactile values to retinal impressions” (4).

That Berenson takes bodily experiences (virtual haptic experiences) as his
starting point and uses these to challenge the discorporate communication
through the symbol is a hopeful sign, to be sure. But our hopes are soon enough
demolished. Let’s trace the course that leads to this disappointment. Berenson
starts out by saying of Giotto what is simply true:

For great though he was as a poet, enthralling as a story-teller, splendid and majestic
as a composer, he was in these qualities superior in degree only, to many of the mas-
ters who painted in various parts of Europe during the thousand years that intervened
between the decline of antique, and the birth, in his own person, of modern painting.
But none of these masters had the power to stimulate the tactile imagination, and,
consequently, they never painted a figure which has artistic existence (5-6).

Connecting aesthetic existence to motor sensations seems promising. So does his
refusal to reject the claim that the best art involves communication. Writing of
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the many painters who worked in the era “between decline of antique, and the
birth, in [Giotto’s] own person, of modern painting,” all of them inferior to
that incomparable painter, he writes: “none of these masters had the power to
stimulate the tactile imagination, and, consequently, they never painted a figure
which has artistic existence. Their works have value, if at all, as highly elaborate,
very intelligible symbols, capable, indeed, of communicating something, but los-
ing all higher value the moment the message is delivered” (6).

Even though contemporaries may no longer find his paintings “more than life-
like,” we still feel them

to be intensely real in the sense that they still powerfully appeal to our tactile imag-
ination, thereby compelling us, as do all things that stimulate our sense of touch
while they present themselves to our eyes, to take their existence for granted. And
it is only when we can take for granted the existence of the object painted that it
can begin to give us pleasure that is genuinely artistic, as separated from the interest
we feel in symbols. (7)

The point that this pleasure is wholly distinct from the interest we take in symbols
accords with Kant’s claim that an aesthetic object “is available for no cognition
whatever, not even for that by which the subject cognizes itself” (§3, 40). In fact,
Kant goes on to say, “We wish only to know if this mere representation of the
object is accompanied in me with satisfaction, however indifferent I may be as
regards the existence of the object of this representation” (§2, 39).

The question that Berenson poses next is equally in the spirit of Kant—and it is
here that things unravel: “What,” he asks, “is the point at which ordinary pleasures
pass over into the specific pleasures derived from each one of the arts?” (Beren-
son 7). The trouble is that Berenson, for all that he wishes to put a distance between
himself and those who admire paintings for the pleasant associations they provoke,
remains wedded to the notion that aesthetic experience is unalloyed pleasure.

Those who have not yet differentiated the specific pleasures of the art of painting from
the pleasures they derive from the art of literature, will be likely to fall into the error of
judging the picture by its dramatic presentation of a situation or its rendering of a
character; will, in short, demand of the painting that it shall be in the first place a
good illustration. Those others who seek in painting what is usually sought in
music, the communication of a pleasurable state of emotion, will prefer pictures
which suggest pleasant associations, nice people, refined amusements, agreeable land-
scapes. . . . [For the Florentine painters, the distinction between the pleasant associa-
tions a painting brings in its wake and genuine aesthetic pleasure] is of vital
consequence, for they have been the artists in Europe who have most resolutely set
themselves to work upon the specific figure-painting, and have neglected, more
than any other school, to call to their aid the secondary pleasures of association,
With them, the issue is clear. If we wish to appreciate their merit, we are forced to
disregard the desire for pretty or agreeable types, dramatically interpreted
situations, and, in fact, “suggestiveness” of any kind. Worse still, we must even forego
our pleasure in colour, often a genuinely artistic pleasure, for they never systematically
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exploited this element, and in some of their best works the colour is actuaily harsh and
unpleasant, It is in fact upon form, and form alone, that the great Florentine masters
concentrated their efforts and we are consequently forced to the belief that, in their
pictures at least, form is the principal source of our aesthetic enjoyment (7-9).

Form is the source of aesthetic pleasure, since only the pleasure we take in form is
disinterested. This leads Berenson to inquire into the phenomenon of aesthetic
distance: “Now in what way, we ask, can form in painting give me a sensation
of pleasure which differs from ordinary sensations I receive from form? How is
it that an object, whose recognition in nature may have given me no pleasure, be-
comes, when recognized as a picture, a source of aesthetic enjoyment, or that rec-
ognition pleasurable in nature becomes an enhanced pleasure the moment it is
transferred to art?” (9). .

Berenson assumes that aesthetic pleasure is pleasure unalloyed with pain. To
be sure, the idea that artworks transport experience to a conflict-free 2one, 2
realm where pure harmony has prevailed and all that would interfere with har-
mony has long since been dismissed, is apposite to some paintings of Giotto,
Fra Angelico, Fra Lippo Lippi, or Sandro Botticelli. It is also, for that matter,
apposite to some works of recent years, for example, Henri Matisse’s (too little
known) masterwork Le bonheur de vivre (1905-1906). Matisse stated his convic-
tion on beauty’s relation to pleasure: in response to Picasso’s Les Demoiselles
& Avignon, and in vigorous opposition to its spirit, he wrote,

What I dream of is an art of balance, of purity and serenity, devoid of troubling or
depressing subject matter, an art which could be for every mental worker [travaillewr
cérébral), for the businessman [Phomme d'affaires) as well as the man of letters [Far-
tiste des lettres), for example, a soothing, calming influence on the mind, something
like a good armchair which provides relaxation from physical fatigue. (“Notes of a
Painter,’ originally published as “Notes d’un peintre” in La Grande revue in 1908,
the complete text appears in translation in Alfred H. Barr Jr, Matisse, His Art
and His Public, New York: Museum of Modem Art, 1951. P.122)

Of no little interest is that this passage follows immediately upon one in which
Matisse reflects on Giotto’s friezes in Padua and extolls the immediate impression
they make through “the lines, the composition, the colour.” Matisse strived to
create (to cite a phrase he borrowed from Baudelaire as the title for an early
painting) an art of /uxe, calme et volupé (extolling beautiful things, peace of
mind, and sensual pleasure). Bertolt Brecht was to use the dismissive term “culi-
nary art” to characterize the aspiration of a euphoria of the senses that produced
the sort of work that Giotto, Fra Angelico, Fra Lippo Lippi, Sandro Botticelli, or
Henri Matisse extolled, and even if that term (“culinary art”) tells almost as much
about Brecht’s crabbed, anti-sensuous leanings as it does about the paintings
themselves, it nonetheless highlights the difference that is at stake here.
Berenson’s comments are far askew of the experience elicited by the dynamic—
soon I shall try to justify calling it a transcendent—power unleashed by Picasso’s
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Les Demoiselles & Avignon (1907), Gertrude Stein’s The Making of Americans
(composed between 1903 and 1911, published 1925), or Jackson Pollock’s No.
One (1948)—nor do we need to restrict ourselves to works of the twentieth or
twenty-first centuries, for (as we intimated above) Blake’s The Book of Urizen
(or, for that matter, any of The Four Zoas, begun 1797, abandoned 1807), and
Christopher Smart’s Jubilate Agno (1758-63), and (not mentioned above) Rabe-
lais’s Gargantua and Pantagruel (1532-52) are examples of works the experience
of which is fundamentally different from that which Berenson described. Picasso’s
Les Demoiselles d Avignon, Stein’s The Making of Americans, Pollock’s No. Ore,
Blake’s The Book of Urizen, Smart’s Jubilate Agno, and Rabelais’s Gargantua and
Pantagruel all confound and bewilder us.

But Berenson’s description is also far askew of many images of crucifixion and
martyrdom, or the sufferings of Saint Sebastian, Saint Lawrence, or Saint Cathe-
rine—or images of the Last Judgment or of Hell from the very period that Beren-
son writes about (consider the monsters, snakes, serpents and wild beast that
proliferate in such paintings). These works, too, trouble us in the bewilderment
they provoke. They, too, send our intellectual bearings into disarray. They,
too, in the enormity of they nightmarish suffering the depict, are inscrutable to
reason—and, more than that, what confounds us when we experience these
works we know to be a potent force that operates beyond conceptual apprehen-
sion—they hardly serve to transport experience to a conflict-free zone, a realm
where pure harmony has prevailed and all that would interfere with harmony
has long since been dismissed. In disarraying our faculties, the elemental force
of these works introduces a component of pain into our experience.

How far this is from Berenson’s characterization of aesthetic experience, “art
stimulates to an unwonted activity psychical processes which are in themselves
the source of most (if not all) of our pleasures, and which here, free from disturb-
ing physical sensations, never tend to pass over into pain” (9). Berenson'’s insis-
tence that aesthetic experience is unalloyed pleasure puts his theory at odds
with radical art—certainly the radical art of the last century and a half (say,
since Baudelaire’s Le Spleen de Paris of 1869 and the work of the poétes maudits),
but almost certainly the truly radical art of any era. His characterization of aes-
thetic experience as elevating us beyond “disturbing physical sensations” reflects
a view that discounts a feature—I suppose we could better characterize it as a
force or dynamic—much of the important art of the last century has made central
(and, in fact, much of the important art of any era we might choose) (Berenson 9).
Berenson’s views on aesthetic experience, it should be noted, are pretty close to
what still remains the dominant view (and had much to do with its making).

KANT ON THE SUBLIME

Kant’s analysis of the experience of the beautiful leads to the aesthetic of Beren-
son—with all its glaring deficiencies. But the Critigue of Judgment also deals with
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another type of feeling, a feeling of the sublime. On the Kantian account, the most
critical difference between the two is that whereas the beautiful is grounded in the
spatial and temporal form of objects, the sublime depends upon the sense of limit-
lessness that is evoked by the unimaginably vast (the mathematically sublime) and
the overwhelmingly powerful (the dynamically sublime). For Kant, the sublime is
a feeling that arises when the faculty of reason can conceive of an idea but the
imagination cannot furnish a determinate object that corresponds to that idea.

Our notion of the starry heavens above provided Kant with an example of the
mathematically sublime because it exalts reason by enabling us to think of what
lies outside the reach of the imagination as a totality. The experience of a storm at
sea is an example of the dynamically sublime, for it may serve to remind us of our
worth as moral beings in contrast to the weakness of our empirical selves. In both
cases, the experience is complex: it involves an amalgam of fear and terror (oth-
erwise unpleasing experiences) tempered with feelings of admiration and respect.
The sublime manifests the capacity of thinking to go beyond what the imagina-
tion is capable of presenting. Experiencing the imagination’s inadequacy gives
rise to pain—a pain that, in the end, can pass over into pleasure (or, I would
say, an awe that is adjacent to wonder and pleasure).

Kant proposes that the incongruity and, finally, discord between the faculty of
sense and the faculty of reason leads him to describe the sublime as “that, the very
capacity to think which, shows a faculty of mind surpassing every standard of
sense” (§26, 89, italics in original). Jean-Frangois Lyotard lays out the agonistic
character of the relation between the two faculties in the experience of the sub-
lime. It involves, he suggests, “two ‘absolutes’ equally ‘present’ to thought, the
absolute whole when it conceives and the absolute measured when it presents”
(Lessons, 123). There is no reconciliation of the two: the resulting conflict, as
Lyotard states, “is not an ordinary dispute, which a third instance could grasp
and put an end to” (Lessons, 124). Rather, it is (to use an important term
from Lyotard’s philosophy) a differend. As a reflective experience (and the expe-
rience of both the beautiful and the sublime are paradigmatically reflective), we
realize that the experience of the sublime brings thought to its limits. The differ-
end conveys a sense of something that lies beyond any known conceptual cate-
gory and the impossibility of ever furnishing any imaginative content that will
mediate between them.

The attempt to present the unpresentable results in pain. The pain we experi-
ence when we encounter a sublime work of art is a sign of its violence, for it elicits
the reflective experience of art’s inability to present what is essentially unpresen-
table: Lyotard, after noting that Kant had characterized the statement “Thou
shalt not make unto Thee any graven image, etc.” (Exodus 2, 4) as the most sub-
lime in the Bible, in that it forbids any presentation of the absolute (the idea of
which Kant had already deemed to be a project of reason), proposed,

For an outline of an aesthetic of sublime painting, there is little we need to add to
these remarks: as painting, it will evidently “present” something, but negatively: it
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will therefore avoid figuration or representation; it will be “blank” (blanche) like one
of Malevich’s squares; it will make one see only by prohibiting one from seeing; it
will give pleasure only by giving pain. In these formulations we can recognise the
axioms of the avant-gardes in painting to the extent that they dedicate themselves
to allusions to the unpresentable through visible presentations. (Postmodernism 12).

Lyotard contends that the efforts of the avant-garde “remain inexplicable without
the incommensurability between reality and concept implied by the Kantian phi-
losophy of the sublime” (Postmodernism, 12).

Kant’s ideas on the sublime provide a valuable corrective to Berenson’s views
regarding aesthetic experience. They take us a considerable way towards under-
standing the sort of experience that radical artworks of the last one hundred years
have solicited. Lyotard is able to construct a nearly convincing theory of the
avant-garde on the basis of Kant’s “Analytic of the Sublime.” The idea that
the pain the violence of art elicits is fundamentally a result of the artwork’s mak-
ing us sense the limitation of the powers of our mind I believe is quite right. Fur-
ther, I believe that Lyotard offers a deep insight into this pain and viclence when
he comments on the experience of the sublime as the eruption of a differend. 1
even agree that the experience of the sublime is a differend. 1 agree, too, that
the efforts of the avant-garde remain inexplicable without the incommensurabil-
ity between reality and concepts implied in Kant’s philosophy of the sublime,

Nonetheless, I believe that Kant’s Enlightenment convictions led him to over-
look a crucial possibility in the analysis of experience—a far more telling (and
more frequently encountered) limitation of mind than that which Lyotard and
Kant discuss. The issue concerning the sublime on which I differ with Kant
and Lyotard, then, concerns the belief that the crucial limitation of the mental
faculties that the sublime exposes concerns the impossibility of ever furnishing
any imaginative content for the ideas of reason.

MAIMONIDES ON THE IMAGINATION AND THE OTHER

To explain my reason for differing with Kant and Lyotard requires me to con-
sider, at least briefly, the historical context for Kant’s “Analytic of the Beautiful”
and his “Analytic of the Sublime”—I believe that a work that helped shape
Kant’s era’s understanding on the relations amongst the mental faculties is
often overlooked. A crucial antecedent for Kant’s psychology/ epistemology of
aesthetic experience was the faculty psychology of the great twelfth-century
rabbi, physician, and philosopher Moses Maimonides. Maimonides’s Guide of
the Perplexed (which many scholars believe to be the most important work in
the history of Jewish philosophy) offers a commentary on prophesy that was
widely studied for several centuries after it was written. The commentary lays
out a number of preconditions that must obtain in order for one to become a
prophet: one must be in good physical health, enjoying a “perfection of his bodily
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