
'Towards a Newer Laocoön' 

Clement Greenberg 

The title refers both to Gotthold Lessing's Laocoön: An Essay upon the Limits of Poetry and Painting, of 1766, 
and to Irving Babbitt's The New Laokoön: An Essay on Confusion of the Arts, of 1910. Greenberg thus clearly 
signals his concern with longstanding question in aesthetics: is the existence of limits serving to distinguish 
between the various arts also a condition of the possibility of value within them? According to Greenberg's 
argument, it is a historical characteristic of the modern that each has had to define itself in terms of the 
limitations of its proper medium. At a time when vociferous claims were being made for the 'Realism' of various 
forms figurative art, his aim was at one and the same time to establish the quality of certain abstract art and to 
justify abstraction as the fulfilment of an inexorable historical tendency. (The issues here raised by Greenberg 
were to be revived and reformulated twenty-seven years later by Michael Fried in his 'Art and Objecthood', 
VIIA6.) Originally published in Partisan Review, VII, no. 4, New York, July-August 1940, pp. 296-310.  

The dogmatism and intransigence of the 'non-objective' or 'abstract' purists of painting today 
cannot be dismissed as symptoms merely of a cultist attitude towards art. Purists make 
extravagant claims for art, because usually they value it much more than anyone else does.  
For the same reason they are much solicitous about it.  A great deal of purism is the 
translation of an extreme solicitude, an anxiousness as to the fate of art, a concern for its 
identity.  We must respect this.  When the purist insists upon excluding 'literature' and subject 
matter from plastic art, now and in the future, the most we can charge him with off-hand is an 
unhistorical attitude. It is quite easy to show that abstract art like every other cultural 
phenomenon reflects the social and other circumstances of the age in which its creators live, 
and that there is nothing inside art itself, disconnected from history, which compels it to go in 
one direction or another.  But it is not so easy to reject the purist's assertion that the best of 
contemporary plastic art is abstract. Here the purist does not have to support his position with 
metaphysical pretentions. And when he insists on doing so, those of us who admit the merits 
of abstract art without accepting its claims in full must offer our own explanation for its 
present supremacy.   

 Discussion as to purity in art and, bound up with it, the attempts to establish the 
differences between the various arts are not idle.  There has been, is, and will be, such a thing 
as a confusion of the arts.  From the point of view of the artist engrossed in the problems of 
his medium and indifferent to the efforts of theorists to explain abstract art completely, 
purism is the terminus of a salutary reaction against the mistakes of painting and sculpture in 
the past several centuries which were due to such a confusion.  

I  

There can be, I believe, such a thing as a dominant art form; this was what literature had 
become in Europe by the 17th century. [ . . . ]  

 Now, when it happens that a single art is given the dominant role, it becomes the 
prototype of all art: the others try to shed their proper characters and imitate its effects.  The 
dominant art in turn tries itself to absorb the functions of the others.  A confusion of the arts 
results, by which the subservient ones are perverted and distorted; they are forced to deny 
their own nature in an effort to attain the effects of the dominant art.  However, the 
subservient arts can only be mishandled in this way when they have reached such a degree of 
technical facility as to enable them to pretend to conceal their mediums.  In other words, the 
artist must have gained such power over his material as to annihilate it seemingly in favor of 
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illusion.  Music was saved from the fate of the pictorial arts in the 17th and 18th centuries by 
its comparatively rudimentary technique and the relative shortness of its development as a 
formal art.  Aside from the fact that in its nature it is the art furthest removed from imitation, 
the possibilities of music had not been explored sufficiently to enable it to strive for 
illusionist effects.  

But painting and sculpture, the arts of illusion par excellence, had by that time achieved such 
facility as to make them infinitely susceptible to the temptation to emulate the effects, not 
only of illusion, but of other arts.  Not only could painting imitate sculpture, and sculpture, 
painting, but both could attempt to reproduce the effects of literature.  And it was for the 
effects of literature that 17th and 18th century painting strained most of all.  Literature, for a 
number of reasons, had won the upper hand, and the plastic arts — especially in the form of 
easel painting and statuary — tried to win admission to its domain.  Although this does not 
account completely for the decline of those arts during this period, it seems to have been the 
form of that decline.  Decline it was, compared to what had taken place in Italy, Flanders, 
Spain and Germany the century before.  Good artists, it is true, continue to appear — I do not 
have to exaggerate the depression to make my point — but not good schools of art, not good 
followers.  The circumstances surrounding the appearance of the individual great artists seem 
to make them almost all exceptions; we think of them as great artists 'in spite of.'  There is a 
scarcity of distinguished small talents.  And the very level of greatness sinks by comparison 
to the work of the past.  

In general, painting and sculpture in the hands of the lesser talents — and this is what tells the 
story — become nothing more than ghosts and 'stooges' of literature.  All emphasis is taken 
away from the medium and transferred to subject matter.  It is no longer a question even of 
realistic imitation, since that is taken for granted, but of the artist's ability to interpret subject 
matter for poetic effects and so forth.   

III  

Romanticism was the last great tendency following directly from bourgeois society that was 
able to inspire and stimulate the profoundly responsible artist — the artist conscious of 
certain inflexible obligations to the standards of his craft.  By 1848 Romanticism had 
exhausted itself.  After that the impulse, although indeed it had to originate in bourgeois 
society, could only come in guise of a denial of that society, as a turning away from it.  It was 
not to be an about-face towards a new society, but an emigration to a Bohemia which was to 
be art's sanctuary from capitalism.  It was to be the task of the avant-garde to perform in 
opposition to bourgeois society the function of finding new and adequate cultural forms for 
the expression of that same society, without at same time succumbing to its ideological 
divisions and its refusal to permit arts to be their own justification.  The avant-garde, both 
child and negation of Romanticism, becomes the embodiment of art's instinct of self-
preservation.  It is interested in, and feels itself responsible to, only the values of art; and, 
given society as it is, has an organic sense of what is good and what is bad for art.  

 As the first and most important item upon its agenda, the avant-garde saw the 
necessity of an escape from ideas, which were infecting the arts with the ideological struggles 
of society.  Ideas came to mean subject matter in general.  (Subject matter as distinguished 
from content: in the sense that every work of art must have content, but that subject matter is 
something the artist does or does not have in mind when he is actually at work.)  This meant a 
new and greater emphasis upon form, and it also involved the assertion of the arts as 
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independent vocations, disciplines and crafts, absolutely autonomous, and entitled to respect 
for their own sakes, and not merely as vessels of communication.  It was the signal for a 
revolt against the dominance of literature, which was subject matter at its most oppressive.  

IV  

The second variant of the avant-garde's development is concurrent in time with the first.  It is 
easy to recognize this variant, but rather difficult to expose its motivation.  Tendencies go in 
opposite directions, and cross-purposes meet.  But tying everything together is the fact that in 
the end cross-purposes indeed do meet.  There is a common effort in each of the arts to 
expand the expressive resources of the medium, not in order to express ideas and notions, but 
to express with greater immediacy sensations, the irreducible elements of experience. Along 
this path it seemed as though the avant-garde in its attempt to escape from 'literature' had set 
out to treble the confusion of the arts by having them imitate every other art except literature.  
(By this time literature had had its opprobrious sense expanded to include everything the 
avant-garde objected to in official bourgeois culture.)  Each art would demonstrate its powers 
by capturing the effects of its sister arts or by taking a sister art for its subject.  Since art was 
the only validity left, what better subject was there for each art than the procedures and 
effects of some other art?  Impressionist painting, with its progressions and rhythmic 
suffusions of color, with its moods and atmospheres, was arriving at effects to which the 
Impressionists themselves gave the terms of Romantic music. [ ... ]  

 Aside from what was going on inside music, music as an art in itself began at this 
time to occupy a very important position in relation to the other arts.  Because of its 'absolute' 
nature, its remoteness from imitation, its almost complete absorption in the very physical 
quality of its medium, as well as because of its resources of suggestion, music had come to 
replace poetry as the paragon art.  It was the art which the other avant-garde arts envied most, 
and whose effects they tried hardest to imitate. [ ... ]  

 But only when the avant-garde's interest in music led it to consider music as a method 
of art rather than as a kind of effect did the avant-garde find what it was looking for.  It was 
when it was discovered that the advantage of music lay chiefly in the fact that it was an 
'abstract' art, an art of 'pure form.'  It was such because it was incapable, objectively, of 
communicating anything else than a sensation, and because this sensation could not be 
conceived in any other terms than those of the sense through which it entered the 
consciousness.  An imitative painting can be described in terms of non-visual identities, a 
piece of music cannot, whether it attempts to imitate or not.  The effects of music are the 
effects, essentially, of pure form; those of painting and poetry are too often accidental to the 
formal natures of these arts.  Only by accepting the example of music and defining each of 
the other arts solely in the terms of the sense or faculty which perceived its effect and by 
excluding from each art whatever is intelligible in the terms of any other sense or faculty 
would the non-musical arts attain the 'purity' and self-sufficiency which they desired; which 
they desired, that is, in so far as they were avant-garde arts. The emphasis, therefore, was to 
be on the physical, the sensorial. 'Literature's' corrupting influence is only felt when the 
senses are neglected.  The latest confusion of the arts was the result of a mistaken conception 
of music as the only immediately sensuous art.  But the other arts can also be sensuous, if 
only they will look to music, not to ape its effects but to borrow its principles as a 'pure' art, 
as an art which is abstract because it is almost nothing else except sensuous.  
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V  

Guiding themselves, whether consciously or unconsciously, by a notion of purity derived 
from the example of music, the avant-garde arts have in the last fifty years achieved a purity 
and a radical delimitation of their fields of activity for which there is no previous example in 
the history of culture. The arts lie safe now, each within its 'legitimate' boundaries, and free 
trade has been replaced by autarchy.  Purity in art consists in the acceptance, willing 
acceptance, of the limitations of the medium of the specific art.  To prove that their concept 
of purity is something more than a bias in taste, painters point to Oriental, primitive and 
children's art as instances of the universality and naturalness and objectivity of their ideal of 
purity. [ . . . ] The issue is, of course, focused most sharply in the plastic arts, for they, in their 
non-decorative function, have been the most closely associated with imitation, and it is in 
their case that the ideal of the pure and the abstract has met the most resistance.  

 The arts, then, have been hunted back to their mediums, and there they have been 
isolated, concentrated and defined.  It is by virtue of its medium that each art is unique and 
strictly itself.  To restore the identity of an art the opacity of its medium must be emphasized.  
For the visual arts the medium is discovered to be physical; hence pure painting and pure 
sculpture seek above all else to affect the spectator physically. [ . . . ]  

 [ . . . ] The purely plastic or abstract qualities of the work of art are the only ones that 
count.  Emphasize the medium and its difficulties, and at once the purely plastic, the proper, 
values of visual art come to the fore.  Overpower the medium to the point where all sense of 
its resistance disappears, and the adventitious uses of art become more important.  

 The history of avant-garde painting is that of a progressive surrender to the resistance 
of its medium; which resistance consists chiefly in the flat picture plane's denial of efforts to 
'hole through' it for realistic perspectival space.  In making this surrender, painting not only 
got rid of imitation — and with it, 'literature' — but also of realistic imitation's corollary 
confusion between painting and sculpture.  (Sculpture, on its side, emphasizes the resistance 
of its material to the efforts of the artist to ply it into shapes uncharacteristic of stone, metal, 
wood, etc.)  Painting abandons chiaroscuro and shaded modelling.  Brush strokes are often 
defined for their own sake.  The motto of the Renaissance artist, Ars est artem celare, is 
exchanged for Ars est artem demonstrare.1  Primary colors, the 'instinctive,' easy colors, 
replace tones and tonality.  Line, which is one of the most abstract elements in painting since 
it is never found in nature as the definition of contour, returns to oil painting as the third color 
between two other color areas.  Under the influence of the square shape of the canvas, forms 
tend to become geometrical — and simplified, because simplification is also a part of the 
instinctive accommodation to the medium.  But most important of all, the picture plane itself 
grows shallower and shallower, flattening out and pressing together the fictive planes of 
depth until they meet as one upon the real and material plane which is the actual surface of 
the canvas; where they lie side by side or interlocked or transparently imposed upon each 
other.  Where the painter still tries to indicate real objects their shapes flatten and spread in 
the dense, two-dimensional atmosphere.  A vibrating tension is set up as the objects struggle 
to maintain their volume against the tendency of the real picture plane to re-assert its material 
flatness and crush them to silhouettes.  In a further stage realistic space cracks and splinters 
into flat planes which come forward, parallel to the plane surface. [ . . . ]  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  "Art	  is	  to	  conceal	  art"	  is	  exchanged	  for	  "art	  is	  to	  manifest	  art."	  	  	  
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 The destruction of realistic pictorial space, and with it, that of the object, was 
accomplished by means of the travesty that was cubism.  The cubist painter eliminated color 
because, consciously or unconsciously, he was parodying, in order to destroy, the academic 
methods of achieving volume and depth, which are shading and perspective, and as such have 
little to do with color in the common sense of the word.  The cubist used these same methods 
to break the canvas into a multiplicity of subtle recessive planes, which seem to shift and fade 
into infinite depths and yet insist on returning to the surface of the canvas.  As we gaze at a 
cubist painting of the last phase we witness the birth and death of three-dimensional pictorial 
space.  

 And as in painting the pristine flatness of the stretched canvas constantly struggles to 
overcome every other element, so in sculpture the stone figure appears to be on the point of 
relapsing into the original monolith, and the cast seems to narrow and smooth itself back to 
the original molten stream from which it was poured, or tries to remember the texture and 
plasticity of the clay in which it was first worked out.  

 Sculpture hovers finally on the verge of 'pure' architecture, and painting, having been 
pushed up from fictive depths, is forced through the surface of the canvas to emerge on the 
other side in the form of paper, cloth, cement and actual objects of wood and other materials 
pasted, glued or nailed to what was originally the transparent picture plane, which the painter 
no longer dares to puncture — or if he does, it is only to dare.  Artists like Hans Arp, who 
begin as painters, escape eventually from the prison of the single plane by painting on wood 
or plaster and using molds or carpentry to raise and lower planes.  They go, in other words, 
from painting to colored bas-relief, and finally — so far must they fly in order to return to 
three-dimensionality without at the same time risking the illusion — they become sculptors 
and create objects in the round, through which they can free their feelings for movement and 
direction from the increasing ascetic geometry of pure painting.  (Except in the case of Arp 
and one or two others, the sculpture of most of these metamorphosed painters is rather 
unsculptural, stemming as it does from the discipline of painting.  It uses color, fragile and 
intricate shapes and a variety of materials.  It is construction, fabrication.) [ . . . ]  

VI  

I find that I have offered no other explanation for the present superiority of abstract art than 
its historical justification.  So what I have written has turned out to be an historical apology 
for abstract art.  To argue from any other basis would require more space than is at my 
disposal, and would involve an entrance into the politics of taste — to use Venturi's phrase — 
from which there is no exit — on paper. My own experience of art has forced me to accept 
most of the standards of taste from which abstract art has derived, but I do not maintain that 
they are the only valid standards through eternity.  I find them simply the most valid ones at 
this given moment.  I have no doubt that they will be replaced in the future by other 
standards, which will be perhaps more inclusive than any possible now.  And even now they 
do not exclude all other possible criteria.  I am still able to enjoy a Rembrandt more for its 
expressive qualities than for its achievement of abstract values — as rich as it may be in 
them.  

It suffices to say that there is nothing in the nature of abstract art which compels it to be so.  
The imperative comes from history, from the age in conjunction with a particular moment 
reached in a particular tradition of art.  This conjunction holds the artist in a vise from which 
at the present moment he can escape only by surrendering his ambition and returning to a 
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stale past.  This is the difficulty for those who are dissatisfied with abstract art, feeling that it 
is too decorative or too arid and 'inhuman,' and who desire a return to representation and 
literature in plastic art.  Abstract art cannot be disposed by a simple-minded evasion.  Or by 
negation.  We can only dispose of abstract art by assimilating it, by fighting our way through 
it.  Where to?  I do not know.  Yet it seems to me that the wish to return to the imitation of 
nature in art has been given no more justification than the desire of certain partisans of 
abstract art to legislate it into permanency.  

*     *     * 

Clement	  Greenberg.	  'Towards	  a	  Newer	  Laocoon'	  in	  Art	  in	  Theory	  1900-1990:	  An	  Anthology	  of	  Changing	  Ideas.	  Charles	  
Harrison	  &	  Paul	  Wood,	  eds.	  (Oxford:	  Blackwell	  Publishers,	  1992),	  pp.	  554-‐560.	  

 

 

'Modernist Painting' 

Clement Greenberg 

More than any other single text in English, this essay has come to typify the Modernist critical position on the 
visual arts. Its aim is to represent a logic of development supposedly connecting the most successful painting of 
the previous hundred years, and thus to justify the findings of taste as involuntary responses to the inexorable 
self-critical tendency of painting itself.  Though clearly built on Greenberg's earlier analyses of avant-garde art 
and culture, the argument of this essay relies less on social-historical forms of evidence and more on the 
observation of technical changes in art itself.  At the time of its publication Greenberg was closely engaged with 
the painters Morris Louis and Kenneth Noland, whose form of abstract painting he was soon to label 'Post-
Painterly Abstraction'.  The essay can be read as a form of response to this work, which Greenberg saw as 
paradigmatic of the expression of feeling in art, and as preparing a position for it as the most advanced outcome 
of an unquestionable historical development.  First published in Arts Yearbook, 1, New York, 1961.  Reprinted 
with slight revisions in Art & Literature, no. 4, Spring 1965, pp. 193-201, from which the present text is taken.  

 

Modernism includes more than just art and literature. By now it includes almost the whole of 
what is truly alive in our culture.  It happens, also, to be very much of a historical novelty.  
Western civilization is not the first to turn around and question its own foundations, but it is 
the civilization that has gone furthest in doing so.  I identify Modernism with the 
intensification, almost the exacerbation, of this self-critical tendency that began with the 
philosopher Kant.  Because he was the first to criticize the means itself of criticism, I 
conceive of Kant as the first real Modernist.  

 The essence of Modernism lies, as I see it, in the use of the characteristic methods of a 
discipline to criticize the discipline itself — not in order to subvert it, but to entrench it more 
firmly in its area of competence.  Kant used logic to establish the limits of logic, and while he 
withdrew much from its old jurisdiction, logic was left in all the more secure possession of 
what remained to it.  

 The self-criticism of Modernism grows out of but is not the same thing as the 
criticism of the Enlightenment.  The Enlightenment criticized from the outside, the way 
criticism in its more accepted sense does; Modernism criticizes from the inside, through the 
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procedures themselves of that which is being criticized.  It seems natural that this new kind of 
criticism should have appeared first in philosophy, which is critical by definition, but as the 
nineteenth century wore on it made itself felt in many other fields.  A more rational 
justification had begun to be demanded of every formal social activity, and Kantian self-
criticism was called on eventually to meet and interpret this demand in areas that lay far from 
philosophy.  

 We know what has happened to an activity like religion that has not been able to avail 
itself of 'Kantian' immanent criticism in order to justify itself.  At first glance the arts might 
seem to have been in a situation like religion's.  Having been denied by the Enlightenment all 
tasks they could take seriously, they looked as though they were going to be assimilated to 
entertainment pure and simple, and entertainment itself looked as though it was going to be 
assimilated, like religion, to therapy.  The arts could save themselves from this leveling down 
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.  

 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 competence 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 any 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.  

 Realistic, illusionist art had dissembled the medium, using art to conceal art.  
Modernism used art to call attention to art.  The limitations that constitute the medium of 
painting — the flat surface, the shape of the support, the properties of pigment — were 
treated by the Old Masters as negative factors that could be acknowledged only implicitly or 
indirectly.  Modernist painting has come to regard these same limitations as positive factors 
that are to be acknowledged openly.  Manet's paintings became the first Modernist ones by 
virtue of the frankness with which they declared the surfaces on which they were painted.  
The Impressionists, in Manet's wake, abjured underpainting and glazing, to leave the eye 
under no doubt as to the fact that the colors used were made of real paint that came from pots 
or tubes.  Cezanne sacrificed verisimilitude, or correctness, in order to fit drawing and design 
more explicitly to the rectangular shape of the canvas.  

 It was the stressing, however, of the ineluctable flatness of the support that remained 
most fundamental in the processes by which pictorial art criticized and defined itself under 
Modernism.  Flatness alone was unique and exclusive to that art.  The enclosing shape of the 
support was a limiting condition, or norm, that was shared with the art of the theater; color 
was a norm or means shared with sculpture as well as the theater.  Flatness, two-
dimensionality, was the only condition painting shared with no other art, and so Modernist 
painting oriented itself to flatness as it did to nothing else.  
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 The Old Masters had sensed that it was necessary to preserve what is called the 
integrity of the picture plane: that is, to signify the enduring presence of flatness under the 
most vivid illusion of three-dimensional space.  The apparent contradiction involved — the 
dialectical tension, to use a fashionable but apt phrase — was essential to the Success of their 
art, as it is indeed to the success of all pictorial art.  The Modernists have neither avoided nor 
resolved this contradiction; rather, they have reversed its terms.  One is made aware of the 
flatness of their pictures before, instead of after, being made aware of what the flatness 
contains.  Whereas one tends to see what is in an Old Master before seeing it as a picture, one 
sees a Modernist painting as a picture first.  This is, of course, the best way of seeing any 
kind of picture, Old Master or Modernist, but Modernism imposes it as the only and 
necessary way, and Modernism's success in doing so is a success of self-criticism.  

 It is not in principle that Modernist painting in its latest phase has abandoned the 
representation of recognizable objects.  What it has abandoned in principle is the 
representation of the kind of space that recognizable, three-dimensional objects can inhabit.  
Abstractness, or the non-figurative, has in itself still not proved to be an altogether necessary 
moment in the self-criticism of pictorial art, even though artists as eminent as Kandinsky and 
Mondrian have thought so.  Representation, or illustration, as such does not abate the 
uniqueness of pictorial art; what does do so are the associations of the things represented.  All 
recognizable entities (including pictures themselves) exist in three-dimensional space, and the 
barest suggestion of a recognizable entity suffices to call up associations of that kind of 
space.  The fragmentary silhouette of a human figure, or of a teacup, will do so, and by doing 
so alienate pictorial space from the two-dimensionality which is the guarantee of painting's 
independence as an art.  Three-dimensionality is the province of sculpture, and for the sake of 
its own autonomy painting has had above all to divest itself of everything it might share with 
sculpture. And it is in the course of its effort to do this, and not so much — I repeat — to 
exclude the representational or the 'literary', that painting has made itself abstract.  

 At the same time Modernist painting demonstrates, precisely in its resistance to the 
sculptural, that it continues tradition and the themes of tradition, despite all appearances to 
the contrary.  For the resistance to the sculptural begins long before the advent of Modernism.  
Western painting, insofar as it strives for realistic illusion, owes an enormous debt to 
sculpture, which taught it in the beginning how to shade and model towards an illusion of 
relief, and even how to dispose that illusion in a complementary illusion of deep space.  Yet 
some of the greatest feats of Western painting came as part of the effort it has made in the last 
four centuries to suppress and dispel the sculptural.  Starting in Venice in the sixteenth 
century and continuing in Spain, Belgium, and Holland in the seventeenth, that effort was 
carried on at first in the name of color.  When David, in the eighteenth century, sought to 
revive sculptural painting, it was in part to save pictorial art from the decorative flattening-
out that the emphasis on color seemed to induce.  Nevertheless, the strength of David's own 
best pictures (which are predominantly portraits) often lies as much in their color as in 
anything else.  And Ingres, his pupil, though subordinating color far more consistently, 
executed pictures that were among the flattest, least sculptural done in the West by a 
sophisticated artist since the fourteenth century.  Thus by the middle of the nineteenth century 
all ambitious tendencies in painting were converging (beneath their differences) in an anti-
sculptural direction.  

 Modernism, in continuing this direction, made it more conscious of itself.  With 
Manet and the Impressionists, the question ceased to be defined as one of color versus 
drawing, and became instead a question of purely optical experience as against optical 
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experience modified or revised by tactile associations.  It was in the name of the purely and 
literally optical, not in that of color, that the Impressionists set themselves to undermining 
shading and modeling and everything else that seemed to connote the sculptural.  And in a 
way like that in which David had reacted against Fragonard in the name of the sculptural, 
Cézanne, and the Cubists after him, reacted against Impressionism.  But once again, just as 
David's and Ingres' reaction had culminated in a kind of painting even less sculptural than 
before, so the Cubist counter-revolution eventuated in a kind of painting flatter than anything 
Western art had seen since before Cimabue — so flat indeed that it could hardly contain 
recognizable images.  

 In the meantime the other cardinal norms of the art of painting were undergoing an 
equally searching inquiry, though the results may not have been equally conspicuous. It 
would take me more space than is at my disposal to tell how the norm of the picture's 
enclosing shape or frame was loosened, then tightened, then loosened once again, and then 
isolated and tightened once more by successive generations of Modernist painters; or how the 
norms of finish, of paint texture, and of value and color contrast, were tested and retested. 
Risks have been taken with all these, not only for the sake of new expression, but also in 
order to exhibit them more clearly as norms.  By being exhibited and made explicit they are 
tested for their indispensability.  This testing is by no means finished, and the fact that it 
becomes more searching as it proceeds accounts for the radical simplifications, as well as 
radical complications, in which the very latest abstract art abounds.  

 Neither the simplifications nor the complications are matters of license.  On the 
contrary, the more closely and essentially the norms of a discipline become defined the less 
apt they are to permit liberties ('liberation' has become a much abused word in connection 
with avant-garde and Modernist art).  The essential norms or conventions of painting are also 
the limiting conditions with which a marked-up surface must comply in order to be 
experienced as a picture.  Modernism has found that these limiting conditions can be pushed 
back indefinitely before a picture stops being a picture and turns into an arbitrary object; but 
it has also found that the further back these limits are pushed the more explicitly they have to 
be observed.  The intersecting black lines and colored rectangles of a Mondrian may seem 
hardly enough to make a picture out of, yet by echoing the picture's enclosing shape so self-
evidently they impose that shape as a regulating norm with a new force and a new 
completeness.  Far from incurring the danger of arbitrariness in the absence of a model in 
nature, Mondrian's art proves, with the passing of time, almost too disciplined, too 
convention-bound in certain respects; once we have become used to its utter abstractness we 
realize that it is more traditional in its color, as well as in its subservience to the frame, than 
the last paintings of Monet are.  

 It is understood, I hope, that in plotting the rationale of Modernist art I have had to 
simplify and exaggerate.  The flatness towards which Modernist painting orients itself can 
never be an utter flatness.  The heightened sensitivity of the picture plane may no longer 
permit sculptural illusion, or trompe-l'oeil, but it does and must permit optical illusion.  The 
first mark made on a surface destroys its virtual flatness, and the configurations of a 
Mondrian still suggest a kind of illusion of a kind of third dimension.  Only now it is a strictly 
pictorial, strictly optical third dimension.  Where the Old Masters created an illusion of space 
into which one could imagine oneself walking, the illusion created by a Modernist is one into 
which one can only look, can travel through only with the eye.  
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 One begins to realize that the Neo-Impressionists were not altogether misguided when 
they flirted with science.  Kantian self-criticism finds its perfect expression in science rather 
than in philosophy, and when this kind of self-criticism was applied in art the latter was 
brought closer in spirit to scientific method than ever before — closer than in the early 
Renaissance.  That visual art should confine itself exclusively to what is given in visual 
experience, and make no reference to anything given in other orders of experience, is a notion 
whose only justification lies, notionally, in scientific consistency.  Scientific method alone 
asks that a situation be resolved in exactly the same kind of terms as that in which it is 
presented — a problem in physiology is solved in terms of physiology, not in those of 
psychology; to be solved in terms of psychology, it has to be presented in, or translated into, 
these terms first.  Analogously, Modernist painting asks that a literary theme be translated 
into strictly optical, two-dimensional terms before becoming the subject of pictorial art — 
which means its being translated in such a way that it entirely loses its literary character.  
Actually, such consistency promises nothing in the way of aesthetic quality or aesthetic 
results, and the fact that the best art of the past seventy or eighty years increasingly 
approaches such consistency does not change this; now as before, the only consistency which 
counts in art is aesthetic consistency, which shows itself only in results and never in methods 
or means.  From the point of view of art itself its convergence of spirit with science happens 
to be a mere accident, and neither art nor science gives or assures the other of anything more 
than it ever did.  What their convergence does show, however, is the degree to which 
Modernist art belongs to the same historical and cultural tendency as modern science.  

 It should also be understood that the self-criticism of Modernist art has never been 
carried on in any but a spontaneous and subliminal way. It has been altogether a question of 
practice, immanent to practice and never a topic of theory.  Much has been heard about 
programs in connection with Modernist art, but there has really been far less of the 
programmatic in Modernist art than in Renaissance or Academic art.  With a few untypical 
exceptions, the masters of Modernism have betrayed no more of an appetite for fixed ideas 
about art than Corot did.  Certain inclinations and emphases, certain refusals and abstinences 
seem to become necessary simply because the way to stronger, more expressive art seems to 
lie through them.  The immediate aims of Modernist artists remain individual before anything 
else, and the truth and success of their work is individual before it is anything else.  To the 
extent that it succeeds as art Modernist art partakes in no way of the character of a 
demonstration.  It has needed the accumulation over decades of a good deal of individual 
achievement to reveal the self-critical tendency of Modernist painting.  No one artist was, or 
is yet, consciously aware of this tendency, nor could any artist work successfully in conscious 
awareness of it.  To this extent — which is by far the largest — art gets carried on under 
Modernism in the same way as before.  

 And I cannot insist enough that Modernism has never meant anything like a break 
with the past.  It may mean a devolution, an unraveling of anterior tradition, but it also means 
its continuation.  Modernist art develops out of the past without gap or break, and wherever it 
ends up it will never stop being intelligible in terms of the continuity of art.  The making of 
pictures has been governed, since pictures first began to be made, by all the norms I have 
mentioned.  The Paleolithic painter or engraver could disregard the norm of the frame and 
treat the surface in both a literally and a virtually sculptural way because he made images 
rather than pictures, and worked on a support whose limits could be disregarded because 
(except in the case of small objects like a bone or horn) nature gave them to the artist in an 
unmanageable way.  But the making of pictures, as against images in the flat, means the 
deliberate choice and creation of limits. This deliberateness is what Modernism harps on: that 
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is, it spells out the fact that the limiting conditions of art have to be made altogether human 
limits.  

 I repeat that Modernist art does not offer theoretical demonstrations.  It could be said, 
rather, that it converts all theoretical possibilities into empirical ones, and in doing so tests, 
inadvertently, all theories about art for their relevance to the actual practice and experience of 
art.  Modernism is subversive in this respect alone.  Ever so many factors thought to be 
essential to the making and experiencing of art have been shown not to be so by the fact that 
Modernist art has been able to dispense with them and yet continue to provide the experience 
of art in all its essentials.  That this 'demonstration' has left most of our old value judgments 
intact only makes it the more conclusive.  Modernism may have had something to do with the 
revival of the reputations of Uccello, Piero, EI Greco, Georges de la Tour, and even Vermeer, 
and it certainly confirmed if it did not start other revivals like that of Giotto; but Modernism 
has not lowered thereby the standing of Leonardo, Raphael, Titian, Rubens, Rembrandt or 
Watteau.  What Modernism has made clear is that, though the past did appreciate masters like 
these justly, it often gave wrong or irrelevant reasons for doing so.  

 Still, in some ways this situation has hardly changed.  Art criticism lags behind 
Modernist as it lagged behind pre-Modernist art.  Most of the things that get written about 
contemporary art belong to journalism rather than criticism properly speaking.  It belongs to 
journalism — and to the millennial complex from which so many journalists suffer in our day 
— that each new phase of Modernism should be hailed as the start of a whole new epoch of 
art marking a decisive break with all the customs and conventions of the past.  Each time, a 
kind of art is expected that will be so unlike previous kinds of art and so 'liberated' from 
norms of practice or taste, that everybody, regardless of how informed or uninformed, will be 
able to have his say about it.  And each time, this expectation is disappointed, as the phase of 
Modernism in question takes its place, finally, in the intelligible continuity of taste and 
tradition, and as it becomes clear that the same demands as before are made on artist and 
spectator.  

 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.  

*    *    * 
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