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3. Chance

In his outline of a history of ‘chance in literature,’ i.e., of the inter-
pretations that chance has received since the courtly novel of the
Middle Ages, Kohler devotes an extensive chapter to the literature
of the twentieth century. “‘From Tristan Tzara’s ‘newspaper clipping’
poems down to the most modern happening, the enthusiastic sub-
mission to the material was not the cause but the consequence of a
state of society where only what chance reveals is immune against
false consciousness, free of ideology, not stigmatized by the total
reification of the conditions of human life’'6 Kohler observes
correctly that submission to the material is a characteristic of both
avant-gardiste and neo-avant-gardiste art, though 1 doubt that his
interpretation of the phenomenon, which is reminiscent of Adorno,
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‘can be subscribed to. The example of the surrealist basard objectif

(objective chance) will be used to show both the hopes that the
avant-garde movements had for chance, and the ideological construct
to which they subjected this category precisely because of these
hopes.

At the beginning of Nadja (1928), Breton tells of a number of odd
occurrences that convey a clear idea of what the Surrealists meant
by ‘objective chance.’ The occurrences follow a basic pattern:
because they have one or more characteristics in common, two
events are brought into relation with one another. An example:
Leafing through a Rimbaud volume, Breton and his friends make the
acquaintance, at a fleamarket, of a young salesgirl who not only
writes poetry herself but has also read Aragon’s Paysan de Paris. The
second event is not specifically dealt with, because readers of Breton
are also familiar with it: the Surrealists are poets, and one of them is
Aragon. Objective chance rests on the selection of congruent seman-
tic elements (here: poet.and Aragon) in unrelated events. The Sur-
realists take note of the congruence; it points to a sense that cannot
be grasped. Although a chance event occurs “by itself,” of course,
there is required on the part of the Surrealists a set that permits them
to note concordant semantic elements in unrelated events.!?

Valéry once correctly observed that chance can be manufactured.
One need only close one’s eyes as one picks an object from a number

of similar ones to make the result a chance result. Although the’
Surrealists do not manufacture chance, they devote a heightened

attention to events whose occurrence is not held to be likely. They
can therefore register ‘chance events’ that, because of their triviality
(ie., their unrelatedness to the preoccupations of the individual
concerned) escape others. Starting from the experience that a society.

‘organized on the basis of a means-ends rationality increasingly

restricts the individual’s scope, the Surrealists attempt to discover
clements of the unpredictable in daily life. Their attention is there-

‘fore directed toward those phenomena that have no place in a

society that is organized according to the principle of means-ends
rationality. The discovery of the marvelous in the everyday undoubt-
edly constitutes an enrichment of the experiential possibilities of
“urban man.” But it requires a behavioral type that renounces
specific goals in favor of a pervasive openness to impressions. This is

not enough for the Surrealists, however. They attempt to bring the

extraordinary about. The fixation of specific places (lieux sacrés) and
the effort to create a mythologie moderne indicate their intent to
master chance, to make the extraordinary repeatable.
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But what is ideological in the Surrealist interpretation of the
category of chance does not lie in the attempt to gain control of the
extraordinary but in the tendency to see in chance something like an
objective meaning. The positing of meaning is always the achieve-
ment of individuals and groups; there is no such thing as a meaning
that exists independent of a human communications nexus. But for
the Surrealists, meaning is contained in the chance constellations of
objects and events that they take note of as ‘objective chance.’ That
such meaning cannot be specified does not change the Surrealists’
expectation that it might be encountered in the real world. But this
is tantamount to resignation on the part of the bourgeois individual.
Since the active element in the shaping of reality by man is monopo-
lized by a society organized around means-ends rationality, the
individual that protests against society has no recourse but to submit
to an experience whose characteristic quality and value are its
purposelessness. It will never be possible to seize the meaning being
searched for in chance events, because, once defined, it would
become part of means-ends rationality and thus lose its value as
protest. The regression to a passive attitude of expectation, in other
words, must be understood as stemming from the total opposition
to society as it is. Since the Surrealists do not see that a given degree
of control over nature requires social organization, they run the risk
of expressing their protest against bourgeois society at a level where

it becomes protest against sociality as such. It is not the specific’

object, profit as the governing principle of bourgeois-capitalist
society, that is being criticized but means-ends rationality as such.
Paradoxically, chance, which subjects man to the totally heterono-
mous, can thus seem a symbol of freedom.

A theory of the avant-garde cannot simply make its own the
concept of chance the theoreticians of the avant-garde developed, for
we are dealing here with an ideological category: the production of
meaning, which is a production by the human subject, presents itself
as a natural product that must be deciphered. This reduction of the
meaning produced in communicative processes to something natural
is not arbitrary: itis connected with the attitude of abstract protest
characteristic of the early phase of the Surrealist movement. Yet the
theory of the avant-garde cannot wholly dispense with the category
of chance, for it is of decisive importance for the self-understanding
of the Surrealist movement at the very least. One will therefore view
the category with the meaning the Surrealists gave it as an ideological
one that permits scholars to understand the intention of the move-
ment but simultaneously makes it their task to criticize it.
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From the use of the category of chance as discussed above, we
must distinguish another where the element of the accidental has its
place in the work of art and not in nature, and where we are dealing
with a manufactured, not perceived, chance.

Chance can be produced in a variety of ways. One might distin-
guish between its direct and its mediated production. The former is
represented by movements that became known as Tachism, action
painting, and by other names during the fifties. Paint is dripped or
splashed on the canvas. Reality is no longer copied and interpreted.

- The intentional creation of a totality is largely renounced and makes

way for a spontaneity that to a considerable extent allows chance to
produce the painting. The subject that has freed itself of all the
constraints and rules of creation finally finds itself thrown back into
an empty subjectivity. Because it can no longer work itself out in
something that the material, and a specific task, set for it, the result
remains accidental in the bad sense of the word, i.e., arbitrary. The
total protest against any and every element of constraint does not
take the subject to the freedom of creation but into arbitrariness.
At best, this arbitrariness can afterward be interpreted as individual
expression. .

The mediate production of chance is something different. It is
not the result of blind spontaneity in the handling of the material -
but its very opposite, the most painstaking calculation. But that
calculation only extends to the means, whereas the result remains
largely unpredictable. “The progress of art as making,” Adorno
writes, “‘is accompanied by the tendency toward total arbitrariness.

- - The convergence of the technically integral, wholly made
work of art with the one that is absolute chance has been noted with
good reason” (AT, p. 47). In the principle of construction, there
lies a renunciation of the subjective imagination in favor of a submis-
sion to the chance of construction, which Adorno explains philo-
sophically and historically as the loss of power of the bourgeois
individual: “The subject has become conscious of the loss of power
which has been inflicted on him by the technique he has unleashed,
and elevates it into a program” (AT, p. 43). This is another instance
of the kind of interpretation we saw at work when the category of
the new was discussed. Adaptation to alienation is seen as the only
possible form of resistance to such alienation. The comments made
on that occasion also apply here, mutatis mutandis.

One may hazard the guess that Adorno’s thesis concerning the
predominance of construction as an inherent law to which the artist
submits without being able to define or determine the consequence
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comes from a knowledge of the compositional technique used in
twelve-tone music. In the Philosophy of Modern Music, he calls the
twelve-tone rationality ““. . . a closed system—one which is opaque
even to itself—in which the configuration of means is directly
hypostatized as goal and as law. The legitimacy of the procedure
in which the technique fulfills itself is at the same time merely
something imposed upon the material, by which the legitimacy is
determined. This determination itself does not actually serve a
purpose’” (p. 66).18

In literature, the production of chance through the use of a
principle of construction appears later than in music, namely in
concrete poetry, unless I am mistaken. This has to do with the
specificity of artistic media. The small role the semantic plays in
music means that it is closer to formal construction than literature.
To wholly subject literary material to a law of construction external
to it does not become possible until the semantic contents of litera-
ture have largely receded to secondary importance. It must be
emphasized, however, that recourse to a lawfulness merely imposed
on the material has a different place value in the case of literature
than does the employment of similar principles of construction in
music, and this because the media genuinely differ.

4. Benjamin’s Concept of Allegory

The development of a concept of the nonorganic work of art is a
central task of the theory of the avant-garde. It can be undertaken
by starting from Benjamin’s concept of allegory. We will see that
this concept represents an especially richly articulated category and
that it can serve to illuminate certain aspects of the aesthetic effect
of avant-gardiste works. Benjamin developed it as he was studying
the literature of the Baroque, of course,!® but one may say that it
is only in the avant-gardiste work that it finds its adequate object.
Differently formulated, we may say that it was Benjamin’s experi-
ence in dealing with works of the avant-garde that made possible
both the development of the category and ifs application to the
literature of the Baroque, and not the other way around. Here also,
it is the unfolding of the thing in our time that makes possible the
interpretation of past, earlier stages. There is thus nothing forced
in the attempt to read Benjamin’s concept of allegory as a theory
of the avant-gardiste (nonorganic) work of art. That this entails
the exclusion of those elements that derive from the application to the
literature of the Baroque goes without saying.2® Yet it seems that
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one should ask how the emergence of a particular type of work of

art (the allegorical in our present context) during periods so funda-

mentally different in their social structure can be explained. To turn
this question into an occasion for a search after common historical
and social characteristics of the two periods would surely be a
mistake, for it would imply that identical art forms necessarily have
an identical social base, which is certainly not the case. Instead, one
will have to recognize that whereas art forms owe- their birth to a
specific social context, they are not tied to the context of their
origin or to a social situation that is analogous to it, for the truth is
that they can take on different functions in varying social contexts.
The investigation should not address itself to possible analogies
between primary and secondary context but to the change in social
function of the art form in question.

As one attempts to analyze the allegory concept into its com-
ponents, the following schema results: 1. The allegorist pulls one
element out of the totality of the life context, isolating it, depriving
it of its function. Allegory is therefore essentially fragment and thus
the opposite. of the organic symbol. “In the field of allegorical
intuition, the image is a fragment, arune. . . . The false appearance
(Schein) of totality is extinguished” (Origin, p. 176). 2. The allegor-
ist joins the isolated reality fragments and thereby creates meaning.
This is posited meaning; it does not derive from the original context
of the fragments. 3. Benjamin interprets the activity of the allegorist
as the expression of melancholy. “If the object becomes allegorical
under the gaze of melancholy, if melancholy causes life to flow out
of it and it remains behind dead but eternally secure, then it is
exposed to the allegorist, it is unconditionally in his power. That is,
it is now quite incapable of emanating any meaning or significance of
its own; such significance as it has, it acquires from the allegorist”
(Origin, pp. 183-84). The allegaTist’s traffic with things is subject
to a constant alternation of involvement and surfeit: ““the profound
fascination of the sick man with the isolated and insignificant is
succeeded by that disappointed abandonment of the exhausted
emblem” (p. 185). Benjamin also addresses the sphere of reception.
Allegory, whose essence is fragment, represents history as decline:
“in allegory, the observer is confronted with the ‘facies hippocratica’
(the deathmask) of history as a petrified primordial landscape”
(p. 166).

Leaving aside the question whether the four elements of the
allegory concept quoted here can be applied to.the analysis of
avant-gardiste works, one may note that it is a complex category,
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which is therefore destined to occupy an important place in the
hierarchy of categories that describe works of art. For the category
combines two production-aesthetic concepts, one of which relates
to the treatment of the material (removing elements from a context),
the other to the constitution of the work (the joining of fragments
and the positing of meaning) with an interpretation of the processes
of production and reception (melancholy of the producer, pessi-
mistic view of history of the recipient). Because it permits one to
separate those aspects that relate to production and to aesthetic
effect at the analytical level and yet to conceive of them as a unity,
Benjamin’s allegory concept can function as a central category of a
theory of the avant-gardiste work of art. Yet it is also true that our
schematization already shows that the analytical usefulness of the
category lies principally in the sphere of production aesthetics,
whereas in that of aesthetic effect, supplementary elements will be
needed.

A comparison of the organic and nonorganic (avant-gardiste) work
of art from a production-aesthetic point of view finds essential
support in the circumstance that the first two elements of Benjamin’s
concept of allegory accord with what may be understood by ‘mon-
tage.” Artists who produce an organic work (in what follows, we shall
refer to them as ‘classicists’ without meaning to introduce a specific
concept of what the classical work may be) treat their material as
something living. They respect its significance as something that has
grown from concrete life situations. For avant-gardistes, on the
other hand, material is just that, material. Their activity initially
consists in nothing other than in killing the ‘life’ of the material, that
s, in tearing it out of its functional context that gives it meaning.
Whereas the classicist recognizes and respects in the material the
carrier of a meaning, the avant-gardistes see only the empty sign,
to which only they can impart significance. The classicist correspond-
ingly treats the material as a whole, whereas the avant-gardiste tears
it out of the life totality, isolates it, and turns it into 2 fragment.

Just as the attitude toward the material differs, so does the consti-
tution of the work. The classicist produces work with the intent of
giving a living picture of the totality. And the classicist pursues this
intention even while limiting the represented reality segment to the
rendition of an ephemeral mood. The avant-gardiste, on the other
hand, joins fragments with the intent of positing meaning (where the
meaning may well be the message that meaning has ceased to exist).
The work is no longer created as an organic whole but put together
from fragments (this will be discussed in the following section).
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We must distinguish between the aspects of the'concept of alle-
gory discussed up to this point, and which describe a particular
procedure, and those where the attempt is made to interpret the
procedure. This is the case when Benjamin characterizes the attitude
of the allegorist as melancholy. Such an interpretation cannot be
transferred from the Baroque to the avant-garde without further ado
because that would limit the procedure to one meaning and thus
ignore the fact that in the course of the history of its use, a proce-
dure may perfectly well take on different meanings.?! In the case of
the allegorical procedure, however, it seems possible to infer an
attitude of the producer, which the avant-gardiste shares with the
Baroque allegorist. What Benjamin calls melancholy here is a fixation
on the singular, which must remain unsatisfactory, because no
general conegpts of the shaping of reality correspond to it. Devotion
to the singular is hopeless because it is connected with the conscious-
ness that reality as something to be shaped eludes one. It seems
plausible to see in Benjamin’s concept of melancholy the description
of an attitude of the avant-gardiste who, unlike the aestheticist
before him, can no longer transfigure his social functionlessness.
The Surrealist concept of ennui (which is inadequately translated by
‘boredom’) could support such an interpretation.??

The second (reception-aesthetic) interpretation of allegory Ben-
jamin advances (and according to which it represents history as
natural history, that is, as the fated history of decline) seems to
permit application to the art of the avant-garde. If one takes the
attitude of the Surrealist self as the prototype of avant-gardiste
behavior, one will note that society is here being reduced to na-
ture.”® The Surrealist self seeks to recover pristine experience by
positing as natural the world man has created. But this means mak-
ing social reality immune from any idea of possible change. It is not
so much that the history man made is transformed into natural
history as that it turns into a petrified image of nature. The me-
tropolis is experienced as enigmatic nature in which the Surrealist
moves as primitives do in real nature: searching for a meaning that
allegedly can be found in what is given. Instead of immersing himself
in the secrets of man’s making of this second nature, the Surrealist
believes he can wrest meaning from the phenomenon itself. The
change in function that allegory has passed through since the Ba-
roque is undoubtedly considerable: the Baroque depreciation of
the world in favor of the Beyond contrasts with what one can
only call an enthusiastic affirmation of the world. But a closer analy-
sis of the artistic methods and procedures shows this affirmation to
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be imperfect, the expression of a fear of a technique that has become
too powerful, and of a social organization that severely restricts the
individual’s scope.

The interpretations of the allegorical procedure sketched above

cannot lay claim to the same place value as the concepts that explain
the procedure itself, however, because as interpretations they already
belong to that domain where the individual analysis of works is
essential. In what follows, we will therefore attempt to continue
confronting organic and nonorganic work without as yet introducing
categories of interpretation. The organic work appears as a work of
nature: ““fine art must be clothed with the aspect of nature, although
we recognize it to be art” (Critique of Judgment § 45). And George
Lukics sees the task of the realist (as opposed to the avant-gardiste)
as twofold: ““first, the uncovering and artistic shaping of these
connections (i.e., the connections within social reality) and secondly
and inseparably from the former, the artistic covering of the connec-
tions that have been worked out abstractly—the sublation of the
abstraction.”?* What Lukacs calls ‘covering’ here is nothing other
than the creation of the appearance (Schein) of nature. The organic
work of art seeks to make unrecognizable the fact that it has been
made. The opposite holds true for the avant-gardiste work: it pro-
claims itself an artificial construct, an artifact. To this extent, mon-
tage may be considered the fundamental principle of avant-gardiste
-art. The ‘fitted’ (montierte) work calls attention to the fact that it
is made up of reality fragments; it breaks through the appearance
(Schein) of totality. Paradoxically, the avant-gardiste intention to
destroy art as an institution is thus realized in the work of art itself.
The intention to revolutionize life by returning art to its praxis
turns into a revolutionizing of art.

A different mode of reception that is a function of the construc-
tion principles of the various types of works corresponds to the
difference suggested above (it goes without saying that this mode of
reception need not in each -and every case accord with the actual
mode of reception of the individual work). The organic work intends
the impression of wholeness. To the extent its individual elements
have significancé only as they relate to the whole, they always point

to the work as a whole as they are perceived individually. In the

avant-gardiste work, on the other hand, the individual elements have
a much higher degree of autonomy and can therefore also be read
and interpreted individually or in groups without its being necessary
to grasp the work as a whole. In the case of the avant-gardiste work,
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_ it is possible only to a limited extent to speak of the work as a

whole as the perfect embodiment of the totality of possible mean-
ing.

E

-

5. Montage

It is important to clearly understand at the very onset that the
concept of montage does not introduce a new category meant to
replace the concept of allegory. Rather, it is a category that permits
a more precise definition of a particular aspect of the concept of
allegory. Montage presupposes the fragmentation of reality and
describes the phase of the constitution of the work. Since the con-
cept plays a role not only in the fine arts and in literature but also in
the film, it is necessary to first clarify what it refers to in each of the
various media. :

Film is the stringing together of photographic images that because
of the speed with which they flow past the eye of the spectator,
create the impression of movement. In the film, the montage of
images is the basic technical procedure. It is not a specifically artistic

‘technique, but one that lies in the medium. Nonetheless, there are

differences in its use. It is not the same thing when natural move-
ments are photographed as when simulated ones are created by
cutting (for example, the leaping stone lion in Potemkin, which is
edited from shots of a sleeping, an awakening, and a rising marble
lion). In the former case, there is also a montage of individual shots
but the impression created in the film only reproduces illusionistical-
ly the natural sequence of movements, whereas in the second case,
it is montage that creates the impression of movement.?5

Although montage is thus a technical device given with the medi-
um itself, it has the status of an artistic principle in painting. It is
no accident that, apart from ‘precursors’ who can always be dis-
covered after the fact, montage first emerges in connection with
cubism, that movement in modern painting which most consciously
destroyed the representational system that had prevailed since the
Renaissance. In the papiers collés of Picasso and Braque that they
created during the years before the First World War, we invariably
find a contrast between two techniques: the ‘illusionism’ of the
reality fragments that have been glued on the canvas (a piece of 2
woven basket or wallpaper) and the ‘abstraction’ of cubist technique
in which the portrayed objects are rendered. That this contrast is a
dominant interest of the two artists can be inferred from its presence
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in paintings of the same period that dispense with the technique of
montage.?

One must proceed with great care as one attempts to define the
intended aesthetic effects that may be observed in the first montage
canvases. There is unquestionably an element of provocation in
sticking a piece of newspaper on a painting. But this must not be
overestimated, for the reality fragments remain largely subordinate
to the aesthetic composition, which seeks to create a balance of
individual elements (volume, colors, etc). The intent can best be
defined as tentative: although there is destruction of the organic
work that portrays reality, art itself is not being called into question,
as it is in the historic avant-garde movements. Instead, the intent to
create an aesthetic object is clear, though that object eludes judg-
ment by traditional rules.
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Pablo Picasso, Violin, 1913. © by SPADEM, Paris/VAGA, Zn<.< York
1981.

Heartfield’s photo montages represent an entirely different type.
They are not primarily aesthetic objects, but images for reading
(Lesebilder). Heartfield went back to the old art of the emblem and
used it politically. The emblem brings together an image and two
different texts, an (often coded) title (inscriptio) and a lengthier
explanation (subscriptio). Example: Hitler speaks, the ribcage
shows an esophagus consisting of coins. Inscriptio: Adolf the Super-
man. Subscriptio: “swallows gold and spouts junk [literally tin]”
.Amnm illustration). Or the SPD poster: socialization marches on and,
In a montage effect, some dashing gentlemen from industry with
tophats and umbrellas out front and, somewhat smaller, two soldiers
carrying a swastica banner. Inscriptio: Germany is not yet lost!
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Subscriptio: ‘socialization marches’ it says on the posters of the
Social Democrats and at the same time they decide: socialists will be
shot down”?’ (see illustration). The clear political statement and the
antiaesthetic element characteristic of Heartfield’s montages should
be emphasized. In a certain sense, photomontage is close to film not
only because both use photography but also because in both cases,
the montage is obscured or at least made difficult to spot. This is
what fundamentally distinguishes photomontage from the montage
of the cubists or Schwitters’,

The preceding remarks do not of course claim to come anywhere
close to exhausting the subject (cubist collage, Heartfield’s photo-
montages); the aim was merely to give a sketch of all the elements
the concept ‘montage’ takes in. Within the frame of a theory of the
avant-garde, the use to which film puts the concept cannot become
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John Heartfield, Germany is Still Not Lost! 1932. © Gertrud
Heartfield.

relevant because it is part and parcel of the medium. And photo-
montage will not be made the point of departure for a consideration
of the concept for it occupies an intermediate position between
montage in films and montage in painting, because in it, the fact
that montage is being used is so often obscured. A theory of the
avant-garde must begin with the concept of montage that is sug-
gested by the early cubist collages. What distinguishes them from
the techniques of composition developed since the Renaissance
is the insertion of reality fragments into the painting, i.e., the inser-
tion of material that has been left unchanged by the artist. But this
means the destruction of the unity of the painting as a whole, all
of whose parts have been fashioned by the subjectivity of its creator.
The selection of a piece of woven basket that Picasso glues on a
canvas may very well serve some compositional intent. But as a piece
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of woven basket, it remaing a reality fragment that is inserted into
the painting tel quel, without substantive modification. A system of
representation bas¢d on the portrayal of reality, i.e., on the principle
that the artistic $uljject (the artist) must transpose reality, has thus
been invalidated. Unlike Duchamp somewhat later, the cubists do
not content themselves with merely showing a reality fragment. But
they stop short of a total shaping of the pictorial space as a con-
tinuum,?®

If one cannot accept the explanation that reduces to a saving of
superfluous effort the principle that calls into question a technique
of painting that was accepted over the course of centuries,?® it is
principally Adorno’s comments on the significance of montage for
modern art that furnish important clues for an understanding of the
phenomenon. Adorno notes the revolutionary quality of the new
procedure (for once, this overused metaphor is appropriate): “The
semblance (Schein) of art being reconciled with 1 heterogeneous
reality because it portrays it is to disintegrate as the work admits
actual fragments (Scheinlose Trimmer) of empirical reality, thus
acknowledging the break, and transforming it into aesthetic effect”
(AT, p. 232). The man-made organic work of art that pretends to be
like nature projects an image of the reconciliation of man and
nature. According to Adorno, it is the characteristic of the non-
organic work using the principle of montage that it no longer creates
the semblance (Schein) of reconciliation. Even if one cannot accept
in every detail the philosophy lying behind it, one will not fail to
endorse this insight.3° The insertion of reality fragments into the
work of art fundamentally transforms that work. The artist not only
renounces shaping a whole, but gives the painting a different status,
since parts of it no longer have the relationship to reality character-
istic of the organic work of art. They are no longer signs pointing to
reality, they are reality.

But it is doubtful that one can follow Adorno in ascribing political
significance to the artistic procedures of montage. ““‘Art wishes to
confess its impotence vis-4-vis the late capitalist totality and inaugur-
ate its abolition” (AT, p- 232). That montage was used both by the
Italian futurists, of whom it can hardly be said that they wanted
to abolish capitalism, and by Russian avant-gardistes after the Octo-
ber revolution, who were working in a developing socialist society,
is not the only fact that militates against this formulation. It is
fundamentally problematical to assign a fixed meaning to a proce-
dure. Bloch’s approach is more appropriate here, for he starts out
from the view that the effects of a technique or procedure can vary
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in historically different contexts. He distinguishes between montage
in late capitalism and montage in a socialist society.?! Even though
the concrete determinations of montage that Bloch advances are
occasionally imprecise, the insight that procedures are not seman-
tically reducible to invariant meanings must be held onto.

This means that one should try to pick those of Adorno’s defini-
tions that describe the phenomenon without assigning a fixed mean-
ing to it. The following would be an example: “the negation of
synthesis becomes a compositional principle” (AT, p. 232). On the
production-aesthetic side, negation of synthesis refers to what was
called rejection of reconciliation on the side of aesthetic effect. If,
to check Adorno’s statements, one looks again at the collages of the
cubists, one can see that although they allow one to discover a
principle of construction, they do not show a synthesis, in the sense
of a unity of meaning (one need only recall the antithesis of ‘illusion-
ism’ and ‘abstraction’ to which reference was made earlier).32

When condsidering Adorno’s interpretation of the negation of
synthesis as a negation of meaning (AT, p- 231), one must remember
that even the withholding of meaning is a positing of it. The auto-
matic texts of the Surrealists, Aragon’s Paysan de Paris and Breton’s
Nadja all show the influence of the technique of montage. It is true
that at the surface level, automatic texts are characterized by a
destruction of coherence. But an interpretation that does not confine
itself to grasping logical connections but examines the procedures by
which the text was composed can certainly discover a relatively
consistent meaning in them. Similar considerations apply to the
sequence of isolated events on the opening pages of Breton’s Nadja.
Although it is true that they lack the kind of narrative coherence
where the last incident logically presupposes all preceding ones, there
is nonetheless a connection of a different kind between events: they
all follow the identical structural pattern. Formulated in the con-
cepts of structuralism, this means that the nexus is paradigmatic,
not syntagmatic. Whereas the syntagmatic pattern, the phrase, is
characterized by the fact that, whatever its length, the end is always

- reached, the sequence is, in principle, without one. This important

difference also entails two differing modes of reception,33

The organic work of art is constructed according to the syntag-
matic pattern; individual parts and the whole form a dialectical unity.
An adequate reading is described by the hermeneutic circle: the parts
can be understood only through the whole, the whole only through
the parts. This means that an anticipating comprehension of the
whole guides, and is simultaneously corrected by, the comprehension
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of the parts. The fundamental precondition for this type of reception
is the assumption of a necessary congruence between the meaning of
the individual parts and the meaning of the whole.3* This precondi-
tion is rejected by the nonorganic work, and this fact defines its
decisive difference from the organic work of art. The parts ‘emanci-
pate’ themselves from a superordinate whole; they are no longer its
essential elements. This means that the parts lack necessity. In an
automatic text that strings images together, some could be missing,
yet the text would not be significantly affected. The same is true of
the events reported in Nadja. New events of the same type could be
added or some of those present could be omitted and neither addi-
tions nor omissions would make a significant difference. A change in
their order is also conceivable. What is decisive are not the events in
their distinctiveness but the construction principle that underlies the
sequence of events. . :

All of this naturally has important consequences for reception,
The recipient of an avant-gardiste work discovers that the manner of
appropriating intellectual objectifications that has been formed by
the reading of organic works of art is inappropriate to the present
object. The avant-gardiste work neither creates a total impression
that would permit an interpretation of its meaning nor can whatever
Impression may be created be accounted for by recourse to the
individual parts, for they are no longer subordinated to a pervasive
intent. This refusal to provide meaning is experienced as shock by
the recipient. And this is the intention of the avant-gardiste artist,
who hopes that such withdrawal of meaning will direct the reader’s
attention to the fact that the conduct of one’s life is questionable
and that it is necessary to change it. Shock is aimed for as a stimulus
to change one’s conduct of life; it is the means to break through
aesthetic immanence and to usher in (initiate) a change in the re-
cipient’s life praxis.3s )

The problem with shock as the intended reaction of the recipient
is that it is generally nonspecific. Even a possible breaking through
the aesthetic immanence does not insure that the recipient’s change
of behavior is given a particular direction. The public’s reactions to
Dada manifestations are typical of the nonspecificity of the reaction.
It responds to the provocation of the Dadaists with blind fury.36
And changes in the life praxis of the public probably did not result.
On the contrary, one has to ask oneself whether the provocation
does not strengthen existing attitudes because it provides them with
an occasion to manifest themselves.3” A further difficulty inheres
in the aesthetics of shock, and that is the impossibility to make
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permanent this kind 6f effect. Nothing loses its effectiveness more
quickly than shock; by its very nature, it is a unique experience. As a
result of repetition, it changes fundamentally: there is such a thing
as expected shock. The violent reactions of the public to the mere
appearance of the Dadaists are an example: newspaper reports had
prepared the public for the shock; it expected it. Such a nearly
institutionalized shock probably has a minimal effect on the way
the recipients run their lives. The shock is ‘consumed.” What remains
Is the enigmatic quality of the forms, their resistance to the attempt
to wrest meaning from them. If recipients will not simply give up or
be contented with an arbitrary meaning extrapolated from just a
part of the work, they must attempt to understand this enigmatic
quality of the avant-gardiste work. They then move to another level
of interpretation. Instead of proceeding according to the hermeneu-
tic circle and trying to grasp a meaning through the nexus of whole
and parts, the recipient will suspend the search for meaning and
direct attention to the principles of construction that determine the
constitution of the work. In the process of reception, the avant-
gardiste work thus provokes a break, which is the analogue of the
incoherence (nonorganicity) of the work. Between the shocklike
experience of the inappropriateness of the mode of reception devel-
oped through dealing with organic works of art and the effort to
grasp the principles of construction, there is a break: the interpreta-
tion of meaning is renounced. One of the decisive changes in the
development of art that the historical avant-garde movements brought
about consists in this new type of reception that the avant-gardiste
work of art provokes. The recipient’s attention no longer turns to a
meaning of the work that might be grasped by a reading of its
constituent elements, but to the principle of construction. This
kind of reception is imposed on the recipient because the element

necessary within the organic work when it plays a role in constituting-

the meaning of the whole merely serves to flesh out structure and
pattern in the avant-gardiste work.

By presenting the formal methods of scholarship in literature and
the fine arts as the recipient’s reaction to avant-gardiste works that
clude traditional hermeneutic approaches, we have attempted a
genetic reconstruction of the nexus between the avant-gardiste work
and those methods. In this attempted reconstruction, the break
between formal methods (which are directed at procedures and
techniques) and hermeneutics that seeks to discover meaning had to
be given special emphasis. But such a reconstruction of a genetic
nexus must not be understood to mean that specific scholarly
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methods should be used in dealing with certain kinds of work as, for
example, the hermeneutic in the case of organic works, the formal
in the case of avant-gardiste ones. Such an allocation of methods
would run counter to the thought that has been outlined here.
Although it is true that the avantgardiste work imposes a new
approach, that approach is not restricted to such works nor does the
hermeneutic problematic of the understanding of meaning simply
disappear. Rather, the decisive changes in the field of study also
bring about a restructuring of the methods of scholarly investigation
of the phenomenon that is art. It may be assumed that this process
will move from the opposition between formal and hermeneutic
methods to their synthesis, in which both would be sublated in the
Hegelian sense of the term. It seems to me that this is the point that
literary scholarship has reached today.3®

The condition for the possibility of a synthesis of formal and
hermeneutic procedures is the assumption that even in the avant-
gardiste work, the emancipation of the individual elements never
reaches total detachment from the whole of the work. Even where
the negation of synthesis becomes a structural principle, it must
remain possible to conceive however precious a unity. For the
act of reception, this means that even the avant-gardiste work is still
to be understood hermeneutically (as a total meaning) except that
the unity has integrated the contradiction within itself. It is no
longer the harmony of the individual parts that constitutes the
whole; it is the contradictory relationship of heterogeneous elements.
In the wake of the historical avant-garde movements, hermeneutics is
neither to be simply replaced by formalist procedures nor is its use
as an intuitive form of understanding to be continued as before;
rather, it must be modified as the new historical situation demands.
It is true, however, that within a critical hermeneutics, the formal
analysis of works of art takes on greater importance as the subordi-
nation of parts to the whole, postulated by traditional hermeneutics,
becomes recognizable as an interpretative system that ultimately
derives from classical aesthetics. A critical hermeneutics will replace
the theorem of the necessary agreement of parts and whole by
investigating the contradiction between the various layers and only
then infer the meaning of the whole.

Chapter Five =~
Avant-Garde
and Engagement

1. The Debate between Adorno and Lukics

In a theory of the avant-garde, a section on engagement is justified
only if it can be shown that the avant-garde has radically changed
the place value of political engagement in art, that the concept of
engagement prior and subsequent to the avant-garde movements is
not the same. It is our intent, in what follows, to show that this is
the case. This means that the discussion of the question whether it
is necessary to deal with engagement within the framework of a
theory of the avant-garde cannot be separated from a discussion of
the problem itself.

So far, the theory of the avant-garde has been treated at two
levels: the level of the intention of the historical avant-garde move-
ments, and that of the description of the avant-gardiste work. The
intention of the historical avant-garde movements was defined as
the destruction of art as an institution set off from the praxis of
life. The significance of this intention is not that art as an institution
in bourgeois society was in fact destroyed and art thereby made a
direct element in the praxis of life, but that the weight that art as
an institution has in determining the:real social effect of individual
works became recognizable. The avant-gardiste work is defined as
nonorganic. Whereas in the organic work of art, the structural
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