Clement Greenberg in the 1930s:
A New Perspective on His Criticism

By Susan Noyes Platt

Kafka sees life as sealed off and governed by unknowable powers who

permit us the liberty only to repeat ourselves until we succumb.
Clement Greenberg (1946)

In Clement Greenberg’s unsettling comment on Franz Kafka, he unwit-
tingly described his own career as an art critic. Greenberg established his
permanent criteria for significant art during the same months that the ar-
mies of Hitler were engulfing Europe. As he witnessed the disintegration
of European civilization, he declared that abstract art, conceived in terms
of a purified aesthetic appropriate to the medium in which it was made
(i.e., in the case of painting, the art must be flat and concerned with sur-
face), and characterized by unity, immediacy, and authority, was the only
art which had a lasting value. This aesthetic, and its accompanying negative
value judgments of art that was not in this category, has remained the cor-
nerstone of his criticism to the present day. ;

For almost fifty years, through drastic social, political, and economic
changes, and with the mounting opposition of artists, critics and historians,
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Greenberg has continued to reiterate the importance of the autohomous
aesthetic experience of abstract art above all others, and to denigrate art
that he sees as engaging with lesser issues. His astonishing consistency,
paired with a repetitive and assertive dogmatism, has created an aura of
absolute verity about the proclamations that he makes conceming the nature
of art. Almost hypnotically, the art world still uses his premises as a reference
point, both positive and negative, for virtually every discussion on art and
aesthetics in contemporary art. Yet, in spite of Greenberg’s obvious cen-
trality to the mid twentieth-century dialogue on art, much confusion re-
mains as to exactly how to place Greenberg's contribution in the history
of twentieth-century art criticism.

To accurately assess Greenberg's contribution, he must be seen in the
larger perspective of twentieth-century political and aesthetic history in
Europe and America, rather than simply in the limited arena of the post
World War Il art world.? Greenberg wrote the two most seminal essays
of his career as the entire fabric of European civilization was threatened
by totalitarianism. Also directly affecting Greenberg was the type of art that
was sponsored by the totalitarian governments of Hitler and Stalin and the
threat such sponsorship posed to the avant-garde artists who opposed it.
These apocalyptic confrontations, in both the political and aesthetic sphere,
as well as the particular environment in New York, determined the nature
of Greenberg’s formulations. In this article | will examine Clement
Greenberg's formative years in the late 1930, his cultural heritage as a
Jewish intellectual, and his first contacts with art, aesthetics and politics.
My purpose in elucidating the political and cultural context of Greenberg’s
early work will be to explain why and how he chose the particular stance
that he did as well as to suggest why he adhered so rigidly to the same
position for five decades.

In his early essays, Greenberg drew eclectically and arbitrarily on political
ideology, art, art theory, and critical practices, all filtered through his own
cultural perspective. The combination of all these aspects led directly to
the startling, dogmatic, dialectical argument in his influential essay “Avant-
Garde and Kitsch” (1939), as well as to the aesthetic proclaimed in
“Towards a Newer Laocoon” (1940). Taken together these two essays con-
tain the core of his thinking. Their principles, generalities, values and
language created for Greenberg the bedrock of his later art criticism.? They
also forge an alliance between formalist methodologies and political
metaphors that created a new type of dialogue about art afier World War
1.4 Greenberg's activity later as an art critic was based on the transforma-
tion of the general principles of his early essays into a simplified and ab-
solute norm, a norm that initially encompassed a new geneiration of artists
in the 19405, but was not flexible enough to respond to the issues raised
by later developments in contemporary art. Despite its inadequacies, this

norm and the terms and concepts that accompanied it have been the source *

of his astonishing influence.
Clement Greenberg was born in 1909 in Bronx, New York, the oldest
son of three brothers. His parents were Lithuanian Jews who had come
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to the United States separately as children from Russia and Poland. }Nh]le
they were not orthodox in their religious practices, they did spgak Yiddish
at home. The family moved from the Bronx to Norfolk, Virginia in 1914,
then to Brooklyn in 1920. Greenberg attended Syracuse University from
1926 to 1930, majoring in foreign languages. After college.Greenberg wor!(-
ed sporadically for his father at variously successful business ventures in
drygoods manufacturing. In 1934-1935 he married and had a son. At that
time Greenberg obtained a few jobs as a translator for Knight Pub!lcatgons,'
but from 1936 until 1942 he primarily supported himself by a job in the
federal government with the Appraiser’s Division of the United States
Customs Division, the Department of Wines and Liquors, an intriguing
parallel to his developing stance as an appraiser of culture. Unlike many
other second generation Jews in the 1930s, he did not work for the Works
Progress Administration, but rather obtained a more traditional and
economically secure employment. His background plages him between
the working class roots of some Jewish intellectuals of this era and the Ivy
League credentials of others.” .
Gsreenbevg’s Jewish heritage shaped his responses to both art and politics.
He emphasized the importance of that heritage by including an essay on
Kafka, “The Jewishness of Kafka,” in his Art and Culture collection of 1961,
the book which, until recently, was the only collection of his pulgllshed
writings.? In the Kafka essay and elsewhere, Greenberg provudgs a
fascinating perspective on his own work.? One of Greepberg’s early reviews
suggested that the tendency to conceptualize, to th!nlf abstraq_ly, was a
mode of self-protection for the Jew from the excruciating realities of the
ghetto.'® This inclination toward abstraction and the §h§nnellung of emo-
tion into a logical framework was a central characteristic of Greenberg’s
own writings. .
In the Mg; articles that Greenberg devoted specifically to Kaﬂu, he
transposed those issues into the character and content of the writing and
compared them to the Orthodox Jewish experience:

Kafka’s fiction is composed of parables and cases and de'als with tl:.e
digm, the or habits of individual exi e, not its origi

or unicity Gic)....

NKaﬁa‘s sZ(ic, treadmill...world bears many resem!)!ances to the one
presented in the Halachic, the legal part of the post-Biblical ;ewish rehpo_us
tradition.. the Law....But whereas Halacha arvesls_and systemizes life in-
to case history for the sake of relating every jot and hnlgdnmood,.‘..i(aﬁu
with his Westernized sensibility, finds the world slatlc._..and experiences,
not only alienation, but also its lack of drama, resolution, and history as
a nightmare paralyzing us in the face of a doom that wells up out of its
very orderliness."

berg’s criticism bears a strange resemblance to this description. from
gmrsgctive of the Jewish tradition of the Halacha or Law, his rigid
aesthetic stance, based on the reiteration of a few concrete aspects of an
art work, assume the character of a new Halacha, a transposition of the
Jewish heritage into the fabric of his thinking and writing. He can beseen
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as the prophet ot a hew type ot Messianic event. Such an absolute faith
shielded him from that sense of meaninglessness and impending doom that
was so prevalent in the 1940s and so prominent in Kafka.'?

Greenberg selected a purified, abstract art as the law of his aesthetic.
That choice related directly to the artists he first came in contact with just
before World War Il when he began to involve himself in the art world.
In 1938-1939 he attended three lectures by Hans Hofmann and first met
the group of writers centered around the Partisan Review.'* These two
events were fundamental to the development of his criticism and his
aesthetic predilections.

At the time that Greenberg attended the Hofmann lectures (half of the
complete series of six lectures Hofmann gave that winter), he had only
a cursory knowledge of art and even less of modern art. Except for a single
art class in high school at the Art Student’s League, Greenberg had been
entirely immersed in the study of literature and language.' Thus in ap-
proaching the Hofmann lectures, he was almost entirely unfamiliar with
the principles that Hofmann p 1. Greenberg has frequently ack-
nowledged that these lectures were fundamental to his aesthetic ideas.'s
They apparently enabled Greenberg to make a rapid leap from a traditional
view of art to a conception of the abstract principles governing modern
art. Certainly Greenberg's inclination to think in terms of abstract ideas
as well as his need for a reference point in understanding art increased
the impact of Hofmann's ideas.

Hof ’s own interpretation of modernism came out of Paris and Ger-
many before World War I. He began teaching American students in Ger-
many in 1915. Coming to America with their support in 1930, he settled
in New York the following year. He thus had little contact with the conti-
nuing European avant-garde of the 1920s and 1930s. After 1936 and par-
ticularly the large exhibition of “Cubism and Abstract Art” at the Museum
of Modern Art, his lectures contained more examples from recent art, par-
ticularly Matisse, Miro and Mondrian. But he continued to discuss space
in a way that exactly corresponded to the type of low relief/deep space,
flat surface tension apparent in the work of Cezanne and the early Cubism
of Braque and Picasso.

In the 1938-1939 lecture series Hofmann spoke of the dynamic of the
picture plane. After almost twenty years of teaching American art students,
he had an acute awareness of their particular academic perspective; all
of his teaching was aimed at breaking through that limited understanding.
He contrasted the concept of the plane to the traditional one-point perspec-
tive of earlier art. He spoke of the importance of the given reality of the
surface on which the artist worked and the role of the medium. These two
issues, planar surface, which Greenberg later simplified to flatness, and
the important role of medium and surface, became the comerstone of
Greenberg's aesthetics.

But there is a crucial difference between Hofmann and Greenberg. Hof-
mann spoke of surface and flatess in terms of space. He demonstrated
planar relationships (the famous ““push and pull”). The surface was given,
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but the artist created, by means of formal shapes, tension in it. This planar
tension effected a sense of depth. It was a central issue in his teaching.
Greenberg heard the lecture in which Hofmann stated:

...the real problem in planes creation is just lhlrto d
sionality and recreate with three di 'h'i
In other words, there is a fund: | difference flatness and
tness.
“a'(heve can be a flatness which is meaningless and there can be a flatness
that is a highest experience of life—from infinite depth and up to the
surfac ing ulti ly the two dit ionality. This is what plastic
creation means. Otherwise it is decoration. )
...Naturally we cannot create actual depth—we can only create the il-
lusion of depth as opposed to movement on the sur'face. Many of the so-
called abstract artists today are not clear about this.'¢

this two dimen-
two di |

Hofmann’s entire teaching hinged on this crucial issue: space was
“something concrete,” not just the surroundings of an image and not just
two dimensional surface. Depth was necessary, and it was based on a rela-
tionship with the given space. For Greenberg, this subtle; idea and dIAS(InC-
tion would ultimately become simply flatness and the simple two dimen-
sional surface, a ““premise” that Hofmann was carefully .avondmg. )

Hofmann linked spatial tensions to a conflict or struggle with the medium,
a crucial point in lecture 2 of his 1938-1939 series:

Nobody can make a hole in his picture to go into the picture and come
out again. No—the depth is here and must be created with the undevsnnd-
ing of the medium with which we create.... Richpess, lu!lneﬁs, vnzhty.—
these are all things that must be experienced in a direct or indirect way...in
the conflict with the medium with which | struggle. So V{hen an artist
works by heart he takes the nature of his medium as the basis for his crea-
tion."?

The idea of a struggle with the medium would also be fundamental to
reenberg. ) J
9 Hofmarr?n went on to explain the importance of purity, particularly wn!\
respect to color and color relationships. Another constant theme was uni-
ty of the picture plane. He accompanied his lectyres with diagrams that
demonstrated his theories. On the issue of abstraction, Hofmann felt_lt was
not absolutely necessary in 1938-1939, but that abstract ways of th|lnkm|g
about the creation of a work of art were fundamemal.. (Hofmann himself
did not begin to paint completely abstract works until the gaﬂy 1940’5‘2
Greenberg's focus on abstraction came from other sources initially. Tl
first essay in which Greenberg fully embraced Hofmann's ideas on the im-
portance of unity, purity, and formalism in art was “Towards a Newer Lao-
coon,” which appeared in the Partisan Review of July-August 1.949.
Greenberg combined Hofmann’s emphasis on the importance ol puity in
the use of the elements and medium of art with the idea of purity interms
of content:
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from the point of view of the artist en

n ) grossed In the problems

mgr::...pur;:’m is Ilhe ten:vin'l;‘se of a salutary reaction ay‘i’ns! the miilt::
inting and sculpture in st

G ans‘]",: several centuries which were due

In developing the idea of purity, Greenberg also borrowed

vative lheorist, Irving Babbitt, whose boo& New Lao::voonfr:': ;scsgr;sg:
the Cor?fus:on of lhq Arts (1910), Greenberg cited. Babbitt, in turn, relied
on the ideas of an enghteemh—cenmry writer, Gotthold Lessing. Babbitt
favpred for_mal classicism and opposed Romanticism as impure because
:)fgsuan::ve | R icism was also a ion for Greenb

n Greenberg's article, the turning point in the puri'f:ication of the medium
was Courbel,Am whose painting “flatness” explicitly emergeg. Tlll:lr:';
Greenberg arrived at the avant-garde ghetto of purity:

..the avant-garde arts have in the last fifty years achieved i
aradical t‘!elimitalion of their fields of activity fty)er which there isan?)u;gia(::sd
5xavv_||:7k m"the history of culture. The arts lie safe now, each within its
Pll]e::;u_nal: bou_ndanes h:nd free trade has been replaced by autarchy.
in art consists in the accepta illi imita-
tions of the medium of the speciﬁ’c‘c:;ltr“ms P
The arts, then, have been hunted back to their mediums,?

The peculiar territorial note to this remark ma
X ly well have been b-
C(')nSCIOUS parallel to the European losses of territorial integrity in ﬂ\eipsrli’ng
of 1939. As Grgenberg wrote his theory of pure art, Paris was surrender-
mlg t?’Tlhe Nazis, the perpetrators of the idea of racial purity.
In l_owar}:s’A Nexver La?copn,” Greenberg defined purified art in terms
of H n mal laining what was specifically h. ppen-
u:‘% in pupﬁed painting. He elaborated on the denial of perspect);vea space
:1 thek'tmponance of the “square” of canvas and its ““actual surface.”
: e !fac ed the l-_iofmann concepts of planar complexity, but subtly
ransformed them into a progressive development from a type of struggle
— cravcziu:‘nf:l am;l_ ;il:ne intoﬂa "hlmher stage” in which the “realistic
splinters into flat i
th:: i cg at planes which come forward, parallel
culmination of this devel d, according to Greenberg,
) pment app z reel
in $: work of the recent .abstracl purism” of the Dutch, Ggrmans, E:glish
and-Americans. Ttl'ese artists were contrasted on the one hand to the “or-
odox sgneahs who “turned back to the confusion of literature with
p::jn:ns, "and, on the other hand, the ““mock surrealists”” like Miro, Klee,
:h i rr&erz:g's: work', :‘esg;tle;ct‘s apparent intention only contributed t(;
yment of abstract paintin, i i
suggeted tha hese arists intended t be sty il e
was the logic of the development that in the end thei k itute
but another step towards abstract art.” Greenberg adge:':erec‘:zs::i(:t se:-

quence of avant-gardi i i inistic i
il -gardism, purism, and abstraction, a deterministic “im-
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Greenberg directly reflected, in the examples cited above of specific ar-
tists, not simply Hofmann’s preferences, but also the environment of the
Partisan Review, the magazine for which he was wiiting. George L.K. Mor-
ris, an editor and backer of the Partisan Review, was their official art critic
as well as an abstract artist and leader of the large group known as the
American Abstract Artists. Morris’s reviews of abstract art in the Partisan
Review from 1937 to 1943 stand out, amidst the political complexity of
the rest of the magazine, as an Olympian statement of an ideal. In addi-
tion to an interview with Jean Helion, reviews of the English abstract artist
Ben Nicholson and French artists such as Jean Arp, Hans Hartung and Joan
Miro, Morris wrote ““On the Mechanics of Abstract Painting”’ and the “Rela-
tions of Painting and Sculpture.”’?' Greenberg cited this review in one of
his own reviews, although the article does not at all correspond to
Greenberg’s own theory of medium purity.?2 Morris wrote with a
sophisticated formal vocabulary; he emphasized the “decisive properties”
of the medium and he introduced Greenberg to the abstract artists work-
ing from 1939-1943. Greenberg was not aware in 1940 that Morris based
his writing on principles developed by Roger Fry and Clive Bell in the teens
and twenties. Nor was he aware of the full scope of twentieth-century art.
This lack of perspective led him to cling to Hofmann’s emphasis on Cubism
as well as Morris’s formalist advocacy of abstraction with the ardent belief
of a new disciple who had received a revelation. That revelation remain-
ed his credo throughout his career.

At one point in “Towards a Newer Laocoon,” Greenberg linked the ear-
ly stages of the avant-garde to “‘opposition to bourgeois society,” an act
of “self-p i ponsible to...only the values of art.”?* Here he
was utilizing Leon Trotsky’s analysis of the role of art in a revolutionary
society. Greenberg simply fi d the aesthetics of purism into a radical
act of social revolution. Under the pressure of the era in which Greenberg
was writing, abstraction became the radical painting which, inherently in-
separable from radical politics, was the last hope for the survival of culture.2*

The underpinning for this position appears in ““Avant-Garde and Kitsch.”
Its main focus was the linkage of aesthetics and politics. It was the direct
result of Greenberg’s contact, in 1938-1939, with Dwight Macdonald, an
editor at the Partisan Review. When Greenberg met Macdonald, his con-
tact with politics, apart from the generally socialistic orientation in which
he had grown up, was almost as slight as his contact with visual art.?% His
interests had been intellectual rather than activist. As in the case of for-
malism, Greenberg engaged with radical politics in the cultural sphere when
it was already an acknowledged, serious influence on American intellec-
tuals. In fact, by the late 1930s, the political/cultural nexus had reached
a peak of tension and complexity.

The linkage of radical art and radical politics began early in America.

It existed already in the teens, in the Greenwich Village activities of Floyd
Dell, John Reed, Randolph Bourne, and others.2¢ By the time Greenberg
joined the influential intellectual group around the Partisan Review in late
1938, it had already gone through several stages of Marxism. Partisan
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Review writers included Meyer Schapiro, Edmund Wilson, Mary McCarthy,
Sidney Hook, Lionel Trilling, and Harold Rosenberg, as well as Philip Rahv
and William Phillips, the original founders, and Dwight Macdonald,
Frederick Dupee and George Morris, who helped reorganize the magazine
in late 1937. They made a brave anti-Communist stand in late 1937, after
the news from Russia of the Moscow purges and the persecution of the
intellectuals reached America. In lieu of Stalin and Communism, the editors
embraced a more traditional Marxist-socialism that called for workers’
revolutions to overturn the ruling class. They also actively sought a solu-
tion to the dilemma of creating culture in a revolutionary society. They
tumed to gleanings from early Marxist writings, and to Leon Trotsky.?” Trot-
sky’s ideas about the role of the intellectual, and the current status of revolu-
tionary art, appeared in the Partisan Review in two articles in the summer
and fall of 1938. Trotsky claimed that the masses did not create revolu-
tionary ideas, but were led by the cultural sphere. That sphere maintained
its separate activity yet provided the central inspiration for revolution,
because “the artist cannot serve the struggle for freedom unless he subjec-
tively assimilates its social content, unless he feels in his very nerves its
meaning and drama and freely seeks to give his own inner world incarna-
tion in his art.” At the same time, Trotsky was opposed to purism: “It is
far from our wish to revive a so-called pure art.”’28
Greenberg would have read these articles about the time he met Dwight
Macdonald in late 1938. In his own writing, however, he ignored the fact
that Trotsky was opposed to purism and icism in art, and adopted
the model of art he learned from Hofmann and Morris as the only accep-
table radical art. For Greenberg, new to the art world, abstraction and purity
appeared to be sufficiently radical tools in the cultural struggle. His basic
theoretical accomplishment was to change the idea of the artist as a sub-
conscious participant in the revolution working in a separate sphere, into
the notion that abstract art, through its struggle with the medium and pur-
suit of purity can function as the emblem of the revolution, That was how
Greenberg himself turned ““Trotskyism...into art for art's sake, and thereby
cleared the way, heroically, for what was to come,” as he proclaimed with
the hindsight of the 1950s.2
Shortly afterwards, Greenberg published a short study of Bertolt Brecht,
establishing his Marxist credentials.* He was in Europe from April to June
of 1939, a tense time to travel there. He interviewed Ignazio Silone in ex-
ile in Zurich who was an important figure to the Partisan Review. An anti-
Stalinist, he balanced art and politics, ideas and reality.>! Greenberg’s in-
terview appeared in the Partisan Review in the fall of 1939, in the same
issue with Greenberg’s first major article, ““Avant-Garde and Kitsch.” The
published interview provided several constructs Greenberg used in his own
article. Silone spoke of a “third front,” which would be politically indepen-
dent, and to which writers would belong: “The third front, existing as yet
only in an ideal state, must be kept pure as an ideal. And for that too,
courage was required.” He opposed the ersatz, conservative solutions of
Fascism, asserting that socialism was crucial to “a regime of real freedom.”
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then went on to oppose the role that writers played under Stalinism,
:'asllng that they “risk nothing.” Finally, he spoke of d\e.wr,:,rk of art as
“beautiful, quite apart from the intentions of the artist.”3? S]Ione s
| s " “idealism,” “risk,” “beauty”—easily found its way

into Greenberg's youthful hetic and polit:’al vo;:‘aé‘t?u‘laevy‘:l R
Where his short article on Bertold Brecht h open loor of Par-
tisan Review for him by its display—however ’s'honllved—of the cpm:‘cz
political credentials, Greenberg's second article Ayar\I(-Gavde am?tl;t(s:ckd

blished him as an influential critic. As a th a .
i i ideal realm
Silone’s ideas about the importance of an at'xolute or ideal
:fpa?t'_‘c:eoe':'sberg linked that ideal realm to Hofmann’s aesﬂguc of “spaces,
surfaces, shapes, colors etc., to the exclusion of whatever is not necessari-
ly implicated in these factors.” ) ) i
y(I]rel;nberg contrasted such pure art, specified by sweeping general ex
amples, to “kitsch,” the term he adopted to describe mass culture. Ma"s;
culture, in Greenberg’s definition, was mechanically vepvodu_ced, El .
“draws its life blood”’ from real culture. Greenberg equated this type o
mass culture with resentment of avant-garde culture, and to the type
realism supported by fascism:

i i nd where the
Most often this resentment toward culture is to be foun
dissatisfaction with socdnety isa macﬁona"rdy fa'lsessatﬂm :hhn;hlse'x"przs:!s
i i ivali itanism, a K 3
Irevolvevs'se" it mamllsm arl';egm’:) b: mentioned in the same breath as ufhuu:.
In the name of godliness or the blood’s ‘health, in the na’r.ne of simple
ways and solid virtues, the statue-smashing commences.

i nd utilizing that

Greenberg saw these regimes as resp to mass taste a ieiog Tat
as an effective tool of propaganda. Greenberg was more elitist tha
:‘:::er Trotsky or Silone, for he utterly disdainefi the mass tasteoﬂh;v:orkﬁg
“There has always been on one side the minority of the porwehe ul I—'ated
therefore the cultivated—and on the other the great mass of t belexp g:i b
and poor—and therefore ignorant. Formal culture has a}ways ::jg_
the first, while the last have had to content themselves v.mh folk or » k|r§§vh|-
tary culture, or kitsch.”s Thus, Greenberg expandefi l:ns category ok i am:
adding folk art to realism and to mass produced |m1tahor2§ of : at\;s'e
garde. Greenberg derived his notion of the nature ol_wo king cl ?sswhid;
or kitsch from an article by Dwight Macdonald on Soviet Cinema, in o
Macdonald connected the decline of avant-garde Soviet Clne':;a :Irected
government's desire to use film (a:s understandable propaganda s:y pend
rking class. The Soviet t supp popular style,
‘szr‘nhee c‘::es bagsing it on Hollywood m;wies, in l;o':ge’: to communicate the
f ialist message to a large public. ey )

G%V;Z‘r:nbfs?; sgxralized masssi::uhure, fol!( art, and realism into a ﬂ:gle
negative. In viewing realism as a regression to an easy a“r;, Gree;\'is r:18
adopted the model of Hofmann, who regarded realism (a.r :Zmbstra&
especially as used by Dali) as less modemn ghan art Iha.t utiliz |.a -
formal principles. Abstraction became the radical altemnative to realism
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Dy eXtension mass cuiture) that would preserve the revolution, if not bring
itabout. The obvious contradiction that the working class didn't like abstrac-
tion, that it was in fact an elite art, and that it required the support of the
powerful class that was supposed to be overthrown, did not trouble
Greenberg.

In his fundamentally elitist definition and privileging of a realm of culture,
Greenberg borrowed more from T.S. Eliot than Trotsky and Silone.?” In
the 1930s, Eliot pursued a “reactionary” direction: he converted to Catholic-
ism, and was considered a fascist. But Eliot’s dicta for writing, and his model
of the development of art echoed in Greenberg's work. Indeed, it fit
seamlessly together with his other intellectual frameworks.

Eliot, in his 1923 essay “The Function of Criticism,” spoke of the ““prob-
lem of order.” He regarded the critic’s responsibility to be the making of
order, that is, providing a system as a context for individual works of art:
“There is accordingly hing ide of the artist to which he owes
allegiance, a devotion to which he must surrender and sacrifice himself
in order to earn and to obtain his unique position.” The idea of an issue
larger than art itself, which Eliot at one point said ““may provisionally be
called truth,” dominated individual artists.>®

Eliot offered a more hierarchial model of art than Trotsky. For Trotsky,
the artist led the uninformed masses to revolution by reason of his intellec-
tual superiority. For Eliot, the artist followed a higher concept, which had
nothing to do with the masses. For Greenberg, the issue of art was this
independent ideal. By focusing on this great abstract absolute—seemingly
fortuitously represented by abstract art—the artist attempted to realize,
Greenberg justified a privileged realm of art and artist. This led to a nar-
row view of culture (and indirectly of politics). It precluded engagement

with political or social change. In fact, it encouraged maintenance of the
established system, the ideological status quo. Indeed, art had no social
necessity in this view.

Socialism, then, was a mere dusting on Greenberg's vocabulary, designed
to give him access to the politicized pages of the Partisan Review.3® He
also adopted the magazine’s embattled tone, its call-to-arms chic. The Par-
tisan Review regarded itself as preserving and identifying the only authentic
radical culture of the late 1930s. It thought of itself as the only hope for
the future of culture. G berg aggressively d, in true Partisan
Review style: ‘Since the avant-garde forms the only living culture we now
have, the survival in the near future of culture in general is thus threaten-
ed.”40 Fundamental to the year 1939 was a sense of combat and con-
fi i struggle b opposing forces. Greenberg’s dogmatic cer-
tainty and generalization of polarities reflect anxiety about the future of
culture, and by implication of humanity, during the bleak hours immediately
before and just after the start of World War II. It was a time when hun-
dreds of European artists faced a choice of exile or death. The Zeitgeist
did not allow for petty quibbling and precious subtleties. Ultimately,
Greenberg’s formulation of an artistic/political avant-garde, with a shallow
link to socialism, sought—for all its conservative aspects—to create an at-
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mosphere of hope. He in effect attempted to save high culmvg from social
cata:’trophe. Irgziecally, it could only be saved if it voluntanlyx{elnt !nto
the ghetto of abstraction. In fact, this aestt ghetto was ;
a world at war, with limited patience for high art, and with ghe time and
energy only for an obvious realism and an even more obvious kitsch.
Greenberg did not actually work as an art critic—as opposed toa theoreh-
cian of culture—until 1941, when he began to write for the Nation in two
inches of space at the end of the magazine. After a brief stint in the millva(y
in the Spring and Summer of 1943, he became a rggular reviewer. His
criticism of the early and mid forties continues to utilize .the instruments
of aesthetic critical taste he developed from 1938-40. This remained the
case even as he was confronted by the incveasinglylvafle@ styles of the
artworld itself. To his fi ion and surprise, G 8 ‘dlscovere;d that
much art—particularly Surrealism—did not correspond to his aesthetic, and
it irrelevant. '
lhowugr;:, at the end of “Towards a Newer Laocoon,” he hat.i written !hat
he did not know which way art would develop, in his ﬁrst.exhlbn’l'on review
he was in fact dogmatic about what was "neces;ary" in art: Shows of
the works of three great, or once great abstract painters held in New York
recently afforded an opportunity to consider the present condition of our
most advanced painting... It is my opinion that the fate of our pa,mcula.r
tradition of art depends upon that into which absh:act art develops.”’4! This
statement initiated the strategy of pfl!di.diol!—“? effe_ct an attempt to
predetermine significance—Greenberg avoided in hl_s _earher essay. By 1944
Greenberg wrote, emphatically, that ““the most ambquoug arq'eﬁ@ve.pcc-
torial art of these times is abstract or goes in that duecnqn. He justified
his statement with a passing dialectical allusion to history. By 1946
Greenberg declared, with assurance, that “Gorky, Hare, !loszak, Tobey,
Maclver, Price and even Motherwell have to be taken seriously, whether
for good or bad...they are among the relatiyely few people upon whpm
the fate of American art depends.’*#2 This little ghet.to of abstract artists,
with their supposed avant-garde idealism, had nothing Ies.s than the fate
of art in their hands. The presumably only hope of culture in the dark for-
i jelusion of abstract grandeur.
(ueéwasLa g developed the phor of "l:r artist struggliag to ar\éold suir;
ing in a fight, a theme readymade for war time: * ow arduous
xen(i:?e"egr g'f taheibstract painter, hrwmw difficult it is to sustain his heshngss
and growth... When the abstract artist grows tired, he becomes an interior
decorator.”+ For Greenberg's aesthetic of th ically autc Labstrad
art, the wartime struggle was transformed into—i ed to—that e
artist and medium, rather than Nazi and Jew, or socialist and bo:lrgeons.
At the same time, he was confi d ded- "", Sur r ! Ir:
itially he thought it represented “the world on the point of d|§solunop
(1942). This telling metaphor suggests the reason for !us uneasiness with
the style.* In 1944 he was “worried” about such artists as Dali, Bl_u[ne,
Tchelitchew, Berman, Tanguy, among others: “The extreme eclecticism
now prevailing in art is unhealthy and it should be counteracted, even at
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the risk of dogmatism and intolerance.”#s Finally, he wrote a long essay
opposing Surrealism, ing toitc ly as “vicarious wish fulfill-
ment,’’4¢

Shortly after his attack on Surrealism he reviewed an exhibition at Peggy

Guggenheim’s Art of this Century Gallery. He declared that “Jackson
Pollock and William Baziotes...[were] among the six or seven best young
painters we possess.... Baziotes is unadulterated talent...deflected by nothing

to painting.” Greenberg said that if Motherwell, “Only let
himself stop watching himself, let him stop thinking....Let him forget his
personal ‘subject matter’....But he has already done enough to make it no
exaggeration to say the future of American painting depends on what he,
Baziotes, Pollock and only a comparatively few others do from now on, 47
The Abstract Expressionists, interpreted strictly in terms of their articula-
tion of surface seemed the proof-in-the-pudding berg’s aesthetic.
Lauded as the critic who discovered the Abstract Expressionists, Greenberg
in fact did no more than interpret them in the voice he had created for
himself, editing out their extensive interest in symbolism and content. He
in effect castrated them for the sake of his limp aestheticism.

Through his simplification of Abstract Expressionism Greenberg
perpetuated his 1939-1940 polarized, generalized aesthetic of abstraction,
surface, flatness, and purity. He spoke of the “dangerous and exciting
abstract,” “ambitious” and “‘serious.” The terms of his dialectic of art chang-
ed slightly, but his grand distinction between avant-garde and kitsch per-
sisted. Greenberg now set the difficulties of avant-garde art over against
the facile and the decorative, “merely pleasing” and “‘naturalistic.”8 In
the forties Greenberg began to speak of taste as the deciding factor in the
polarized art situation. Good taste, rather than good politics, became the
key issue.#? In spite of his embellishment of his criticism with fresh
metaphors and adjectives, it continued to deal—redundantly—with the same
issues. He continued to support the same post-Cubist aesthetic he prefer-
red in his early essays.

In the late 1940s, Greenberg made a grand aesthetic stand in several
long Partisan Review articles.5 Now a powerful intellectual force in New
York, after writing for many years in the Nation, he aroused strong objec-
tions to his criticism. The first attack came from his former colleague at
Partisan Review, George L.K. Morris. He found Greenberg a disgrace to
the profession:

So deftly and inaccurately are the appraisals contrived that one suspects
the thesis of having been the starting point—especially as several names
that do not follow the pattern get left off the lists entirely. The field of
contemporary art is given the semblance of a tournament. Umpire
Greenberg charts the last rounds.s'

Morris’s skepticism, and his sense of Greenberg as a manipulator of reputa-
tions, seemed, at the time, to be related to his apparent conservatism as
acritic. In fact, Morris forecasts what became some of the terms of objec-
tion to Greenberg which became universal in the fifties and sixties.
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Other ctitics with mote complex critetla of significance recognized the
Abstract Expressionists,*2 but Greenberg got all the credit. In the 1950s, the
New York art world lionized him and his aesthetic. The domination of his

implistic dialectical fc lism, based on a facile antithesis of good and bad,
avant-garde and kitsch, acceptable and unacceptable, in or out, reflects the
naivete of the New York art world at the time. It especially indicates the
absence of a tradition of sophisticated art criticism and discussion of art.
It also suited the Cold War era, when good and bad seemed easily
differentiated.

But even as abstract painters—products of Hofmann’s teaching and
Greenberg's preaching—began to dominate the New York art world in the
late 1940s and 1950s, the banned aesthetic of realism, decorative art, nar-
rative art, and even mass culture itself developed vigorously, proliferaﬁng
until it could no longer be ignored nor matter-of-factly dismissed as trivial
and irrelevant. By the 1970s, Greenberg's clear dialectic of good and bad
taste dissolved in a new envi of ambiguity and plurali

Greenberg's tragedy was his inability to modify his ideas on art to res-
pond to changing circumstances. He rigidly adhered to an aesthetic of
abstraction, defined in terms of flatness and purity. He had quickly latched
onto those ideas, borrowed from Hofmann, and promoted by Morris. For
Greenberg, they became a security blanket against the threatened oblitera-
tion of all culture. That sense of threat remains alive in Greenberg's writing
to this day. Perhaps if he had allowed himself a more difficult, sustained
struggle with his own medium of art criticism his thinking wo_uld have had
more depth. But in the desperate atmosphere of the late Ihime_s, extendex"l
theoretical explorations were not permitted. Decisions, including art deci-
sions, had to be made quickly. Greenberg needed the cen‘ainty.t.)f.a fixe_d
point of reference. Carefully dissected, the conservativism of his criticism—in
the original sense of that term—becomes evident. It was the result of his ]EV:IISh
heritage, described by Greenberg himself as emphasizing logic, absg(amon,
and the belief in an absolute. Greenberg brought these pfedisposmons_ to
bear on an early twentieth-century version of aesthetic significance, clothing

it in a forceful style of writing, and giving it a political flair.

His repetitive, increasingly mechanical dialectic of art contrasts sharply
with his subtle analysis of literature, especially in the first ten years of his
career. He never settled for an absolute norm in his analysis of Franz Kafka,
Bertolt Brecht, and the Victorian novel.* His literary criticism is at times
more daring and durable, and subtle than his art criticism. Alghough he
adopted, particularly in his later writing, some of the same notions, sych
as medium purity, he did not use them as uncompromisingly. The dogr "
of his art criticism, his whole program of formalism in visual art seems, in
retrospect, Kafkaesque. It reflects Greenberg's fear of impending doom. This
fear forced him to maintain an absols ligious—belief in a utopian sphere
of aesthetic activity, in order to avoid surrender to despair.

Kafka sees life as sealed off and governed E)y unkrnwable ;C)g:"e‘{)s s\:lho

i i | repeat ourselves until we sur i

et 1 o ety ooy 9 e Clement Greenberg (1946)
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Notes

'The bibliography on Clement Greenberg is extensive. The best overview and
bibliography of his criticism is Donald Kuspit, Clement Greenberg, Art Critic,
(Madison, 1979). See also Clement Greenberg, The Collected Essays and Criticism,
vol. i. Perceptions and Judgments, 1939-1940, and vol. ii. Arrogant Purpose,
1945-1949, ed. John O’Brian (Chicago, 1986). Page numbers and titles from these
anthologies are identified as “reprint.”

2Recently some aspects of Greenberg’s career have begun to be examined from a
political perspective. One excellent example is Fred Orton and Griselda Pollock,
“’Avant-Gardes and Partisans Reviewed,” Art History, vol. 4, no. 3 (September 1981):
305-327.

3Clement Greenberg, “‘Avant-Garde and Kitsch,” Partisan Review, vol. 6, no. 5 (Fall
1939), reprint (cited n. 1), vol. |, pp. 5-22, and “Towards a Newer Laocoon,” Par-
tisan Review, vol. 7, no. 4 (July-August 1940), reprint (cited n. 1), vol. |, pp. 23-38.

“While other writers posited alliances between art and politics, Greenberg’s particular
version has been the most influential, primarily because of his dogmatic consisten-
cy. For a general survey of some aspects of the thirties’ alliance of art and politics
gheap Serge Guilbaut, How New York Stole the Idea of Modem Art (Chicago, 1983),
chap. 1.

5The concept of what constitutes an avant-garde has been the focus of major recon-
sideration in theoretical studies in the last twenty years. A reference to Greenberg's
early essays is usually included. See for example Renato Poggioli, The Theory of
the Avant-Garde (Cambridge, 1968), pp. 80-81, for an astute analysis. See also, for
a seminal redefinition of the avant-garde, Peter Biirger, Theory of the Avant-Garde
(Minneapolis, 1984) and, for the next generation of theory, where some of Greenberg’s
long usage still resonates, Andreas Huyssen, After the Great Divide, Modernism,
Mass Culture, Postmodernism (Bloomington, 1986). Huyssen also makes a valuable
parallel between Greenberg and the theory of Theodor Adomo, p. 9.

¢Greenberg's first translation was of the report by the World Committee for the Vic-
tims of German Fascism, The Brown Network, The Activities of the Nazis in Foreign
Countries (New York, 1936). The book focused on political infiltration and activities
such as the kids ing of Berthold Jacob. Anti-semitism was discussed only occa-
sionally. His second translation, in collaboration with Emma Ashton and Jay Dratler,
was Manfred Schneider, Goya: A Portrait of the Artist as a Man (New York, 1936).
The ! was with the publisher of these works. The first book introduced
Greenberg to urgent y political issues, the other to art history.

7Alfred Kazin, Starting Out in the Thirties (Boston, 1962, 1965) exemplifies the
working class branch. The Ivy League background of writers such as Lionel Trilling
and Sidney Hook is discussed in, for example, Alan M. Wald, The New York In-
tellectuals (Chapel Hill, 1987), pp. 33-47 and pp. 50-52. Another excellent source
is Terry A. Cooney, The Rise of the New York Intellectuals Partisan Review and
Its Circle (Madison, 1986). On the Ivy League credentials of several of the editors,
see, pp. 100, 101.

*Clement Greenberg, Art and Culture (Boston, 1961), pp. 266-273. The book has
a subtle art historical order in terms of the artists discussed, indicating Greenberg's
leanings at that time. On Greenberg’s liaison with art historians in his later career
see the insightful articles by Barbara Reise, “Greenberg and the group: a retrospec-
tive view,"” Studio International, vol. 175, no. 900 (May, 1968), pp. 254-257 and

on

vol. 175, no. 901 (une, 1968), pp. 314-315. Kuspit (cited n. 1), pp. 21-22, makes
the Important polnt that Greenberg heavily revised his essays when they were publish-
ed in Art and Culture into an “oracular” style. This type of revision is strongly in
evidence in the case of the Kafka essay, which first appeared as “The Jewishness
of Franz Kafka: Some Sources of His Particular Vision,” Commentary, vol. 19 E.Ap'“'
1955), pp. 320-324. At that time it some discussion; see F.R. Leavis, How
Good is Kafka,” Commentary, vol. 19 (June, 1955), pp. 59"5-596 and Greenberg's
reply, ibid., pp. 595-596; F.R. Leavis;’A Critical (xch‘a_nge, ' Commentary, \;olas:

, 1955), pp. 178-179. Leavis complained s -
:IAmugu;ls well ,aspﬁis separation of art and life which ".would.lead toa _doqrine of
aestheticism and Pure Art Value. ...[which] no one senqqsly interested in literature
has ever readily held.” Curiously, unlike the other revisions, Greenberg does not
acknowledge these in Art and Culture.

) ted i facnha("lbelievemauqualltyoﬂewishnesslspvmvtlnmyword
l':v(:ilse',a" L}"nde( Forty: A Symposium on American Literature and lhe Younger Genera-
tion of American Jews.”” Contemporary Jewish Record, vol. vii, no. 1 (February
1944), reprint (cited n. 1), vol. 1, p. 177.)

10"The Jewish Dickens: review of The World of Sholom Aleichem by Maurice
Samuel,l’?’rhe Nation, 16 October 1943, reprint (cited n. 1), vol. 1, pp. 156-157.

Wintroduction to “The Great Wall of China’ by Franz Kafka,” Commentary, vol.
2, no. 4 (October, 1946), reprint (cited n. 1), vol. ii, pp. 101-102.

1Greenberg returned to the theme of the Halacha in the 195§anickon Kafka that
hleGincluderg in Art and Culture. There he , more obv»ous_ly y\d"somewhat
more negatively, the role it played in Jewish secular culture, with its “petty con-
cems, its parochial al ion in the here and now and its conformism. Routine,
prudence, sobriety are enjoined for their own sake, asends.in memselvesmd:‘xd
the sake purely of security...The emancipated Jew longs ‘Of"hmofy more c:leeplamd
atmesametimemoveimmediaelyﬂmlheonhodpﬂev:. (Art and Culture,

n. 8], p. 269.) The concem for the “Halachic sensibility” in the work of K_aﬂu, ac-
cording to Greenberg, made it “difficult to charge their matter with drama_nc movei
ment.” Likewise, Greenberg was unable to significantly mod'vfy or alter his original
ideas, to display any movement or development in his own thinking. l'zst,Gveenbem
S| o that Kafka “wanted more than anything else to be an artist, a writer of
fiction not of oracles.” This too can apply to Greenberg, who was a writer of oracles.

i i i i . Gilbert,
13The literature on the Partisan Review is extensive. Seefovaznpie]amsa

Writers and Partisans: A History of Literary Radicalism in America (London, 1968),
chap. 4-8 and more recently Cooney (cited n. 7).

i is conversa-
¥ t Greenberg to Susan Platt, June 1, 1984, San Franusf:n. In thi
|i2e'ge"menbe'galsoﬂated that he had read Sheldon Cheney’s book on modem|
ant l'probablv The Story of Modern Art, New York, 1941) around this hnh-:; al ;
reinforcing the idea that he was not at all versed in modefn ar. Greenl_)efs h ,:M
stated that he understood little about art at this time. See “The Late Thirties in
York,” Art and Culture (cited n. 8), p. 230.
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"*Transctiption by Lenita Manry, “Hans Hofmann Lectures, Winter 1938-1939,” Lec-
ture 1, p. 5, Lenita Manry Papers, Microfilm Roll 151, Archives of American Art,
Smithsonian Institution.

"Hofmann (cited n. 16), pp. 4, 6.
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“ibid., p. 32.
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presumably been dy yed.”’ Miro’s ph pt d in Partisan Review, vol.
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