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Critical Response 

II 

How Modernism Works: A Response to T. J. Clark 

Michael Fried 

In the remarks that follow, I challenge the interpretation of modernism 

put forward in T. J. Clark's provocative essay, "Clement Greenberg's 
Theory of Art." As will become clear, my aim in doing so is not to defend 

Greenberg against Clark's strictures. On the contrary, although my own 

writings on recent abstract art are deeply indebted to the example of 

Greenberg's practical criticism (I consider him the foremost critic of new 

painting and sculpture of our time), I shall suggest that Clark's reading 
of modernism shares certain erroneous assumptions with Greenberg's, 
on which indeed it depends. I shall then go on to rehearse an alternative 

conception of the modernist enterprise that I believe makes better sense 
of the phenomena in question than does either of theirs, and, in an 

attempt to clinch my case, I shall conclude by looking briefly at an inter- 

esting phase in the work of the contemporary English sculptor Anthony 
Caro, whose achievement since 1960 I take to be canonical for modern- 
ism generally. 

1 

At the center of Clark's essay is the claim that the practices of mod- 
ernism in the arts are fundamentally practices of negation. This claim is 
false. 

Not that there is nothing at all to the view he espouses. In the first 

place, there is a (Gramscian?) sense in which a given cultural expression 
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may be thought of as occupying a social space that might otherwise be 
occupied by another and, therefore, as bearing a relation to that other 
that might loosely be characterized as one of negation. Furthermore, 
particular modernist developments in the arts have often involved a 

negative "moment" in which certain formal and expressive possibilities 
were implicitly or indeed explicitly repudiated in favor of certain others, 
as when, for example, Edouard Manet in the early 1860s rejected both 
dramatic mise-en-scene and traditional sculptural modelling as vehicles 
of pictorial coherence, or as when Caro almost a century later came to 
feel the inadequacy to a dawning vision of sculptural possibility of the 

techniques of modelling and casting in which he had been trained.1 
It is also true that entire episodes in the history of modern art- 

Dada, for example, or the career of Marcel Duchamp-can be con- 
strued as largely negative in motivation, and it is part of Clark's critique 
that Greenberg gives those episodes short shrift, treating them, Clark 

says, as mere noise on the surface of the modernist message. But Clark 

goes far beyond these observations to insist that "negation is inscribed in 
the very practice of modernism, as the form in which art appears to itself 
as a value," or, as he more baldly puts it, "the fact of Art, in modernism, 
is the fact of negation" (p. 154). And these claims, to the extent that I 
find them intelligible, seem to me mistaken. 

Now it is a curious feature of Clark's essay that he provides no 

specific examples for his central argument. Instead, he merely cites the 
names Mallarme, Rimbaud, Schoenberg, Webern, Duchamp, and Monet 
(of the Nympheas), and in footnote 10, added, we are told, at the request 
of the editor, he quotes (irrelevantly in my view) a phrase of F. R. Leavis' 
on two lines by T. S. Eliot, along with a description by Ad Reinhardt-a 

distinctly minor figure who cannot be taken as representative of 

1. Clark writes in his n. 10 (p. 154) that "what I am referring to is an aspect or moment 
of modernist art, most often mixed up with other purposes or techniques, though often, I 
would argue, dominating them." This introduces a hint of qualification, almost of modera- 
tion, that can be found nowhere else in his essay. The present response addresses the hard, 
unqualified position taken by his essay as a whole, which stands virtually as it was read 
aloud at the "Politics of Interpretation" conference in Chicago. Perhaps I ought to add, 
inasmuch as my assessment of his views on modernism will be severe, that I think highly of 
his studies of French art during the Second Republic, Image of the People (Princeton, N.J., 
1973) and The Absolute Bourgeois (Princeton, N.J., 1973). 

Michael Fried, professor of humanities and the history of art and 
director of the Humanities Center at the Johns Hopkins University, is 
the author of Morris Louis and Absorption and Theatricality: Painting and 
Beholder in the Age of Diderot and is currently at work on a book on 
Courbet. His previous contribution to Critical Inquiry, "Painter into 

Painting: On Courbet's After Dinner at Ornans and Stonebreakers," ap- 
peared in the Summer 1982 issue. 
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modernism-of his own black paintings. (The latter are evidently the 
"black square" to which, Clark asserts, "the road leads back and back"- 

except it doesn't [p. 154].) 
How are we to understand this refusal to discuss specific cases? In an 

obvious sense, it makes Clark's position difficult to rebut: one is con- 
tinually tempted to imagine what he would say about particular works of 
art-Manet's Dejeuner sur l'herbe (fig. 1), or Cezanne's Gulf of Marseilles 
Seen from L'Estaque, or Matisse's Blue Nude, or Picasso's Ma Jolie, or 

Jackson Pollock's Lavender Mist, or David Smith's Zig IV, or Caro's 
Prairie-and then to argue against those invented descriptions. I found 

myself doing this again and again in preliminary drafts of this response 
until I realized that it was pointless. For the burden of proof is Clark's, 
the obligation is his, to establish by analyzing one or more indisputably 
major works of modernist art (I offer him the short list I have just 
assembled) that negation functions in those works as the radical and 

all-devouring principle he claims it is. And here it is worth stipulating 
that it will not be enough to say of Manet's Dejeuner (I'm anticipating 
Clark again) that it represents a situation or an action that is psychologi- 
cally and narratively unintelligible; not enough because it would still be 

FIG. 1.-Edouard Manet, Le Dejeuner sur I'herbe, 1862-63. Louvre, Paris. Phot. Reunion 
des musees nationaux. 
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possible to argue, as I would wish to argue, that unintelligibility in 
Manet, far from being a value in its own right as mere negation of 

meaning, is in the service of aims and aspirations that have in view a new 
and profound and, for want of a better word, positive conception of the 

enterprise of painting.2 I would make the same sort of argument about 
the violation of ordinary spatial logic in Cezanne, or the distorted draw- 
ing and bizarre color in Matisse, or the near dissolution of sculptural 
form in Picasso, or the embracing of abstraction and the exploration of 
new means of picture-making in Pollock, or the use of industrial mate- 
rials and techniques in Smith and Caro. In all these instances of "main- 
stream" modernism-a notion Clark is bound to reject as reinstituting 
the very distinction he wishes to collapse-there is at most a negative 
"moment," the significance of which can only be understood (and the 
form of that understanding can only be historical, which is to say, pro- 
visional or at any rate not final) in terms of a relation to a more encom- 
passing and fundamental set of positive values, conventions, sources of 
conviction.3 If Clark disagrees with this, and I'm sure he does, let him 
accept the challenge and offer examples that prove his point. Otherwise 
his sweeping generalizations lack all force. 

2 

Clark's essay stages itself as a critique of Greenberg's theory of mod- 
ernism; yet the gist of Clark's argument, his equation of modernism with 
negation, involves a largely uncritical acceptance of Greenberg's account 
of how modernism works. 

The story Greenberg tells is this.4 Starting around the middle of the 
nineteenth century, the major arts, threatened for the first time with 

2. I associate those aims and aspirations with the search for a new and more perspicu- 
ous mode of pictorial unity as well as with the desire to achieve a specific relation between 

painting and beholder (two aspects of the same undertaking). This is not the place for a 
detailed discussion of these matters, but I will simply note that the unintelligibility of the 
action or situation promotes an effect ofinstantaneousness, not of the action itself so much as 
of one's perception of the scene, the painting, as a whole. For more on Manet's aims in the 
first half of the 1860s, see my "Manet's Sources: Aspects of His Art, 1859-1865," Artforum 
7 (March 1969): 28-82. In that essay I suggest that the Dejeuner combines elements of 
several genres of painting (e.g., landscape, portraiture, still life) and that this too is to be 
understood in terms of Manet's pursuit of a more radical and comprehensive mode of 
unification than was provided by the pictorial culture of his day. 

3. On the distinction between "mainstream" modernism and its shadow, the 
phenomenon Greenberg calls avant-gardism, see n. 17 below. 

4. My presentation of Greenberg's theory of modernism is based chiefly on two of his 
later essays, "Modernist Painting" (1961), in The New Art: A Critical Anthology, ed. Gregory 
Battcock (New York, 1966), pp. 100-110, and "After Abstract Expressionism" (1962), in 
New York Painting and Sculpture: 1940-1970, ed. Henry Geldzahler (New York, 1969), pp. 
360-71. 
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being assimilated to mere entertainment, discovered that they could save 
themselves from that depressing fate "only by demonstrating that the 
kind of experience they provided was valuable in its own right and not to 
be obtained from any other kind of activity." (The crucial figure in 
painting is Manet, whose decisive canvases belong to the early 1860s.) 

Each art, it turned out, had to effect this demonstration on its 
own account. What had to be exhibited and made explicit was that 
which was unique and irreducible not only in art in general but also 
in each particular art. Each art had to determine, through the 
operations peculiar to itself, the effects peculiar and exclusive to 
itself. By doing this, each art would, to be sure, narrow its area of 
competence, but at the same time it would make its possession of 
this area all the more secure. 

It quickly emerged that the unique and proper area of com- 
petence of each art coincided with all that was unique to the nature 
of its medium. The task of self-criticism became to eliminate from 
the effects of each art any and every effect that might conceivably 
be borrowed from or by the medium of every other art. Thereby 
each art would be rendered "pure," and in its "purity" find the 
guarantee of its standards of quality as well as of its independence. 
"Purity" meant self-definition, and the enterprise of self-criticism 
in the arts became one of self-definition with a vengeance.5 

As described by Greenberg, the enterprise in question involved 
testing a wide range of norms and conventions in order to determine 
which were inessential, and therefore to be discarded, and which on the 
contrary constituted the timeless and unchanging essence of the art of 
painting. (Greenberg doesn't use either of the last two adjectives, but 
both are implicit in his argument.) By the early 1960s, the results of this 
century-long project, Greenberg's famous modernist "reduction," ap- 
peared to be in: 

It has been established by now, it would seem, that the irreducibility 
of pictorial art consists in but two constitutive conventions or 
norms: flatness and the delimitation of flatness. In other words, the 
observance of merely these two norms is enough to create an object 
which can be experienced as a picture: thus a stretched or 
tacked-up canvas already exists as a picture-though not necessar- 
ily as a successful one.6 

Greenberg may have been somewhat uneasy with this conclusion; at 
any rate, he goes on to state that Barnett Newman, Mark Rothko, and 
Clyfford Still, three of the most advanced painters of the postwar period, 

5. Greenberg, "Modernist Painting," p. 102. 
6. Greenberg, "After Abstract Expressionism," p. 369. 
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"have swung the self-criticism of Modernist painting in a new direction 

by dint simply of continuing it in its old one. The question now asked in 
their art is no longer what constitutes art, or the art of painting, as such, 
but what constitutes good art as such. What is the ultimate source of value 
or quality in art?" (The answer he gives, or finds their art to give, is 

"conception.")7 But here, too, the governing notion is one of reduction 
to an essence, to an absolute and unchanging core that in effect has been 
there all along and which the evolution of modernist painting has pro- 
gressively laid bare. 

I don't say that Clark swallows Greenberg whole. In particular he 
refuses to accept the proposition that with the advent of modernism art 
becomes or is revealed to be "a provider of value in its own right" (p. 
151), arguing instead that modernist art has always reflected the values 
of modern society (more on this presently). But I do suggest that Clark's 
insistence that modernism proceeds by ever more extreme and dire acts 
of negation is simply another version of the idea that it has evolved by a 

process of radical reduction-by casting off, negating, one norm or con- 
vention after another in search of the bare minimum that can suffice. 
Indeed I believe that it is because Clark accepts Greenberg's reductionist 
and essentialist conception of the modernist enterprise that he is led to 
characterize the medium in modernism as "the site of negation and 

estrangement"-as pushed continually "to the point where it breaks or 

evaporates or turns back into mere unworked material"-and to assert 
that in modernism "negation appears as an absolute and all-en- 

compassing fact, something which once begun is cumulative and un- 
controllable" (pp. 152, 153-54, 154). From this perspective, Clark's atti- 
tude toward the developments to which he alludes is less important than 
the assumptions underlying his interpretation of those developments. 
His attitude, of course, is the reverse of Greenberg's, but his assumptions 
derive directly from Greenberg's schema. 

3 

As long ago as 1966-67 I took issue with what I called a reductionist 

conception of modernism. In an essay on a group of paintings by Frank 
Stella, I wrote: 

I take a reductionist conception of modernist painting to mean this: 
that painting roughly since Manet is seen as a kind of cognitive 
enterprise in which a certain quality (e.g., literalness), set of norms 
(e.g., flatness and the delimiting of flatness), or core of problems 
(e.g., how to acknowledge the literal character of the support) is 

7. Ibid. Greenberg spells out what he means by "conception" when he says of New- 
man's paintings: "The onlooker who says his child could paint a Newman may be right, but 
Newman would have to be there to tell the child exactly what to do" (p. 370). 
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progressively revealed as constituting the essence of painting-and, 
by implication, as having done so all along. This seems to me 
gravely mistaken, not on the grounds that modernist painting is not 
a cognitive enterprise, but because it radically misconstrues the kind 
of cognitive enterprise modernist painting is. What the modernist 
painter can be said to discover in his work-what can be said to be 
revealed to him in it-is not the irreducible essence of all painting, 
but rather that which, at the present moment in painting's history, 
is capable of convincing him that it can stand comparison with the 
painting of both the modernist and the pre-modernist past whose 
quality seems to him beyond question.8 

And in another essay written later that year I quoted Greenberg's re- 
marks about a tacked-up canvas already existing as a picture though not 

necessarily as a successful one and commented: 

It is not quite enough to say that a bare canvas tacked to a wall is not 
"necessarily" a successful picture; it would, I think, be more accu- 
rate to say that it is not conceivably one. It may be countered that 
future circumstances might be such as to make it a successful paint- 
ing; but I would argue that, for that to happen, the enterprise of 
painting would have to change so drastically that nothing more 
than the name would remain.... Moreover, seeing something as a 
painting in the sense that one sees the tacked-up canvas as a paint- 
ing, and being convinced that a particular work can stand compari- 
son with the painting of the past whose quality is not in doubt, are 
altogether different experiences: it is, I want to say, as though 
unless something compels conviction as to its quality it is no more 
than trivially or nominally a painting .... This is not to say that 
painting has no essence; it is to claim that essence-i.e., that which 
compels conviction-is largely determined by, and therefore 
changes continually in response to, the vital work of the recent past. 
The essence of painting is not something irreducible. Rather, the task of 
the modernist painter is to discover those conventions which, at a 
given moment, alone are capable of establishing his work's identity 
as painting.9 

8. Fried, "Shape as Form: Frank Stella's New Paintings" (1966), in New York Painting 
and Sculpture, p. 422. 

9. Fried, "Art and Objecthood" (1967), in Minimal Art: A Critical Anthology, ed. 
Battcock (New York, 1968), pp. 123-24 n.4 (with a few minor changes). The Wittgenstein- 
ian view of essence and convention propounded in these passages and indeed the basic 
conception of the modernist enterprise outlined in them were worked out during a period 
of close intellectual comradeship with Stanley Cavell; see, e.g., Cavell, "The Availability of 

Wittgenstein's Later Philosophy," "Music Discomposed," and "A Matter of Meaning It," 
Must We Mean What We Say? (New York, 1969), as well as his The Claim of Reason: Wittgen- 
stein, Skepticism, Morality, and Tragedy (New York, 1979), esp. pp. 86-125. For a highly 
intelligent, at once sympathetic and deconstructive, reading of my account of modernism, 
see Stephen Melville, "Notes on the Reemergence of Allegory, the Forgetting of Modern- 
ism, the Necessity of Rhetoric, and the Conditions of Publicity in Art and Criticism," 
October 19 (Winter 1981): 55-92. 
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My aim in quoting these passages is not to spare myself the trouble 
of formulating afresh the thoughts they express but rather to show that a 

sharply critical but emphatically pro-modernist reading of Greenberg's 
reductionism and essentialism has been available for some considerable 
time. And my aim in showing this is not to suggest that Clark ought to 
have felt obliged to come to grips with or at least to acknowledge that 

reading (though I tend to think he should have) so much as to under- 
score his dependence on Greenberg's theory of modernism, even 

perhaps his solidarity with Greenberg in the face of certain criticisms of 
the latter's ideas. In any case, I hope it is evident that the conception of 
modernism adumbrated in the passagesjust quoted is consistent with the 

arguments I have already mounted against Clark's essay. The following 
observations will help spell this out. 

1. The less inclined we are to accept the view that modernism pro- 
ceeds by discarding inessential conventions in pursuit of a timeless con- 
stitutive core, the more improbable we are bound to find the claim that 

negation in modernism is "cumulative and uncontrollable," that (to 
quote Clark in full) "the road leads back and back to the black square, the 

hardly differentiated field of sound, the infinitely flimsy skein of spectral 
colour, speech stuttering and petering out into etceteras and excuses" (p. 
154). There is no road, if by that one means a track laid down in advance 
and ending in a predetermined destination, which is to say that there are 
no theoretical grounds for believing (or inclining to believe) that the 
evolution of modernist painting or sculpture or any other art will be 
from greater to lesser complexity, from differentiation to nondifferenti- 
ation, from articulateness to inarticulateness, and so on. (Nor are there 
theoretical grounds for believing the reverse.) Of course, it may simply 
be the case that some such evolution has occurred, but that is precisely 
what I dispute. Try understanding the history of Impressionism in those 
terms, or the art of Picasso and Braque between 1906 and 1914, or the 

emergence in the past seventy years of a tradition of constructed 

sculpture culminating in Smith and Caro, or the sequence of recent 
modernist painters Pollock-Helen Frankenthaler-Morris Louis-Kenneth 
Noland-Jules Olitski-Larry Poons (more challenges to Clark). My point 
here, however, is not that Clark's account of modernism belies the facts 
so much as that it is captive to an idea of how modernism works that all 
but screens the facts from view. 

2. To the extent that we acknowledge the need for a putative work 
of modernist art to sustain comparison with previous work whose quality 
or level, for the moment anyway, is not in doubt, we repudiate the notion 
that what at bottom is at stake in modernism is a project of negation. For 
it is plainly not the case that the art of the old masters-the ultimate term 
of comparison-can usefully be seen as negative in essence: and implicit 
in my account is the claim that the deepest impulse or master convention 
of what I earlier called "mainstream" modernism has never been to 
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overthrow or supersede or otherwise break with the pre-modernist past 
but rather to attempt to equal its highest achievements, under new and 
difficult conditions that from the first were recognized by a few writers 
and artists as stacking the deck against the likelihood of success.10 (For 
Baudelaire in 1846, those conditions included the disappearance of the 
great schools of painting that in the past had sustained relatively minor 
talents and, more broadly, the advent of an extreme form of individu- 
alism that in effect threw the modern artist solely on his personal re- 
sources and thereby ensured that only the most gifted and impassioned 
natures could hope to create lasting art.)1l Here too, of course, someone 
might wish to argue that the various measures and strategies by which 
the modernist arts have sought to measure up to the great works of the 
past have been cumulatively and overwhelmingly negative in import. 
But this would require serious discussion of specific works, careers, 
movements, and so on, and once again I would bet heavily against the 
persuasiveness of the result. 

3. The interpretation of modernism that I have been propounding 
implies a view of the relation of the artistic enterprise to the wider 
culture in which it is situated that differs from both Greenberg's and 
Clark's. According to Greenberg, modernism gets started at least partly 
in response to sociopolitical developments, but once under way its evo- 
lution is autonomous and in the long run even predetermined.12 Ac- 

cording to Clark, on the other hand, artistic modernism must be un- 
derstood as something like a reflection of the incoherence and con- 
tradictoriness of modern capitalist society. In his words, "Negation is the 
sign inside art of this wider decomposition: it is an attempt to capture the 
lack of consistent and repeatable meanings in the culture-to capture 
the lack and make it over into form" (p. 154). 

10. That the historical mission of modernism has been to preserve the standards of 
the high art of the past is one of Greenberg's major themes. The closing words of 
"Modernist Painting" are these: "Nothing could be further from the authentic art of our 
time than the idea of a rupture of continuity. Art is, among many other things, continuity. 
Without the past of art, and without the need and compulsion to maintain past standards 
of excellence, such a thing as Modernist art would be impossible" (p. 110). 

11. See Charles Baudelaire, "The Salon of 1846," Art in Paris 1845-1862: Salons and 
Other Exhibitions, trans. and ed. Jonathan Mayne (Ithaca, N.Y., 1981), pp. 115-16. What the 
great schools chiefly provided to artists belonging to them was "faith" or, as Baudelaire 

shrewdly goes on to say, "the impossibility of doubt" (p. 115). In the same vein, Baudelaire 
writes of Delacroix more than a decade later: "He is as great as the old masters, in a country 
and a century in which the old masters would not have been able to survive" ("The Salon of 
1859," p. 168). 

12. Let me emphasize that I am speaking here of the implications of his theoretical 
essays (or of primarily theoretical passages in essays like "After Abstract Expressionism"); 
as a practical critic, Greenberg is at pains to eliminate all suggestion of predetermination 
and in fact would surely claim that he wished to do so in his theoretical writings as well. As 
we have seen, however, the terms of his analysis-reduction to an essence-make such a 
suggestion unavoidable. 
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Now it may seem that my own views on this topic are closer to 
Greenberg's than to Clark's, and in a sense they are. I find Clark's 
thumbnail analysis of the sociopolitical content of modernism both crude 
and demeaning, quite apart from the absurdity of the idea that this 
culture or any culture can be said to lack "consistent and repeatable 
meanings." What on earth can he be thinking of? Furthermore, the 
modernist artist-say, the modernist painter-is represented in my ac- 
count as primarily responsible to an exalted conception or at any rate to 
an exacting practice of the enterprise of painting. And this, in addition 
to perhaps striking some readers as elitist and inhumane (their problem, 
not mine),13 may appear to commit me to a view of art and society as 

mutually exclusive, forever sealed off from one another without possi- 
bility of interpenetration or even communication. But this would be 

wrong: in the first place because my argument expressly denies the 
existence of a distinct realm of the pictorial-of a body of suprahistorical, 
non-context-specific, in that sense "formalist," concerns that define the 

proper aims and limits of the art of painting-maintaining on the con- 

trary that modernist painting, in its constantly renewed effort to discover 
what it must be, is forever driven "outside" itself, compelled to place in 

jeopardy its very identity by engaging with what it is not. (The task of 

understanding modernism politically is itself misunderstood if it is 

thought of as constructing a bridge over an abyss.)14 And in the second 

13. I say that it is their problem because it is based on unexamined assumptions or 

simply wishful thinking about what art (and life) should be like. This is perhaps the place to 
mention that in a lecture at a conference on art criticism and social theory held at 

Blacksburg, Virginia (9-11 October 1981), Donald Kuspit of the State University of New 
York at Stony Brook (author of a study of Greenberg) characterized my views on modern- 
ism as "authoritarian" and even as "fascistic." These are hard words. Presumably what 

justifies them is my insistence that some art is better than other art and my claim to know, 
to be able to tell, which is which. (Sometimes, of course, what I am able to tell is that 

previously I was wrong.) But what would be the use of a critic who regarded all art as 

equally indifferent, or who claimed not to be able to distinguish good from bad, or who 
considered all such questions beside the point? Moreover, my emphasis on the primacy of 
conviction means precisely that the reader of my criticism is barred from being persuaded, 
simply by reading me, of the rightness (or wrongness) of the judgments I make; rather, he 
must test those judgments against his firsthand experience of the works in question if he is 
to arrive at a view of the matter that is truly his. Is this authoritarianism? Fascism? Only, it 
seems to me, if we are prepared to characterize in those terms the assertion that while "the 
doors of the temple stand open, night and day, before every man, and the oracles of this 
truth cease never, it is guarded by one stern condition; this namely; It is an intuition. It 
cannot be received at second hand" (Ralph Waldo Emerson, "The Divinity School Ad- 
dress," Nature, Addresses, and Lectures, ed. Robert E. Spiller and Alfred R. Ferguson [Cam- 
bridge, Mass., 1979], p. 80). 

14. Early in his essay, Clark cites Bertolt Brecht as a modern artist for whom "active 

engagement in ideological struggle . . . was not necessarily incompatible with work on the 
medium of theatre, making that medium explicit and opaque in the best avant-garde man- 
ner" (p. 143), and again toward the end he mentions Brecht with approval. This is true as 
far as it goes, but it fails to consider the possibility that it was precisely Brecht's prior 
concern with problems and issues relating to what might be called the inescapable theatri- 
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place because my emphasis on the utterly crucial role played in modern- 
ism by conviction or its absence invites inquiry into what might be called 
the politics of conviction, that is to say, the countless ways in which a 

person's deepest beliefs about art and even about the quality of specific 
works of art have been influenced, sometimes to the point of having 
been decisively shaped, by institutional factors that, traced to their limits, 
merge imperceptibly with the culture at large. In a particular instance 
this may result in the undermining of certain beliefs and their replace- 
ment by others (a state of no belief is impossible). But it doesn't follow 

merely from the recognition of influence, even powerful influence, that 
the original beliefs are not to be trusted. A host of institutional factors 
must have collaborated long ago to incline me to take Manet seriously; 
but I can no more imagine giving up my conviction about the greatness 
of his art than I can imagine losing interest in painting altogether. (Both 
events could happen and perhaps will, but if they do I will scarcely be the 
same person. Some convictions are part of one's identity.) 

4. To repeat: my insistence that the modernist painter seeks to 
discover not the irreducible essence of all painting but rather those con- 
ventions which, at a particular moment in the history of the art, are 
capable of establishing his work's nontrivial identity as painting leaves 
wide open (in principle though not in actuality) the question of what, 
should he prove successful, those conventions will turn out to be. The 
most that follows from my account, and I agree that it is by no means 

negligible, is that those conventions will bear a perspicuous relation to 
conventions operative in the most significant work of the recent past, 
though here it is necessary to add (the relation of perspicuousness con- 
sists precisely in this) that significant new work will inevitably transform 
our understanding of those prior conventions and moreover will invest 
the prior works themselves with a generative importance (and isn't that 
to say with a measure of value or quality?) that until that moment they 
may not have had. Thus the evolution since the early 1950s of what is 
often called color-field painting has entailed a continual reinterpretation 
of Pollock's allover drip paintings of 1947-50 as well as an ever more 
authoritative identification of those pictures as the fountainhead of an 
entire tradition of modernist painting.15 

cality of the theatrical arts that enabled him to make an engagement in ideological struggle 
count artistically. Brecht himself describes his discovery of Marx as that of an ideal audi- 
ence: "When I read Marx's Capital I understood my plays. ... It wasn't of course that I 
found I had unconsciously written a whole pile of Marxist plays; but this man Marx was the 
only spectator for my plays I'd ever come across" (Brecht on Theater, trans. and ed. John 
Willett [New York, 1964], pp. 23-24). (A similar line of argument might be pursued in 
connection with Godard.) The question as regards modernist painting and sculpture is 
therefore whether the present state of those arts is such as to facilitate an analogous 
development. I think the answer is no, but not because of any fact of closure. 

15. See, e.g., my Morris Louis (New York, 1970), pp. 13-22 and passim. 
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So intensely perspectival and indeed so circular a view of the mod- 
ernist enterprise-both the meaning and the value of the present are 
conceived as underwritten by a relation to a past that is continually being 
revised and reevaluated by the present-has close affinities with modern 
antifoundationalist thought both in philosophy proper and in theory of 
interpretation. (Recent discussions of Wittgenstein's treatment in the 
Philosophical Investigations of "following a rule," with its problematizing of 
how we "go on in the same way"-e.g., making objects capable of elicit- 
ing conviction as paintings-are pertinent here.) But what I want to 
emphasize at this juncture is that insofar as the practice I have just 
described involves something like radical self-criticism, the nature of that 
self-criticism is altogether different from what Greenberg means by the 
term; and insofar as the process in question may be figured as a version 
of the dialectic, it throws into reliefjust how undialectical Clark's reading 
of modernism is.16 

4 

Toward the close of his essay, Clark writes that the end (in the sense 
of death) of the art of the bourgeoisie will involve, in fact has already 
involved (he is thinking of Brecht), "a search for another place in the 
social order." He continues: "Art wants to address someone, it wants 
something precise and extended to do; it wants resistance, it needs 
criteria; it will take risks in order to find them, including the risk of its 
own dissolution" (p. 155). And in a footnote to this he adds: 

16. Two further ramifications of my account of modernism should at least be 
mentioned. First, it implies that the conviction of quality or value is always elicited by 
putative paintings and sculptures and not by putative works of art as such. The way I put 
this in "Art and Objecthood" was to claim that "the concepts of quality and value-and to 
the extent that these are central to art, the concept of art itself-are meaningful . . . only 
within the individual arts. What lies between the arts is theatre" (p. 142). (See n. 18 below, 
and cf. Greenberg, "Intermedia," Arts 56 [October 1981]: 92-93.) Second, the situation of 
the critic is analogous to that of the modernist artist in that criticism has no neutral, 
context-free, in that sense suprahistorical, descriptive categories at its disposal (not even, or 
especially not, "painting" and "sculpture") but rather must seek to elicit the conviction that 
the concepts it finds itself motivated to deploy actually illuminate the works under discus- 
sion. Moreover, as the context changes, largely as the result of subsequent artistic devel- 
opments, even the concepts in widest use will require modification. For example, during 
the past fifteen or twenty years the concept "flatness" that at least since the late nineteenth 
century had been indispensable to the construal of modernist painting has lost much of its 
urgency; which is not to say that ambitious painting in our time has been freed from the 
demand that it come to terms with issues of surface-if anything the pressure there is more 
intense than before. Larry Poons' recent "pour" paintings incorporating bits and pieces of 
polyurethane, shown at the Emmerich Gallery in New York in April 1982, are a case in 
point. 
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This is not to smuggle in a demand for realism again by the back 
door; or at least, not one posed in the traditional manner. The 
weakness or absence I have pointed to in modern art does not 
derive, I think, from a lack of grounding in "seeing" (for example) 
or a set of realist protocols to go with that; rather, it derives from its 
lack of grounding in some (any) specific practice of representation, 
which would be linked in turn to other social practices-embedded 
in them, constrained by them. The question is not, therefore, 
whether modern art should be figurative or abstract, rooted in 
empirical commitments or not so rooted, but whether art is now pro- 
vided with sufficient constraints of any kind-notions of appropriate- 
ness, tests of vividness, demands which bring with them measures 
of importance or priority. Without constraints, representation of 
any articulateness and salience cannot take place. [Pp. 155-56 n. 11; 
my emphasis] 

Here as elsewhere Clark's argument is unpersuasive. For one thing, 
to personify art itself as "wanting" to do certain things that are now not 
being done is palpably absurd. (Need I add that it is also alien to a 
materialist view of the subject?) For another, Clark's use of notions like 
resistance and criteria is obscure. Is it his considered view that in 
modernist art literally anything goes? Does he simply dismiss the in- 
sistence by Greenberg and others on the need to distinguish between the 
large mass of ostensibly difficult and advanced but in fact routine and 
meretricious work-the product, according to those critics, of an in- 

gratiating and empty avant-gardism-and the far smaller and often less 
obviously extreme body of work that really matters, that can survive 
comparison with what at that juncture they take to be the significant art 
of the past?17 True, the distinction is not enforced by appeal to objective 

17. In a lecture delivered at the University of Sydney in 1968, Greenberg distin- 

guishes between the authentic avant-garde, which he sees as dedicated to preserving the 
values of the high art of the past, and the "popular" avant-garde-the invention of 

Duchamp and Dada-which he characterizes as seeking to evade the issue of quality 
altogether (see Greenberg, "Avant-Garde Attitudes: New Art in the Sixties," The John 
Power Lecture in Contemporary Art, 17 May 1968 [Sydney, 1969], pp. 10-11). (One 
recurrent tactic of evasion has been to raise the pseudoquestion of art as such.) In that 
lecture too Greenberg notes the emergence in the 1960s of what he calls "novelty" art, in 
which the "easiness" of the work-its failure to offer a significant challenge to advanced 
taste-"is ... knowingly, aggressively, extravagantly masked by the guises of the difficult" 

(p. 12). And in a subsequent essay, Greenberg substitutes the pejorative term "avant- 
gardism" for that of the "popular" avant-garde ("Counter Avant-Garde," Art International 
15 [May 1971]: 16-19). 

In my "Art and Objecthood" I argue that the best contemporary painting and 

sculpture seek an ideal of self-sufficiency and what I call "presentness" whereas much 
seemingly advanced recent work is essentially theatrical, depending for its effects of "pres- 
ence" on the staging, the conspicuous manipulation, of its relation to an audience. (In the 
years since "Art and Objecthood" was written, the theatrical has assumed a host of new 
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criteria-but are those what Clark is asking for? Does he think, against 
Kant and Wittgenstein, that such criteria have a role to play in the arts? 
In any case, despite his disclaimers, the whole passage bears witness to an 
uneasiness with abstract art that makes Clark a dubious guide to the 
events of the past century or more. 

My strongest objection to his remarks, however, is that they fail to 

recognize not just the magnitude of the achievement of modernist paint- 
ers and sculptors I admire but also, more to the point, the formative 

importance in their art of what can only be called constraints. I shall 
conclude with a brief example. 

In 1966 Caro, who had been making abstract sculptures in welded 
steel since 1960, became interested in making small sculptures-pieces 
that would extend no more than a foot or two in any dimension and thus 
would tend to be placed on a table or other convenient locus for small 

portable objects rather than directly on the ground, the compulsory (i.e., 
the only right) siting for his abstract pieces until that moment.'8 Now it 

may seem that this ought not to have presented a problem: Why not 

guises and has acquired a new name: post-modernism.) Recently Melville has challenged 
the hardness of this distinction, arguing, for example, that the desire to defeat the theatri- 
cal can find satisfaction only in a theatrical space, or at any rate in circumstances that 
cannot wholly escape the conditions of theater (I make this point in my writings on pre- 
modernist art), and going on to claim that today "the field we call 'painting' includes, and 
cannot now be defined without reference to, its violations and excesses-performance 
work in particular" ("Notes," p. 80). In this connection he cites figures such as Rauschen- 

berg and Acconci, whose endeavors I continue to see as trivial. But the fact that I am 

unimpressed by his exemplary artists by no means deflects the force of his general argu- 
ment, which compels an awareness that, as he puts it, neatly paraphrasing me on Diderot, 
the art of painting is inescapably addressed to an audience that must be gathered (see p. 
87). On the other hand, as Melville is aware, the impossibility of a pure or absolute mode of 

antitheatricality by no means implies that I am mistaken in my assessment of the best work 
of our time or even, by and large, in the terms in which I have described it. (Effects of 

presentness can still amount to grace.) 
On theatricality as an issue for pre-modernist art, see my Absorption and Theatricality: 

Painting and Beholder in the Age of Diderot (Berkeley, 1980); "Thomas Couture and the 
Theatricalization of Action in Nineteenth-Century French Painting," Artforum 8 (June 
1970): 36-46; "The Beholder in Courbet: His Early Self-Portraits and Their Place in His 

Art," Glyph 4 (1978): 85-129; "Representing Representation: On the Central Group in 
Courbet's Studio," in Allegory and Representation: Selected Papers Jrom the English Institute, 
1979-80, ed. Stephen J. Greenblatt (Baltimore, 1981), pp. 94-127, rpt. inArtinAmerica 69 

(September 1981): 127-33, 168-73; and "Painter into Painting: On Courbet's After Dinner 
at Ornans and Stonebreakers," Critical Inquiry 8 (Summer 1982): 619-49. Theatricality in 
Manet is discussed in my "Manet's Sources," pp. 69-74. 

18. On Caro, see, e.g., my introduction to the exhibition catalog, Anthony Caro, Hay- 
ward Gallery, London, 1969; Richard Whelan et al., Anthony Caro (Baltimore, 1974); and 
William Rubin, Anthony Caro (New York, 1975). The Whelan book contains additional texts 

by Greenberg, John Russell, Phyllis Tuchman, and myself. The following discussion of 
Caro's table sculptures is based on my essay in the catalog to the travelling exhibition, 

Anthony Caro: Table Sculptures, 1966-77, British Council, 1977-78 (rpt. in Arts 51 [March 
1977]: 94-97). 
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simply make small (i.e., tabletop) versions of the larger sculptures that 

normally would have been placed on the bare ground, and let it go at 
that? But the fact of the matter is that such a solution was unacceptable 
to Caro, by which I mean that even without giving it a try he knew with 

perfect certainty that it would not do, that it was incapable of providing 
the basis for proceeding that he sought. But why? 

Here I want to say, because it failed to respond to the depth of Caro's 
need for something, call it a convention,19 that would articulate smallness 
in a manner consistent with the prior logic of his art, that would be 
faithful to his commitment to a particular mode of thinking, feeling, and 
willing sculpture, in short that would not run counter to his acceptance 
(but that is too contractual a term: his internalization, his appropriation) 
of a particular set of constraints, the initial and at first only partial un- 
earthing of which roughly six years before had been instrumental in his 
sudden emergence as a major artist (itself a characteristically modernist 
phenomenon).20 I associate those constraints with a radical notion of 
abstractness, which I contrast not withfigurativeness, an uninteresting op- 
position, but rather with literalness, in the present context a compelling 
one.21 Reformulated in these terms, the problem of smallness that Caro 
found so challenging may be phrased quite simply. How was he to go 
about making pieces whose modest dimensions would strike the viewer 
not as a contingent, quantitative, in that sense merely literal fact about 
them but rather as a crucial aspect of their identity as abstract works of 
art-as internal to their "form," as part of their very essence as works of 
sculpture? To put this another way, by what means was he to make small 
sculptures that could not be seen, that would effectively defeat being 
perceived, either as models for or as reduced versions of larger ones? In 
obvious respects, the task he faced involved departing from norms that 
had been operative in his art up to that time. More importantly, how- 
ever, his task was one of remaining responsible to a particular vision of 
his art (may we not lift a phrase from Clark and say to a particular vision 
of "cultural possibility"?) according to which a sculpture's scale-indeed 

19. "It is as if this expressed the essence of form.-I say, however: if you talk about 
essence-, you are merely noting a convention. But here one would like to retort: there is no 
greater difference than that between a proposition about the depth of the essence and one 
about-a mere convention. But what if I reply: to the depth that we see in the essence there 
corresponds the deep need for the convention" (Ludwig Wittgenstein, Remarks on the Foun- 
dations of Mathematics, ed. G. H. Von Wright, R. Rhees, and G. E. M. Anscombe, trans. 
Anscombe [Oxford, 1956], p. 23e). 

20. See my discussion of Louis' "breakthrough" to major achievement in Morris Louis, 
pp. 10-13. 

21. The opposition between abstractness and literalness is developed in my essays 
"Shape as Form" and "Art and Objecthood," as well as in two short reviews, "Two 
Sculptures by Anthony Caro" and "Caro's Abstractness," both available in Whelan et al., 
Anthony Caro, pp. 95-101 and 103-10; see also in this collection Greenberg's remarks on 
Caro's abstractness or "radical unlikeness to nature" ("Anthony Caro," pp. 87-93, esp. p. 
88). 
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all its features that matter, including its mode of self-presentation-must 
be secured abstractly, made part of its essence, in order to convince the 
viewer (in the first instance the sculptor) of their necessity or at any rate 
their lack of arbitrariness. 

Caro's solution to this problem involved two distinct steps, the first 
of which soon proved dispensable. First, he incorporated handles of 
various sorts in a number of pieces in an attempt to key the "feel" of each 
work to that of graspable and manipulable objects. The chief precedent 
for this was Picasso's Glass of Absinthe (1914), a small painted bronze 
sculpture that incorporates a real silver sugar strainer. (Recognizable 
handles disappear from Caro's art around 1968.) Second, as in Table 
Piece XXII of 1967 (fig. 2), Caro ran at least one element in every piece 
below the level of the tabletop or other elevated plane surface on which it 
was to be placed. This had the effect of precluding the transposition of 
the sculpture, in fact or in imagination, to the ground-of making the 
placement of the sculpture on (i.e., partly off) the tabletop a matter not 
of arbitrary choice but of structural necessity. And it at once turned out 
that tabling or precluding grounding the sculptures in this way was 
tantamount to establishing their smallness in terms that are not a func- 
tion of actual size. More precisely, the distinction between tabling and 

FIG. 2.-Anthony Caro, Table Piece XXII, 1967. Private Collection, London. Phot. John 
Goldblatt. 
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grounding, determined as it is by the sculptures themselves, makes itself 
felt as equivalent to a qualitative as opposed to quantitative, essential as 
opposed to contingent, or abstract as opposed to literal difference in 
scale. (Not only did the abstract smallness of the table sculptures later 
prove compatible with surprising largeness of actual size; it soon became 
apparent that a certain minimum size, on the order of feet rather than 
inches, was required for their tabling to be experienced in these terms.)22 

Caro's table sculptures thus embody a sense of scale for which there 
is no obvious precedent in earlier sculpture. And although it seems clear 
that our conviction on this score relates intimately to the fact that in 
everyday life smallish objects of the sort we grasp, manipulate, and shift 
casually from place to place tend to be found on tables, within easy 
reach, rather than on the ground, it is also true that we encounter noth- 
ing quite like the abstract smallness of Caro's table sculptures in our 
ordinary dealings with the world. From this point of view, an ontological 
one, the table sculptures are endlessly fascinating. And the source of that 
fascination could not have less to do with everything Clark means by 
negation, decomposition, absence, emptiness-the entire battery of con- 
cepts by means of which he tries to evoke the futility of modernism as he 
sees it. 

A further glance at Table Piece XXII and I am done. The sculpture 
consists of three primary elements-a section of curved, broad-diameter 
pipe, a longer section of straight, narrow-diameter pipe, and a 
handle-welded together in a configuration, a structure of relations, that 
subtly, abstractly, asserts not only the disparateness but also the sepa- 
rateness of the two sections of pipe. (The pipe sections strike us as above 
all disjoined from one another by the handle that runs between them.) 
And one consequence of this is that, far from being tempted to reach out 
and grasp the handle, we sense as if subliminally that we are being 
invited to take hold of a gap, a spacing, and we draw back. In short, the 
everyday, literal function of a handle is here eclipsed by this handle's 
abstract function of enforcing a separation and thereby attuning us all 
the more finely to apprehending Table Piece XXII abstractly rather than 
literally, as a work of art and not, or not merely, a physical object. A 
Marxist critic might wish to say that this last distinction and indeed my 
larger advocacy of abstractness versus literalness are epitomes of 
bourgeois ideology. But he would have to grant that my analysis of 
Caro's table sculptures could hardly be further from Clark's fantasy of 

22. Between 1966 and 1974, Caro made roughly two hundred table sculptures of this 

type. Around 1974-75, however, he began making table sculptures that no longer dipped 
below the level of the tabletop, without loss of quality. It is as though by then Caro had 

acquired a mastery of what might be called table scale that enabled him to give up anchor- 

ing the pieces to the tabletop and nevertheless to establish abstractly the specificity of their 
dimensions and mode of presentation. (On the other hand, many of these pieces also 
"work" on the ground and in that sense are presentationally looser than the earlier pieces.) 
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the medium in modernism reverting to the state of "mere unworked 
material." 

Finally, beyond and embracing the considerations I have so far in- 
voked, the convincingness of Table Piece XXII as art depends on some- 
thing that defies exhaustive analysis, namely, the sheer rightness of all 
the relevant relations at work in it, including the appropriateness of its 
color, a metallic gray-green, to everything else. Intuition of that right- 
ness is the critic's first responsibility as well as his immediate reward, and 
if Clark shared more than a fraction of that intuition, about this Caro or 
any Caro, or any Smith, Pollock, Frankenthaler, Louis, Noland, Olitski, 
or Poons, not to mention the antecedent masters whose painting and 
sculptures, continually reinterpreted, stand behind theirs, his under- 
standing of the politics of modernism would be altogether different 
from what it is. 
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