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528 Freedom, Responsibility and Power
delivering his own message and the degrading servility which these organiz-
stions exact from him in exchange for certain material advantages. He must
inderstand that his place is elsewhere, not among those who betray the cause
he revolution and mankind, but among those who with unshaken fidelity
bear ‘witness to the revolution, among those who, for this reason, are alone able
bring it to fruition, and along with it the ultimate free expression of all forms
human genius.

The aim of this appeal is to find a common ground on which may be reunited
all revolutionary writers and artists, the better to serve the revolution by their
-and to defend the liberty of that art itself against the usurpers of the
volution. We believe that aesthetic, philosophical and political tendencies of
the:most varied sort can find here a common ground. Marxists can march here
nd in hand with anarchists, provided both parties uncompromisingly reject
¢ reactionary police patrol spirit represented by Joseph Stalin and by his
henchman Garcia Oliver. '

We know very well that thousands on thousands of isolated thinkers and
ists are today scattered throughout the world, their voices drowned out by
the-loud choruses of well-disciplined liars. Hundreds of small local magazines
are trying to gather youthful forces about them, seeking new paths and not
bsidies. Every progressive tendency in art is destroyed by fascism as ‘degener-
ite.’ Every free creation is called ‘fascist’ by the Stalinists. Independent revol-
utionary art must now gather its forces for the struggle against reactionary
petsecution. It must proclaim aloud the right to exist. Such a union of forces
is the aim of the International Federation of Independent Revolutionary Art which
we: believe it is now necessary to form.

We by no means insist on every idea put forth in this manifesto, which we
ourselves consider only a first step in the new direction. We urge every friend
and: defender of art, who cannot but realize the necessity for this appeal, to
make himself heard at once. We address the same appeal to all those publications
of the left wing which are ready to participate in the creation of the International
Eederation and to consider its task and its methods of action.

When a preliminary international contact has been established through the
press:and by correspondence, we will proceed to the organization of local and
national congresses on a modest scale. The final step will be the assembly of a
world -congress which will officially mark the foundation of the International

mingle its stream with this primeval necessity — the need for the emancipatio
of man.

The conception of the writer’s function which the young Marx. worked:
is worth recalling. ‘The writer,” he declared, ‘naturally must make money
order to live and write, but he should not under any circumstances live an
write in order to make money. ... The writer by no means looks on: his wor
as a means. It is an end in itself and so little a means in the eyes of himselfian
of others that if necessary he sacrifices his existence to the existence of h
work. . .. The first condition of the freedom of the press is that it is not a busin
activity. It is more than ever fitting to use this statement against those wh
would regiment intellectual activity in the direction of ends foreign to-itsel
and prescribe, in the guise of so-called reasons of state, the themes of art.’Th
free choice of these themes and the absence of all restrictions on the range
his exploitations — these are possessions which the artist has a right to claim
inalienable. In the realm of artistic creation, the imagination must escape:fron
all constraint and must under no pretext allow itself to be placed under bond
To those who urge us, whether for today or for tomorrow, to consent that ai
should submit to a discipline which we hold to be radically incompatible: wit
its nature, we give a flat refusal and we repeat our deliberate intention
standing by the formula complete freedom for art. '

We recognize, of course, that the revolutionary state has the right to defen
itself against the counterattack of the bourgeoisie, even when this drapes-itse
in the flag of science or art. But there is an abyss between these enforced an
temporary measures of revolutionary self-defense and the pretension toila
commands on intellectual creation. If, for the better development of the force
of material production, the revolution must build a socialist regime with:ce
tralized control, to develop intellectual creation an anarchist regime of individus
liberty should from the first be established. No authority, no dictation, notith
least trace of orders from above! Only on a base of friendly cooperation, withoul
constraint from outside, will it be possible for scholars and artists to carry-ou
their tasks, which will be more far-reaching than ever before in history. :

It should be clear by now that in defending freedom of thought we have’
intention of justifying political indifference, and that it is far from our wish f
revive a so-called pure art which generally serves the extremely impure ends o
reaction. No, our conception of the role of art is too high to refuse it an influent
on the fate of society. We believe that the supreme task of art in our epoch
to take part actively and consciously in the preparation of the revolution.:Bu
the artist cannot serve the struggle for freedom unless he subjectively assimilate
its social content, unless he feels in his very nerves its meaning and dramaan
freely seeks to give his own inner world incarnation in his art.

In the present period of the death agony of capitalism, democratic as well 2
fascist, the artist sees himself threatened with the loss of his right to live ad
continue working. He sees all avenues of communication choked with the debri
of capitalist collapse. Only naturally, he turns to the Stalinist organizations whic
hold out the possibility of escaping from his isolation. But if he is to avoi
complete demoralization, he cannot remain there, because of the impossibilit

The independence of art — for the revolution.
The revolution — for the complete liberation of art!

10 Clement Greenberg (b. 1909) ‘Avant-Garde and
. “Kitsch’

With:this essay Greenberg imported some specific concerns of the German intellectual
Left-into the American forum of the then Trotskyist Partisan Review, where a debate
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about the political role of art and literature had been going on for the' previous: tt‘lre}e
years. (in particular, Greenberg’s text shows signs of acquaintance 'Wlth‘ Bloch's Dis
cussing Expressionism’.) His analysis of the avant-garde unites a social-historical form
of explanation with an interest in the qualitative distinctness of advancgd art. In_Green
berg’s 1939 formulation, the avant-garde is that historical agency whlqh functions to
keep culture alive in the face of capitalism. (In a 1972 reprint of the article _G(eenberg
corrected his mistaken identification of Repin as a painter of pseudo-realistic battlé
scenes.) First published in Partisan Review, VI, no. 5, New York, Fall 1939, pp. 34f49

ulture. A superior consciousness of history — more precisely, the appearance
of a new kind of criticism of society, an historical criticism — made this possible.
_This criticism has not confronted our present society with timeless utopias, but
as’ soberly examined in the terms of history and of cause and effect the
antecedents, justifications and functions of the forms that lie at the heart of
every society. Thus our present bourgeois social order was shown to be, not an
eternal, ‘natural’ condition of life, but simply the latest term in a succession of
social orders. New perspectives of this kind, becoming a part of the advanced
intellectual conscience of the fifth and sixth decades of the nineteenth century,
soon were absorbed by artists and poets, even if unconsciously for the most
part. It was no accident, therefore that the birth of the avant-garde coincided
chronologically — and geographically, too — with the first bold development of
scientific revolutionary thought in Europe. -

‘True, the first settlers of bohemia — which was then identical with the
avant-garde — turned out soon to be demonstratively uninterested in politics.
Nevertheless, without the circulation of revolutionary ideas in the air about
them, they would never have been able to isolate their concept of the ‘bourgeois’
in order to define what they were not. Nor, without the moral aid of revol-
utionary political attitudes would they have had the courage to assert themselves
as aggressively as they did against the prevailing standards of society. Courage
indeed was needed for this, because the avant-garde’s emigration from bourgeois
society to bohemia meant also an emigration from the markets of capitalism,
upon which artists and writers had been thrown by the falling away of
aristocratic patronage. (Ostensibly, at least, it meant this — meant starving in a
garret — although,, as we will be shown later, the avant-garde remained attached
to:bourgeois society precisely because it needed its money.) '

Yet it is true that once the avant-garde had succeeded in ‘detaching’ itself
from society, it proceeded to turn around and repudiate revolutionary as well
as.bourgeois politics. The revolution was left inside society, a part of that welter
of.ideological struggle which art and poetry find so unpropitious as soon as it
begins to involve those ‘precious’ axiomatic beliefs upon which culture thus far
has had to rest. Hence it developed that the true and most important function
of the avant-garde was not to ‘experiment, but to find a path along which it
would be possible to keep culture moving in the midst of ideological confusion
and: violence. Retiring from public altogether, the avant-garde poet or artist
sought to maintain the high level of his art by both narrowing and raising it to
the-expression of an absolute in which all relativities and contradictions would
be.either resolved or beside the point. ‘Art for art’s sake’ and ‘pure poetry’
appear, and subject matter or content becomes something to be avoided like a
plague.

It has been in search of the absolute that the avant-garde has arrived at
fabstract’ or ‘nonobjective’ art — and poetry, too. The avant-garde poet or artist
tries in effect to imitate God by creating something valid solely on its own
terms, in the way nature itself is valid, in the way a landscape — not its picture
is aesthetically valid; something given, increate, independent of meanings,
similars or originals. Content is to be dissolved so completely into form that

One and the same civilization produces simultaneously two such different thing
as a poem by T. S. Eliot and a Tin Pan Alley song, or a painting by Braqu
and a Saturday Evening Post cover. All four are on the order of culture, and
ostensibly, parts of the same culture and products of the same society. He :
however, their connection seems to end. A poem by Eliot dnd a poem by Eddi
Guest — what perspective of culture is large enough to enable us to situate them
in an enlightening relation to each other? Does the fact that a disparity such'a ’
this within the frame of a single cultural tradition, which is and has been taken
for granted — does this fact indicate that the disparity is a part of the natura
order of things? Or is it something entirely new, and particular to our age?
The answer involves more than an investigation in aesthetics. It appears t
me that it is necessary to examine more closely and with more originality tha
hitherto the relationship between aesthetic experience as met by the specific’=
not the generalized — individual, and the social and historical contexts in wh_ic
that experience takes place. What is brought to light will answer, in 'addmon
to the question posed above, other and perhaps more important questions.

s

A society, as it becomes less and less able, in the course of its development‘f, t
justify the inevitability of its particular forms, breaks up the accepted notion
upon which artists and writers must depend in large part for communicatio
with their audiences. It becomes difficult to assume anything. All the veritie
involved by religion, authority, tradition, style, are thrown into question, an
the writer or artist is no longer able to estimate the.response of his audienc
to the symbols and references with which he works. In the past such a state:0
affairs has usually resolved itself into a motionless Alexandrianism, an academ
icism in which the really important issues are left untouched because the
involve controversy, and in which creative activity dwindles to virtuosity in th
small details of form, all larger questions being decided by the precedent of the
old masters. The same themes are mechanically varied in a hundred differen
works, and yet nothing new is produced: Statius, mandarin verse, ‘Roma
sculpture, Beaux-Arts painting, neo-republican architecture. .
It is among the hopeful signs in the midst of the decay of our present society
that we — some of us — have been unwilling to accept this last phase for ou
own culture. In seeking to go beyond Alexandrianism, a part of Wester
bourgeois society has produced something unheard of heretofore: — avant-gard
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one most important difference: the avant-garde moves, while Alexandrianism
stands still. And this, precisely, is what justifies the avant-garde’s methods and
makes them necessary. The necessity lies in the fact that by no other means is
possible today to create art and literature of a high order. To quarrel with
necessity by throwing about terms like ‘formalism,” ‘purism,” ‘ivory tower’ and
o:forth is either dull or dishonest. This is not to say, however, that it is to
e soctal advantage of the avant-garde that it is what it is. Quite the opposite.
. The avant-garde’s specialization of itself, the fact that its best artists are
artists’ artists, its best poets, poets’ poets, has estranged a great many of those
ho were capable formerly of enjoying and appreciating ambitious art and
literature, but who are now unwilling or unable to acquire an initiation into
their craft secrets. The masses have always remained more or less indifferent
to:culture in the process of development. But today such culture is being
4bandoned by those to whom it actually belongs — our ruling class. For it is to
the Iatter that the avant-garde belongs. No culture can develop without a social
basis, without a source of stable income. And in the case of the avant-garde,
this was provided by an elite among the ruling class of that society from which
it assumed itself to be cut off, but to which it has always remained attached by
n umbilical cord of gold. The paradox is real. And now this elite is rapidly
shrinking. Since the avant-garde forms the only living culture we now have, the
survival in the near future of culture in general is thus threatened.
. We must not be deceived by superficial phenomena and local successes.
icasso’s shows still draw crowds, and T. S. Eliot is taught in the universities;
the dealers in modernist art are still in business, and the publishers still publish
some ‘difficult’ poetry. But the avant-garde itself, already sensing the danger,
is:becoming more and more timid every day that passes. Academicism and
commercialism are appearmg in the strangest places. This can mean only one
hmg that the avant-garde is becoming unsure of the audience it depends on
the rich and the cultivated.
Is it the nature itself of avant-garde culture that is alone responsible for the
danger it finds itself in? Or is that only a dangerous liability? Are there other,
and .perhaps more important, factors involved?

the work of art or literature cannot be reduced in whole or in part to anything
not itself.

But the absolute is absolute, and the poet or artist, belng what he is, cherxsh
certain relative values more than others. The very values in the name of which
he invokes the absolute are relative values, the values of aesthetics. And:so
turns out to be imitating, not God ~ and here I use ‘imitate’ in its Arlstoteha
sense — but the disciplines and processes of art and literature themselves.: Th
is the genesis of the ‘abstract.” In turning his attention away from subject matter
of common experience, the poet or artist turns it in upon the medium of:h
own craft. The nonrepresentational or ‘abstract,’ if it is to have aesthetic validit
cannot be arbitrary and accidental, but must stem from obedience to som
worthy constraint or original. This constraint, once the world of common,
extroverted experience has been renounced, can only be found in the wve
processes or disciplines by which art and literature have already imitated.
former. These themselves become the subject matter of art and literature:
to continue with Aristotle, all art and literature are imitation, then what w
have here is the imitation of imitating. To quote Yeats:

Nor is there singing school but studying
Monuments of its own magnificence.

Picasso, Braque, Mondrian, Mir6, Kandinsky, Brancusi, even Klee, Matiss
and Cézanne derive their chief inspiration from the medium they work in.!-Th
excitement of their art seems to lie most of all in its pure preoccupation wit
the invention and arrangement of spaces, surfaces, shapes, colors, etc., toth
exclusion of whatever is not necessarily implicated in these factors. The attentio
of poets like Rimbaud, Mallarmé, Valéry, Eluard, Pound, Hart Crane, Steven
even Rilke and Yeats, appears to be centered on the effort to create poetry an
on the ‘moments’ themselves of poetic conversion, rather than on experiencet
be converted into poetry. Of course, this cannot exclude other preoccupation
in their work, for poetry must deal with words, and words must communicat
Certain poets, such as Mallarmé and Valéry, are more radical in this respe
than others — leaving aside those poets who have tried to compose poetry
pure sound alone. However, if it were easier to define poetry, modern poetr
would be much more ‘pure’ and ‘abstract.” As for the other fields of literatur
— the definition of avant-garde aesthetics advanced here is no Procrustean bed
But aside from the fact that most of our best contemporary novelists have:gon
to school with the avant- garde, it is significant that Gide’s most ambitious boo
is a novel about the writing of a novel, and that Joyce’s Ulysses and Finnegan
Wake seem to be, above all) as one French critic says, the reduction of experienc
to expression for the sake of expression, the expression mattering more-tha
what is being expressed.

That avant-garde culture is the imitation of imitating — the fact itself — call
for neither approval nor disapproval. It is true that this culture contains wit
itself some of the very Alexandrianism it seeks to overcome. The lines quote
from Yeats referred to Byzantium, which is very close to Alexandria; and in
sense this imitation of imitating is a superior sort of Alexandrianism. But ther iteracy.

here there is an avant-garde, generally we also find a rearguard. True enough
simultaneously with the entrance of the avant-garde, a second new cultural
phenomenon appeared in the industrial West: that thing to which the Germans
give the wonderful name of Kirsch: popular, commercial art and literature with
their chromeotypes, magazine covers, illustrations, ads, slick and pulp fiction,
comics, Tin Pan Alley music, tap dancing, Hollywood movies, etc., etc. For
ome reason this gigantic apparition has always been taken for granted. It is
time.we looked into its whys and wherefores.
Kitsch is a product of the industrial revolution which urbanized the masses
of :\Western Europe and America and established what is called universal
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Prior to this the only market for formal culture, as distinguished from“fo
culture, had been among those who, in addition to being able to read and writ
could command the leisure and comfort that always goes hand in hand*with
cultivation of some sort. This until then had been inextricably associated wit
literacy. But with the introduction of universal literacy, the ability to read#an
write became almost a minor skill like driving a car, and it no longer served
distinguish an individual’s cultural inclinations, since it was no longer ‘the
exclusive concomitant of refined tastes. ' :

The peasants who settled in the cities as proletariat and petty bourgeo
learned to read and write for the sake of efficiency, but they did not win‘th
leisure and comfort necessary for the enjoyment of the city’s traditional cultur
Losing, nevertheless, their taste for the folk culture whose background was'th
countryside, and discovering a new capacity for boredom at the same time,the
new urban masses set up a pressure on society to provide them with a kind ¢
culture fit for their own consumption, To fill the demand of the new marke
a new commodity was devised: ersatz culture, kitsch, destined for those whi
insensible to the values of genuine culture, are hungry nevertheless for :the
diversion that only culture of some sort can provide. ~

Kitsch, using for raw material the debased and academicized simulacra
genuine culture, welcomes and cultivates this insensibility. It is the source
its profits. Kitsch is mechanical and operates by formulas. Kitsch is vicariou
experience and faked sensations. Kitsch changes according to style, but remai
always the same. Kitsch is the epitome of all that is spurious in the life ofo
times. Kitsch pretends to demand nothing of its customers except their mone

— not even their time.
The precondition for kitsch, a condition without which kitsch would'b

impossible, is the availability close at hand of a fully matured cultural tradition
whose discoveries, acquisitions, and perfected self-consciousness kitsch can ték
advantage of for its own ends. It borrows from it devices, tricks, stratagems
rules of thumb, themes, converts them into a system, and discards the rest.
draws its life blood, so to speak, from this reservoir of accumulated experierice
This is what is really meant when it is said that the popular art and literatur
of today were once the daring, esoteric art and literature of yesterday. Of course
no such thing is true. What is meant is that when enough time has elapsed-th
new is looted for new ‘twists,” which are then watered down and served up a
kitsch. Self-evidently, all kitsch is academic; and conversely, all that’s academi
is kitsch. For what is called the academic as such no longer has an independen
existence, but has become the stuffed-shirt ‘front’ for kitsch. The methodsio
industrialism displace the handicrafts. e
Because it can be turned out mechanically, kitsch has become an integral ‘par
of our productive system in a way in which true culture could never be, excep
accidentally. It has been capitalized at a tremendous investment which miis
show commensurate returns; it is compelled to extend as well as to keeptits
markets. While it is essentially its own salesman, a great sales apparatusiha
nevertheless been created for it, which brings pressure to bear on every membe
of society. Traps are laid even in those areas, so to speak, that are the preserves

e(;)i; ;?;);)qu{Aculture, al;ld he quotes the following from Kurt London’s The
vtet Arts: ¢ .. . the attitude of the masses both t
: ‘ ' o the old and
styles probably rema{ns essentially dependent on the nature of the edlllxi‘:ti?)rlf

;ﬁleevra;nt to their gwp primitive folk art as is the former’s realistic style? No. if
; asses crowd into the Tretyakov M ’ . ;
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formalism” and to admire “socialist realism.”’ ioned 1o shun
1 S . .
the first place it is not a question: of a choice between merely the old and
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merely the new, as London seems to think — but of a choice between the bad,
up-to-date old and the genuinely new. The alternative to Picasso is:not
Michelangelo, but kitsch. In the second place, neither in backward Russia. nor
in the advanced West do the masses prefer kitsch simply because their govern-
ments condition them toward it. Where state educational systems take the
trouble to mention art, we are told to respect the old masters, not kitsch; an
yet we go and hang Maxfield Parrish or his equivalent on our walls, instead’of
Rembrandt and Michelangelo. Moreover, as Macdonald himself points out
around 1925 when the Soviet regime was encouraging avant-garde cinema,the
Russian masses continued to prefer Hollywood movies. No, ‘conditioning’ does
not explain the potency of kitsch. '
All values are human values, relative values, in art as well as elsewhere. Yet
there does seem to have been more or less of a general agreement among the ues. It is only then that the r i ;
cultivated of mankind over the ages as to what is good art and what bad. Taste sympathetic enter. They are not immediate‘lzogmzable, the mlraculo.u s and the
has varied, but not beyond certain limits; contemporary connoisseurs agree. with painting, but must be projected into it be y gr externally present in Picasso’s
the eighteenth-century Japanese that Hokusai was one of the greatest artists-of react sufficiently to plastic qualities. The y btl‘? spectator ‘sensmve enough to
his time; we even agree with the ancient Egyptians that Third and Fourth Repin, on the other hand. the ‘reﬂec.t A g’ elong to the reﬂe_qed, effect. In
Dynasty art was the most worthy of being selected as their paragon by those i ) ed” effect has already been included in the
who came after. We may have come to prefer Giotto to Raphael, but we still
do not deny that Raphael was one of the best painters of his time. There:has
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been an agreement then, and this agreement rests, I believe, on a fairly constant s-necessarily difficult in genuine art. Repi ki . )

distinction made between those values only to be found in art and the values The ‘same point can be made w1ti1 repm, or kitsch, is synthetic art.

which can be found elsewhere. Kitsch, by virtue of a rationalized technique that icarious experience for the insensitive wist%e(;,t to kltsch. hteraFure it provides

draws on science and industry, has erased this distinction in practice, ; iction can hope to do. And Eddie Guest andarthgere;;e; lmznedlazy Fhan serious
tan Love Lyrics are more

Let us see, for example, what happens when an ignorant Russian peasant ‘such poetic than T. S. Eliot and Shakespeare
as Macdonald mentions stands with hypothetical freedom of choice before:two : )
paintings, one by Picasso, the other by Repin. In the first he sees, let us sa
a play of lines, colors and spaces that represent a woman. The abstract techniq
— to accept Macdonald’s supposition, which I am inclined to doubt - reminds
him somewhat of the icons he has left behind him in the village, and he feels
the attraction of the familiar. We will even suppose that he faintly surmises
some of the great art values the cultivated find in Picasso. He turns next (o
Repin’s picture and sees a battle scene. The technique is not so familiar ~as
technique. But that weighs very little with the peasant, for he suddenly discovers
values in Repin’s picture that seem far superior to the values he has .been
accustomed to find in icon art; and the unfamiliar itself is one of the sources
of those values: the values of the vividly recognizable, the miraculous and:the
sympathetic. In Repin’s picture the peasant recognizes and sees things in the minority of the powerful — and therefore th Iti
way in which he recognizes and sees things outside of pictures — there is ng great mass of the exploited and poor — Cdculilvated . and.on the other the
discontinuity between art and life, no need to accept a convention and say:tg culture has always belonged to the first ’ﬂnh'lt CEEfOFG the ignorant. Formal
oneself, that icon represents Jesus because it intends to represent Jesus, evenif hemselves with folk or rudimentary cultl’lrzv lekt. € last have had to content
it does not remind ‘me very much of a man. That Repin can paint so realistically In a stable society that functions well ene It}fCh‘ ;
that identifications are self-evident immediately and without any effort on the ontradictions between its classes, the cult 61110'(-115 0 hold in solution the
part of the spectator — that is miraculous. The peasant is also pleased by-the lurred. The axioms of the few ,are sharelcllrab lilhotomy becomes somewhat
wealth of self-evident meanings which he finds in the picture: ‘it tells a stor uperstitiously what the former believe soberl X ij € many; the latte?r believe
Picasso and the icons are so austere and barren in comparison. What is more, he masses are able to feel wonder and admirrzt'ionnfojttlslzci]u?tlomems in history

‘ ure, on no matter

If the avant- imi w w
effecfsa ant-garde imitates the processes of art, kitsch, we now see, imitates its
o - The neatness of this antithesis is more than contrived; it ,corresponds
10-and defines the tremendous interval th ,0 wo such
: d def h at separates from each oth
simultaneous cultural phen v C tI her t n Sv
omena as the avant-garde and kitsch is i
too-great to be closed by i i i 0 popultas z.d mlsodl tner mal
all the infinite gradations of lari ¢ ism’
and ‘modernistic’ kitsch i vrl 5 in lsv ’
» corresponds in turn to a social i ial i
o : : al interval, a social interval
hat has always existed in formal culture, as elsewhere in civili’zed society, and
7

whose two termini converge and diverge in fixed relation to the j
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comes along and tells him that he is wrong, that he should have chosen Picasso
+and shows him why. It is quite possible for the Soviet state do do this. But
things being as they are in Russia — and everywhere else — the peasant soon
finds- the necessity of working hard all day for his living and the rude,
_ uncomfortable circumstances in which he lives do not allow him enough leisure,
energy and -comfort to train for the enjoyment of Picasso. This needs, after all,
azconsiderable amount of ‘conditioning.” Superior culture is one of the most
artificial of all human creations, and the peasant finds no ‘natural’ urgency
within himself that will drive him toward Picasso in spite of all difficulties. In
 the end the peasant will go back to kitsch when he feels like looking at pictures,
_for ‘he can enjoy kitsch without effort. The state is helpless in this matter and
remains so as long as the problems of production have not been solved in a
_ socialist sense. The same holds true, of course, for capitalist countries and makes
all-talk of art for the masses there nothing but demagogy.?

"Where today a political regime establishes an official cultural policy, it is for
the sake of demagogy. If kitsch is the official tendency of culture in Germany,
Iraly ‘and Russia, it is not because their respective governments are controlled
by philistines, but because kitsch is the culture of the masses in these countries,
as it is everywhere else. The encouragement of kitsch is merely another of the
inexpensive ways in which totalitarian regimes seek to ingratiate themselves with
their subjects, Since these regimes cannot raise the cultural level of the masses
=-even if they wanted to - by anything short of a surrender to international
socialism, they will flatter the masses by bringing all culture down to their level.
It is for this reason that the avant-garde is outlawed, and not so much because
asuperior culture is inherently a more critical culture. (Whether or not the
avant-garde could possibly flourish under a totalitarian regime is not pertinent
toithe question at this point.) As a matter of fact, the main trouble with
avant-garde art and literature, from the point of view of fascists and Stalinists,
_is.not that they are too critical, but that they. are too ‘innocent,’ that it is too
difficult to inject: effective propaganda into them, that kitsch is more pliable to
this end. Kitsch keeps a dictator in closer contact with the ‘soul’ of the people.
Should the official culture be one superior to the general mass-level, there would
be a danger of isolation.

t:Nevertheless, if the masses were conceivably to ask for avant-garde art and
literature, Hitler, Mussolini and Stalin would not hesitate long in attempting
tosatisty such a demand. Hitler is a bitter enemy of the avant-garde, both on
doctrinal and personal grounds, yet this did not prevent Goebbels in 1932-1933
from strenudusly courting avant-garde artists and writers. When Gottfried Benn,
an-Expressionist poet, came over to the Nazis he was welcomed with a great
fanfare, although at that very moment Hitler was denouncing Expressionism as
Kulturbolschewismus. This was at a time when the Nazis felt that the prestige
which the avant-garde enjoyed among the cultivated German public could be
of advantage to them, and practical considerations of this nature, the Nazis
being skillful politicians, have always taken precedence over Hitler’s personal
inclinations. Later the Nazis realized that it was more practical to accede to the
wishes of the masses in matters of culture than to those of their paymasters;

how high a plane, of its masters. This applies at least to plastic culture, which
is accessible to all. '

In the Middle Ages the plastic artist paid lip service at least to the:lowest
common denominators of experience. This even remained true to some extent
until the seventeenth century. There was available for imitation a universally
valid conceptual reality, whose order the artist could not.tamper with, The"
subject matter of art was prescribed by those who commissioned works of art,
which were not created, as in bourgeois society, on speculation. Precisely because
his content was determined in advance, the artist was free to concentrate on his
medium. He needed not to be philosopher, or visionary, but simply artificer
As long as there was general agreement as to what were the worthi'est su.bjec'ts
for art, the artist was relieved of the necessity to be original and inventive:in
his ‘matter’ and could devote all his energy to formal problems. For him th’e '
medium became, privately, professionally, the content of his art, even as his
medium is today the public content of the abstract painter’s art — w:th‘that"
difference, however, that the medieval artist had to suppress his professional
preoccupation in public — had always to suppress and subordmat? the personal
and professional in the finished, official work of art. If, as an ordinary member
of the Christian community, he felt some personal emotion about his subject matter,
this only contributed to the enrichment of the work’s public meaning. Only w1th '
the Renaissance do the inflections of the personal become legitimate, still to:be
kept, however, within the limits of the simply and universally .recogqizable. And
only with Rembrandt do ‘lonely’ artists begin to appear, lonely in their art. '

But even during the Renaissance, and as long as Western art was _endgavorlng ‘
to perfect its technique, victories in this realm could only be signalized by
success in realistic imitation, since there was no other objective criterion at hand:
Thus the masses could still find in the art of their masters objects of admiratikon
and wonder. Even the bird that pecked at the fruit in Zeuxis’ picture could applaud

It is a platitude that art becomes caviar to the general when tl}e reality it
imitates no longer corresponds even roughly to the reality recognized by thei
general. Even then, however, the resentment the common man may feel ds
silenced by the awe in which he stands of the patrons of this art. Only \.’vhen
he becomes dissatisfied with the social order they administer does he begin to
criticize their culture. Then the plebian finds courage for the first time to voice
his opinions openly. Every man, from the Tammany alderman to‘the Austrian
house-painter, finds that he is entitled to his opinion. Most often this resentment
toward culture is to be found where the dissatisfaction with society is:a
reactionary dissatisfaction which expresses itself in revivalism and puritaf)ism,k‘
and latest of all, in fascism. Here revolvers and torches begin to be mentioned
in the same breath as culture. In the name of godliness or the blood’s health;
in the name of simple ways and solid virtues, the statue-smashing commences:

Iv

Returning to our Russian peasant for the moment, let us suppose that after he )
has chosen Repin in preference to Picasso, the state’s educational apparatus
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the latter, when it came to a question of preserving power, were as willing:to
sacrifice their culture as they were their moral principles; while the. former;
precisely because power was being withheld from them, had to be cozened .in
every other way possible. It was necessary to promote on a much more grandiose
style than in the democracies the illusion that the masses actually rule. The
literature and art they enjoy and understand were to be proclaimed the only
true art and literature and any other kind was to be suppressed. Under these
circumstances people like Gottfried Benn, no matter how ardently they support
Hitler, become a liability; and we hear no more of them in Nazi Germany.

We can see then that although from one point of view the personal philistinism
of Hitler and Stalin is not accidental to the roles they play, from another point
of view it is only an incidentally contributory factor in determining the cultural
policies of their respective regimes. Their personal philistinism simply adds
brutality and double-darkness to policies they would be forced to support
anyhow by the pressure of all their other policies — even were they, personally,
devotees of avant-garde culture. What the acceptance of the isolation of the
Russian Revolution forces Stalin to do, Hitler is compelled to do by his
acceptance of the contradictions of capitalism and his efforts to freeze them. As
for Mussolini — his case is a perfect example of the disponsbilité of a realist in
these matters. For years he bent a benevolent eye on the Futurists and built
modernistic railroad stations and government-owned apartment houses. One can_
still see in the suburbs of Rome more modernistic apartments than almost
anywhere else in the world. Perhaps Fascism wanted to show its up-to-dateness;
to conceal the fact that it was a retrogression; perhaps it wanted to conform to
the tastes of the wealthy elite it served. At any rate Mussolini seems to have
realized lately that it would be more useful to him to please the cultural tastes
of the Italian masses than those of their masters. The masses must be provided
with objects of admiration and wonder; the latter can dispense with them.. And
so we find Mussolini announcing a ‘new Imperial style.” Marinetti, Chirico, ef
al., are sent into the outer darkness, and the new railroad station in Rome will
not be modernistic. That Mussolini was late in coming to this only illustrates
again the relative hesitance with which Italian Fascism has drawn the necessary
implications of its role. i

Capitalism in decline finds that whatever of quality it is still capable’of
producing becomes almost invariably a threat to its own existence. Advances:in
culture, no less than advances in science and industry, corrode the very society.
under whose aegis they are made possible. Here, as in every other question
today, it becomes necessary to quote Marx word for word. Today we no longe
look toward socialism for a new culture — as inevitably as one will appear, once
we do have socialism, Today we look to socialism simply for the preservation
of whatever living culture we have right now. /

C
0

. . . . 2

! I owe this formulation to a remark made by Hans Hofmann, the art teacher, in one of his lectures
From the point of view of this formulation, Surrealism in plastic art is a reactionary tendenc
which is attempting to restore ‘outside’ subject matter. The chief concern of a painter like'Da

is to represent the processes and concepts of his consciousness, not the processes of his medium e
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It will be objected that such art for the ma
conditions of production — and that a good

folk art is not Athene, and it’s Athene whom

sses as folk art was developed under rudimentary
deal of folk art is on a high level. Yes it is — but

we want: formal culture with its Hlfllllty of aspects,
its uxuriance, its large comprehension esxdes, we are now told that most of w at we consider

4 ; . .
EZﬁad;n ﬁolk‘ culture is the static survival of dead formal, aristocratic, cultures. Our old En lish
Englis}; CZ:J x:sta.x;ce, were not created by the ‘folk,’ but by the post-feudal squirearchy ofg the
: ntryside, to survive in the mouths of the folk lo
ng after those for wh he b
were composed had gone on to other forms of li  achin s
0 terature. Unfortunatel il th i
culture was the exclusive prerogati i i Y of serfy o s oy
gative of a society that lived b :
y the labor of serfs or sl
o slaves. Th
- erter th:r:1 ereai sirlmbols of culture. For one man to spend time and energy creating or listenin, :Z
y meant that another man had to produce enough to keep himself alive and the formef in

comfort. In Africa today we find
that the culture of slave-owni ibes i
N M B & .
. to that of the tribes that possess no slaves. g tribes s generaly much superior

11 Harold Rosenberg (1906-1978) “The Fall of Paris’

Poet and art critic, Rosenber the i i
. c, g here celebrates the international character of i
gg:jn tol‘oPtz?]r;s n?:m!tt‘z;aml/ tweg_‘??th-(;entury capital. He is also concernerdo h'\cf\?vg\%?lstrg
nt he . vumerability of a merely cultural Modernism in f ' '
political divisions of the modern world His conclust cinatas the asianioreocual
: . . clusion anticipates the establi
New York as the new metropolitan centre of Modernist culture during thea?gz%n;?rgr(s){

Qpublished in Partisan Review in 1940. Slightly revised text printed in Harold Rosenberg

Tradition of the New, London and New York, 1962, pp. 209-20, from which the present

version is taken.

Th¢ Style of Today

;1;1}(18 llelib(;lrlatory of the twentieth century has been shut down. Let us admit
ugh, the rapping of the soldier’s fist di i : ,
id not interrupt the creati f
wonders. For more than a dec fation of 1o
y ade there had been a stead i
intellectual exuberance which had sent  vesion of thas
Futuri co .
urism, vorticism — and later, dadaism, the Russian Ballet, surrealism. Yet up

to the day of the occupation, Paris h
, ad been the Holy P] i
only one.- Not because of its affirmative e, Dt oo, The

out over the earth the waves of cubism,

' of f genius alone, but perhaps, on th
ontrary, through its passivity, which allowed it to be pos’sessed by thI(): ;earcher:

f every nation. By Picasso and Juan Gris, Spaniards; by Modigliani, Boccioni

and Severini, Italians: by Brancusi, Ro i
. R ; by Bi » Roumanian; by Joyce, Irishman; by Mon-
ld)l;l:;l},lﬂDut?m_an; by 1i,lpchltz, Polish Lithuanian; by Archipenko I,(anydins(])(l;
¢v, Larionov, Russians; by Calder, Pound, G d in ’
_ Americans; by Kupka, Czechoslovak: ’ nd Max Ermse Genn Ra,
s , ; Lehmbruck ;
Wyndham Lewis and T. E. Hulme, Englishmen N o, Germans, o
refugees.

by all artists, students,

'tl"he hospitality of Fhis .cultural Klondike might be explained as the result of
ense balance of historical forces, preventing any one- class from. imposing

::;0'11 .the City 1ts own restricted forms and aims. Here life seemed to be forever
aining towards a new quality. Since it might be the sign of what was to come
bl

c . o
h fresh gesture took on an immediate importance. T'wentieth-century Paris




