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The Ratification of Abstract Art 1979
The reader should be warned that in this article terminological simplifications are made for rhetorical effect. This seems defensible as the article was first published adjacent to many whose authors’ enthusiasm for Malevich etc., is unmoderated by doubt.

This article first appeared in Towards a New Art: essays on the background to abstract art 1910-20, Tate Gallery, 1980.

‘On their voyage of discovery to Australia, a group of Captain Cook’s sailors captured a young kangaroo and brought the strange creature back on board their ship. No one knew what it was, so some men were sent ashore to ask the natives. ‘It’s a Kangaroo’. Many years later it was discovered that when the aboriginals said ‘Kangaroo’, they were not in fact naming the animal, but replying to their questioners, ‘What did you say?’
(The Observer magazine, 25 November 1973; quoted by Ian Hacking in Why does Language matter to Philosophy? Cambridge University Press, 1975.)
It must be clear that abstract art involves a reduction of some sort in the range of correspondences which a spectator can make between a given representation or artefact and the world. Much, or almost all, that conventionally served to establish the possibility of such correspondences was abandoned in non-represen​tational painting. It has been suggested (e.g. by Gombrich) that a body of atten​dant theory developed to ‘compensate’ for the reduction of representational content, and it is indeed a commonplace statement. that abstract art has more theory than representational art. This statement is false, however. What is true is that abstract art and some attendant discourse are not driven apart in practice by realistic considerations or by those descriptive limits of language which are in fact the logical margins of pictures.

It might be held by some that the history of art is a narrative which includes and connects certain things which are seen as having ‘stood the test of time’, where the property of having ‘stood the test of time’ is seen as a confirmation of the status of some things as a work of art. How has it come about that according to this view the paintings of e.g. Malevich, Mondrian and Kandinsky appear to have stood the test of time, when they so manifestly failed to satisfy the criteria according to which the art of painting had itself antecedently been valued?

In the absence of defensible theory it could only be because transcendental consumership obliterates or obscures any significant differences between the realism (1) of representational art and the idealism of abstract art; i.e. connoisseur​ship, being entirely promiscuous, will enable anything to stand the test of time (save that by which transcendental consumership would itself be negated, to the extent that the meaning of standing the test of time was radically changed). It might otherwise be thought that assent could not readily have been given to any ambitious claim for abstract art without some strong theoretical support for that claim. To say that something is non-representational is after all to say that in order to stand for anything it has to have an external explication of some sort.

What we are saying (2) is that the history of the ratification of abstract art is not much explained as confused by the fact that theoretical (or pseudo-theoretical) justifications were proposed to compensate for the absence of or to supersede representation in the artefacts of the artists concerned. The essence of the con​fusion is this: unless blinded by the habits of connoisseurship, one might expect that critical attention would have been focused not upon the artefacts of abstract art, which could, after all, be thought to stand or fall along with their supporting justifications, but upon the justification themselves: yet historically this was not the case. Documents such as Uber das Geistige in der Kunst do not seem to have been treated at the time of their publication as if they were speculative and discursive, open to analysis and criticism. And in a sense they are not. They are generally assertive and dogmatic with little internal discursive detail. They seem nevertheless to have been accepted as if they were successful arguments in favour of those artefacts they purport to justify. This takes some explaining, given the patent logical and historical absurdity of much of what is asserted in these writings.
The rhythm of relation of colour and size makes the absolute appear in the relativity of time and space – Mondrian 1919

A chair, ‘bed, and table are not matters of utility but rather, the forms taken by plastic sensations, so the generally held view that all objects of daily use result from practical considerations is based upon false premises. – Malevich 1927
The hidden construction may be composed of seemingly fortuitous shapes, without apparent connection. But the outer absence of such a connection is proof of its inner presence. Outward loosening points toward an internal merging. This holds good for drawing and painting alike. – Kandinsky 1912
If steadily gazed at in any geometrical form, yellow has a disturbing influence; it pricks, upsets people, and reveals its true character, which is brash and im​portunate. – Kandinsky 1912

etc. etc.
We might ask: What kind of history can there be, what kind of practice, such that passages like these are left unridiculed as component parts of classic texts? Yet what passed and still passes as comment upon these texts has been more like exposition, or textual analysis, than criticism. They are treated as literature, as reified lumps of enlightenment, objects of mere documentary and historical interest, rather than as instances of arguments possibly open to a purposeful refutation or confirmation indexed to some possibly non-participatory teleology. Those who saw themselves as participants in whatever debates there might have been did not include among their number anyone equipped to make a purposeful examination of the logic of the justifications; or if there were any so equipped they were sufficiently mystified by the projected picture of artistic practice as to see it as somehow immune to the operations of rational intelligence. This is to say that, despite the propagandising of a rapprochement between art and science by such as Lissitsky, Rodchenko and Van Doesburg, the discursive context of art practice was already, in the early twentieth century, highly insulated from those practices in which men actually did put questions to nature and did conduct logical enquiries in the search for substantive content and detail in the utterances of others.

What has thus happened is that the artists’ writings, along with their works, have been seen to or have been allowed to stand the test of time and thus to have been validated as aspects of art practice continuous and consistent with the works them​selves. But to stand the test of time is not the same as to stand up to scrutiny.

On February 19, 1914, at a public lecture, I rejected reason. – Malevich (3)
It is because our painting is still at an elementary stage that we are so little able to be moved by wholly autonomous colour and form composition. The nerve vibrations are there (as we feel when confronted by applied art), but they get no further than the nerves because the corresponding vibrations of the spirit which they call forth are weak. When we remember, however, that spiritual experience is quickening, that positive science, the firmest basis of human thought, is tottering, that dissolution of matter is imminent, we have reason to hope that the hour of pure composition is not far away. – Kandinsky 1912

The bathetic irrationalism or sheer unintelligibility of the artists’ pronouncements has been no bar or hindrance to their documentary signification. Nor should it be. People often do not know quite what they are doing. But irrational or unin​telligible blather is not to be confused with speculation. Blather helps to generate objects (both critical and first-order ‘artistic’) and in that respect it is immutable and incorrigible, where as speculation faces the prospect at least of a priori refusal or refutation. Blather is a feeble means of production, however, unless the grounds of its incorrigibility have a material force. What we are offered here is pictures and documents which are proposed as similarly immutable, similarly immune to re​futation, but where the relation of the one to the other is proposed as a means of justifying correspondence to reality, By now, it seems, they have entered history together. The writings are seen as incorrigible in the sense that the ‘authentic text’ of a Shakespeare play becomes incorrigible; as for the paintings, they are accorded the status of religious relics (however scruffy the pigges bones may turn out, in fact, to be).

We might speculate as to what could have happened if determined attempts had been made to subject those texts to some scrutiny of their situational logic. Such speculation is ultimately idle however. ln considering the ideological implications and ramifications of early abstract art we are confronted, whether we like it or not, with the consequences of the gradual and virtually uninterrupted expansion, over the past sixty years or so, of an area of legitimation; with the end results, as it were, of a game of Chinese whispers. The consequences of this expansion are to be experienccd not as objective properties or valuations of a set of objects plus a body of discursive but historical text, but rather as determining features of our intellectual environment. The ‘history’ of abstract art, that is to say, is to be sought in the locale of those conversations of which it is currently the subject.

We return to the question of how it has come to have such a history. If corres​pondence to the real world is, finally, the arbiter of cognitive significance, then it seems clear that those aspects of ideological production which will not stand up to criticism in respect of their correspondence must have some other means of becoming internalised by people if they are to have any kind of life in culture. This entails an heuristic (4) of some kind: there must, in other words, be some means by which people learn or are induced to believe in the value of that production.

Can we be sure that this is the case with abstract art? The status of abstract art as somehow ‘non-representational’ has always been open to doubt. We don’t mean by this to suggest that a given abstract painting will represent in the sense that it will be a picture of x where x plays a significant role in a causal chain leading to the production of that picture; rather we can say that the painting might ‘resemble’ something and ex postfacto that might be significant (to someone): or (and this may reduce to the same or its near neighbour) that it might ‘represent’ in the sense that it might be formed and articulated in such a way as to be ‘read’ as representing; or it might be thought of as ‘text’, albeit according to a now somewhat discredited model. The conclusion seems to be as follows: either (a) the full-dress text analogy will stand up, which surely it will not (even with the assistance of the quasi-aesthetic pseudo-systems of semiotics) in so far as that analogy is the product either of a trivial sense of ‘text’ or of some kind of illicit formalism (a confuting of two different senses of ‘read’), or (b) what we are left with is some species of merely adventitious correspondence, a reflection of something no doubt in so far as any produc​tion can be seen as determined at some level, but epistemologically blind nonetheless. ‘I can see x as y’, is not, as it stands, a statement of much interest. (5)
It does thus seem that abstract art and its discourse is without some definite arbiter of cognitive significance which is even marginally within the realm of some defensible realism. The production and its justificatory support, that is to say, is not treated – cannot be treated – as open to possible refutation. It follows that abstract art and its means of delivery or justification are merely dogmatic, formal and authoritarian ideology.

A true, absolute order in human society could only be achieved if mankind were willing to base this order on lasting values. Obviously, then, the artistic factor would have to be accepted in every respect as the decisive one. – Malevich 1927
Or, if you’re not in tune with the universe as we are, then you’re not so much at fault as dead. It is by means of a dogmatic heuristic that abstract art secures itself. It must have heuristic rather than history as fundamental. We would say that the historicity of abstract art is soi-disant, reducible to a formality or set of protocols.

An observation to support this view is that interest in and articulation of abstract art has generally been well behaved – a form of affirmative con​sumership. To subject abstract art to ridicule, on the other hand, and thus to proffer robust evidence of the ad hoc nature of the concepts involved, would be to put beyond the Pale, as one might be who took a sardonic attitude towards the objective mind-independent reality of the experimental sciences. Of course, the truth value of seeing physics as parody is not the same as the truth value of seeing abstract art as parody, or as absurdly adventitious. Socially and psychologically, however, the two positions might seem identically unsightly. That this is so, we would suggest, is due to the fact that epistemologically weak ideology may characteristically be powerful agency. That is to say, the dominance of an heuristic implies a powerful material basis from which that heuristic is gen​erated. (Twentieth-century history provides some palpable illustrations.)

This is tantamount to saying that there are some social concepts which are not susceptible to the kind of ad hoc refutation that others are; i.e. that we are not just talking about interests, we are asserting some ontological independence for that which determines those interests. We are not, in other words, suggesting the existence of a conspiracy by means of which abstract art was established as other than adventitious; we are rather saying that the claim that abstract art has an objective history (a history independent of the minds of its consumers and its subjects) reflects the involvement of bourgeois ideology with heuristic; and that the success of the claim reflects the power of agency which invests powerful heuristic. People can be fooled (or can be made to make fools of themselves).

One of the uses of an heuristic to an epistemologically weak ideology – as we would say the ideology of abstract art must be, for the reasons given above – is that it defeats or mimics history. In the manner of heroin it mimics all the molecules that metabolically history would create. It ‘excites but does not inform’.

Is it then merely adventitious that we are talking about abstract art at all? Can we claim that abstract art is at least vivid in some way in relation to the issue of cor​respondence to reality? Or, to put the question another way, does the relation of heuristic against history somehow reflect the relatively powerful referentiality of representational art in relation to non-representational art? i.e. is representational art somehow more powerfully tied to history than it is under-written by an heuristic? In looking at abstract art are we looking at something which is sympto​matically vivid as an illustration of some kind of defeat of history by heuristic?

The relation ‘picture of’ is powerful; the logical unpacking of that relation vis-à-vis a representational work is more materially powerful than it is in the case of abstract art. The former involves or implies at least the marginal existence of causal chains between the world and that which is represented. The unpacking of abstract art cannot avoid the matter of agency in dealing with that causal chain. Abstract art involves logically powerful reference to its own agency, and this reference is given a separate logical status and existence from reference to the non-agental causality. Or, to put it another way, the sense of the force of subjective ‘insight’ is divorced from examination of the relation to the world.

Under Suprematism I understand the Supremacy of pure feeling [sic] in creative art. To the Suprematist the visual phenomena of the objective world are, in themselves, meaningless; the significant thing is feeling, as such, quite apart from the environment in which it is called forth. – Malevich 1927

All means are sacred which are called for by internal necessity. All means are sinful which are not drawn from inner necessity. – Kandinsky 1912

Precisely by its existence non-figurative art shows that ‘art’ continues always on its true road. It shows that ‘art’ is not the expression of the appearance of reality such as we see it, nor of the life which we live, but that it is the ex​pression of true reality and true life… indefinable but realizable in plastics. – Mondrian 1937
It might be argued that this assertion of a ‘true’ (subjective) reality, independent of or in contradistinction to ‘the appearance of reality as we see it’ or of ‘the life which we live’, is the essence of the early abstract art theorists’ sense of Kant’s Copernican revolution: the recognition of the part played by subjectivity; i.e. that objective knowledge presupposes knowing subjects. But Kant was in a position properly to organise the relationship between reality and subjectivity, and not to have to make absurd ellisions, conflations, psychologisms and pseudo-phenomen​ologies around that relationship. His philosophy is at least capable of standing for a realism of some sort. The transcendental argument of Kant, in so far as it presupposes that knowing subjects have a practice in the world, is not a solipsistic argument; neither is it an argument for agental solipsism; it cannot be used to defend the megalomaniac ambitions of agency ignoring the world in its search for the ‘spiritual’, for ‘unity’ and for the ‘universal’.

There is an old and a new consciousness of time. The old is connected with the individual. The new is connected with the universal.

The struggle of the individual against the universal is revealing itself in the world war as well as in the art of the present day.

The war is destroying the old world and its contents: individual domination in every state. –Manifesto I of De Stijl 1918

Art is a universal and real expression of creative energy, which can be used to organise the progress of mankind; it is the tool of universal progress. – Statement by the International Faction of Constructivists 1922
How do we offer evidence to support our view that the historical property of abstract art is actually illusory, that abstract art is historicistic, its concept of progress merely self-validating? Presumably by showing that its operations are dogmatic, formal and authoritarian and not actually progressive, except in so far as the concept of progress is itself formal. Evidence for this would be provided if one could demonstrate that the thematically historical explications of abstract art are merely formal or historicist. The search for such a demonstration seems like a project of some urgency.

We should make it clear at this point that we are assuming the ultimate absorbtion of all abstract art theory into a formalistic dogmatism. We are not asserting that all theoretical writing in support of abstract art is internally dogmatic. Most of it is. Some of it, perhaps, is not. The historical circumstances in which abstract art was produced in Russia might be thought to provide some evidence to counter our assertions regarding abstract art in general. It does seem, for instance, that the debates conducted at the Vkhutemas (as presented even in such self-justificatory and anti-Productivist accounts as Gabo’s) were debates on historically substantial issues and that they were invested by a productive sense of doubt as to the validity of an idealist position. There is a significant sense in which the actual historical content of these debates was and remains opaque to scrutiny from liberal cultural interests – a sense which is consistent with the virtual exile of Kandinsky and with his self-transformation into a successful pan-European modern artist. (Given this opacity in the area of historical debate – a barrier to one means of consumption – it is not surprising that we should be presented, however unintentionally, with the resurrection of e.g. Rodchenko as the technical precursor of subsequent styles in modern Western art, a kind of Abstract Expressionist before there could be Abstract Expressionism, as if there were meaning and virtue in the anticipation in Russia in 1920 of the technical concerns of American art in 1950.)

But the subsequent history of Russia cannot be used either to validate the (analy​tically anti-materialist) assertion that the artists had the revolution first and some​how authentically, or to turn e.g. the Productivists into the heroes of a leftish art history. The fact that abstract art is not approved and has not been approved in Russia since Stalin’s aesthetic big moment is neither here nor there. The pseudo-​theoretical rantings of a set of monstrous philistines (Stalinist baddies) do not turn the liberal idealist defenders and producers of the objects of these rantings (Constructivist goodies) into the practitioners of a revolutionary (in fine non-idealist) art, or for that matter, into representatives of much more than a social axiology permitting the growth and proliferation of a formalist heuristic. That the tekne of abstract art, and the aesthetic of this art, could be adapted to ‘Producti​visim’ (in certain instances) is not a matter of great historical or cognitive depth. The aesthetics of a ‘revolutionary’ are matters of entirely formal necessity. They get a practical twist when someone wants to use products with a ‘powerful’ aesthetic purport to mark or signify some sort of difference or change. But arguing about symbols of this kind is a weak relative of a sort of ‘logical’ relativism.

In paraphrasing Tatlin to the effect that he and his fellow artists ‘emphasised on the last day of 1920’ that ‘the Revolution of 1917 had been anticipated by a revolution in pictorial methods that could be dated as early as 1914’, the author of The Tradition of Constructivism is compounding an error (6). Tatlin was in no position to emphasise any such thing, for it could not be true.

Abstract art discourse keeps the subject alive as a sort of shrivelled Gallilean Simplicio. No discourse is objective if it has to be seen as ‘held in the heads’ of privileged individuals whose practice is distinct from others’ by virtue of some exotic mental operations. Knowledge can be conceived as sets of sen​tences organised in various ways, but this entails the possibility of some kind of transformation through reorganisation. The discourse of abstract art is ‘objective’ only in a pietistic sense: its history can be written, but only by members of its congregation. For others its sentences must be seen as only radically translatable; their sense, that is to say, is not so much transformed as abolished by paraphrase or reorganisation. Objective discourse implies real historical investigation. The soi-disant history of abstract art cannot include or imply such investigation, lest its heuristic, its formality, fly apart at the seams.

Such errors as the one quoted above are the fabric of the situational logic of abstract art. We are reinforced in our belief that it is high time (unless it is too late) to initiate some investigation of the discourses of abstract art as extreme historical vagaries. If someone does begin, the tools will not all come from one place.

Notes

(1) The term ‘realism’ is not here used as it might be by ‘socialists’ to signify approval of Courbet. We need to gloss our use of the term, particularly in relation to the concept of materialism.

An epistemology e is materialist if and only if it satisfies criteria some​thing like the following (it might be that in satisfying these criteria, e would lose all claims to being ‘epistemology’ in the traditional sense, but anyway):

1. It recognises the independent reality of the objects of knowledge. Now, ‘independent reality’ means ‘independent of the “knowing subject”, of the process of production of that knowledge, and of the knowledge itself’ (where the latter is interpreted as meaning the propositions which are that knowledge, the meanings of the sentences etc. in which that knowledge is conveyed).

2. That adequacy to (not, as such correspondence to) the object of know​ledge (match with it?) is some sort of final standard by which the cog​nitive status of thought or theory (or?) can be sorted out and assessed.

3. That ‘thought’, ideas, ‘knowledge’ are independently real: i.e. not dependent upon thought: and

4. That they are not sui generis but caused in (social) activity or practice. The first two criteria are ‘realistic’: the four of them together are material​istic (in a tentative and discursive sense). Does any ideology near to non-​science satisfy any of these criteria ?

(2) The use of the first person plural is not a mere rhetorical device. There is a connection between what is said in this essay and the discursive circum​stances of its production.

(3) As quoted by Troels Anderson, ‘Malevich on “New Art” ‘, in Studio International, September 1967. Anderson refers to articles published by Malevich in Nova Generatsiya between 1928 and 1930.

(4) Recourse to the dictiornary definition of the term ‘heuristic’ will not re​solve the paradox revolved in its appearance in this context. An heuristic is characteristically understood as a means to finding something out, a means of learning. But what is discovered or learned by means of an heuristic may not be the truth. Any ideology, if it is to have a continuing life, must have some means of becoming internalised by people, whether the items of its constituent beliefs are true or false. A dogma is indeed the more likely to be successful the more its heuristics are indistinguishable from effective means of learning the truth. It is generally assumed that ‘art’ is a means to enlightenment, and it is proposed by its protagonists that abstract art is an especially ineffable means to enlightenment. But what if abstract art were rather a particularly effective form of imposture?

We are talking about a learning process which takes place in respect of objects – formalities – which are supposed to remain unchanged and immutable in this process. There may be those who are so impressed by the sensitivity of their own sensations ‘in front of’ these objects that they fail to understand how abominable this is as a notion of learning. Dogmatic idealism, in the shape of a formalist sense of the truths of mathematics, is one thing. But the ‘truths’ of Wassily Kandinsky or Kasimir Malevich...?

To appreciate the relevance of the concept of heuristic to the context in which we are using it is to entertain the idea that what is normally topica​lised as the extension of sensibility may instrumentally be the means to increase and further to institutionalise a credulous congregation.

(5) For a more considered discussion of the issues raised in this paragraph see Art-Language, vol. 4 No. 4, passim.

(6) Stephen Bann. The Tradition of Constuctivism, London, Thames and Hudson 1974, introduction, pp. xxix-xxx. The reference is to ‘The Work Ahead of Us’ by Tatlin, Shapiro, Meyerzon and Vinogradov, printed in Bann’s book, pp. 11 -12. Michael Compton has objected that ‘... a political revolution could be anticipated by a pictorial one if a certain value is given to the world “anticipate” and the characteristics of the two “revolutions” are formulated in a specific way.’ It should be clear from the run of the text that such an objection cannot be considered as substantial in so far as it is logically continuous with just those idealist forms of justification and of special pleading which we have been concerned to argue against.
