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Introduction

The literary dialogue originated with Plato and Xenophon,
who sought a form that would reproduce the dialectical give-and-
take for which their teacher, Socrates, was both celebrated and
condemned. Socrates himself believed that philosophy begins in
doubt and proceeds through trial and error: that it is peripatetic
in the mental as well as the physical sense. Philosophical wonde-
ring demands, in other words, a kind of literary wandering, an
itinerant form that is exploratory, desultory, improvisational—
more interested in the journey than the destination. As a genre,
the dialogue has proven remarkably durable, generating not only
Plato’s extraordinary canon, but also some of the most memorable
works of philosophy and literature in the West, from Boethius’s
The Consolation of Philosophy, Malebranche’s Dialogues on
Metaphysics and Religion and Fénelon’s Dialogues of the Dead
to Berkeley’s Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous,
Landor’s Imaginary Conversations and Wilde’s “The Critic as
Artist.” The success of the dialogue has not, however, extended
quite so confidently into the modern period, where with a few
exceptions—one thinks of Santayana’s Dialogues in Limbo or
Murdoch’s Acastos:Two Platonic Dialogues—it has mostly fallen
out of fashion. In the hope of reviving this fading form, we have
written ten dialogues on a range of topics relating to literature,
art and culture. Our dialogues are, however, different from those
named above because they are genuine exchanges: not mono-
logues disguised as dialogues but a play of two distinct voices
and two distinct minds engaged in cajoling, objecting, correcting
and challenging but always questioning. In the process, we have
attempted both to renew and reinvent the dialogue as a literary
and philosophical exploration.

Our book is organized into three sections. Part One: “Art and
Aesthetics” includes meditations on the aesthetics of banality
(“Flaubert’s Hat Trick”™), the uses and abuses of recent literary



Introduction Xi

criticism (“The Dysfunction of Criticism at the Present Time”)
and mimesis from the Greeks to the present (“The Grapes of
Zeuxis”). Part Two: “Evil, Death, Love, Politics” examines evil
from the Book of Genesis to Conrad and the Holocaust (“The
Art of Darkness”), suicide and death from Shakespeare to Beckett
(“Let’s Hang Ourselves Immediately!”), the shrunken fortunes
of erds in modern life (“On the Eros of Species”) and the trou-
bling, poignant—and often hilarious—degradation of American
culture (“The Benighted States of America?”). Finally, Part
Three: “Philosophical Digressions” investigates Descartes and the
Enlightenment tradition (“The Last of the Cartesians”), the philo-
sophy of memory and forgetting (“Nietzsche’s Cow”) and the art
of the Platonic dialogue (“Socrates Among the Cicadas”).

Although we have entitled our collection Platonic Occasions,
we are not ourselves Platonists. To the contrary, as students of
Richard Rorty we trace our intellectual affiliations to a decide-
dly less idealist, less metaphysical tradition—to philosophers like
Nietzsche, Heidegger, Wittgenstein and Derrida. Nevertheless, we
are attracted to Plato and his canon for two reasons. First, our
own dialogues focus on precisely the topics that most animated
Plato’s thinking and that he so memorably examined: love, death,
good, evil, memory, art, representation and political governance.
Second, we are attracted to the dialogue as a form, especially inso-
far as it registers the delicate movement and play of thought about
a subject. While we have fundamental disagreements with Plato
on a host of philosophical issues, we nevertheless believe that his
writings are a good deal more open-ended, open-minded, indeed
dialogical, than has generally been appreciated.

The dialogues in this volume were produced over several years
as a series of e-mail exchanges. Some of the dialogues began when
one of us posed a question to the other, with the ensuing conver-
sation developing from that slender beginning. In other cases, we
decided in advance to explore a particular subject, but never knew
where our exchange would take us or to what conclusions it might
lead. In all cases, we followed a simple but absolute rule: once an
entry had been submitted it could not, under any circumstances,
be revised. This meant that in our polemical back-and-forth if one
of us got the better of the other—as occasionally happened—our



xii  Platonic Occasions

triumphs and defeats were fully on display. Like a game of chess,
there were no “take-backs,” thereby guaranteeing the intellectual
honesty and integrity of the dialogues. This commitment to pre-
serving our exchanges as written keeps them, we hope, from feel-
ing staged or formulaic—as is sometimes the case in Plato—and
lends them a conversational immediacy.

All our dialogues address what are sometimes called the Big
Questions: what is love, truth, art, beauty, evil and death? We are
aware that such questions can never be answered, at least not in
any final or definitive sense. But if we wish to experience fully
what it means to be human—if we seek to live what Plato called
the “examined life” (Apology, 38a)—then we must continue to
ask these questions, not in the expectation of answering them but
in the conviction that by striving to do so we will better compre-
hend who we are and what we might achieve. Martin Heidegger
devoted much of his philosophy to what is called the Seinsfrage,
a question that asks not simply “Why am I?” but more funda-
mentally “What does it mean to be?” And yet, if such a question
admits of no answer, then what is the point of asking it? Here is
what Richard Rorty says on this subject:

I think Heidegger goes on and on about “the question of Being”
without ever answering it because Being is a good example of
something we have no criteria for answering questions about. It
is a good example of something we have no handle on, no tools
for manipulating—something which resists “the technical inter-
pretation of thinking.” The reason Heidegger talks about Being
is not that he wants to direct our attention to an unfortunately
neglected topic of inquiry, but that he wants to direct our attention
to the difference between inquiry and poetry, between struggling
for power and accepting contingency. He wants to suggest what a
culture might be like in which poetry rather than philosophy-cum-
science was the paradigmatic human activity. The question “What
is Being?” is no more to be answered correctly than the question
“What is a cherry blossom?” But the latter question is, nevertheless,
one you might use to set the theme of a poetry competition. The for-
mer question is, so to speak, what the Greeks happened to come up
with when they set the theme upon which the West has been a set of
variations.
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The dialogic experiment that Socrates inaugurated and that Plato
immortalized understands that the questions most worth asking
are precisely those that have no answers. These are questions that
stand beyond the purview of the technocrat, the statistician or
the actuary, questions that are best approached by accepting the
contingencies of conversation and inquiry, the thrust and counter-
thrust of minds caught in the act of thinking and attempting to
feel their way around a problem, even if it means never arriving at
a solution. As Socrates points out in Apology, the highest wisdom
consists in recognizing the limits of one’s own knowledge, which is
to say, in acknowledging one’s own ignorance. At the same time, it
is worth remembering that Plato, whose ambition as a young man
was to be a tragedian, employs the form of the dialogue to mix
philosophy with literature. He creates characters, places them in
dramatic situations and supplies them with witty and compelling
dialogue. As everyone knows, Plato became the most celebrated
critic of literature, the philosopher who infamously “banned the
poets” from his “Republic.” But—as we argue in our concluding
dialogue—Plato’s position on poetry in particular and the arts
in general is a good deal more complicated than such a reading
allows. Indeed, Plato’s philosophy is a marriage of logic and rhet-
oric, one that weds the rigor of the thinker with the invention of
the poet.

About halfway through Samuel Beckett’s Endgame—a play
very much concerned with the Seinsfrage—Clov asks that most
existential of all questions: “What is there to keep me here?”
Hamm replies, without hesitation, “The dialogue.” The exchange
is quintessentially Beckettian, at once deeply ironic and deeply
earnest. We hope that our dialogues—which we have sought to
make playfully serious and seriously playful—will suffice to keep
readers here, keep them attentive and engaged. And if, along the
way, what we have written diverts as well as instructs, we will be
all the more grateful.






PART ONE:
ART AND AESTHETICS






Flaubert’s Hat Trick, Or The Pleasures
of Banality

JS: T think it is Julian Barnes, in Flaubert’s Parrot, who
describes the French author as the “butcher of Romanticism
and the inventor of Realism.” I wonder if the latter accolade is
fully justified by the well-known passage below that describes, in
loving, hateful detail, the school-boy cap of Charles Bovary:

It was one of those head-gears of composite order, in which we can
find traces of the bearskin, shako, billycock hat, sealskin cap, and
cotton night-cap; one of those poor things, in fine, whose dumb
ugliness has depths of expression, like an imbecile’s face. Oval,
stiffened with whalebone, it began with three round knobs; then
came in succession lozenges of velvet and rabbit-skin separated
by a red band; after that a sort of bag that ended in a cardboard
polygon covered with complicated braiding, from which hung, at
the end of a long thin cord, small twisted gold threads in the man-
ner of a tassel. The cap was new; its peak shone. (Translated by
Marx-Aveling)

I am imagining the oratorical Flaubert, bellowing out those
three sentences, five hours into his twelve-hour writing day, until
the hideous hat of young Bovary begins to become, through the
alchemy of style, a triumph of le mot juste, in other words, at once
a simulacrum and an anticipation of the grand performance—the
miraculous hat trick—that transforms a bored, petit-bourgeois
farm girl, a voluptuously sentimental Emma, into Madame Bovary,
a work of art. That hat is doubtless an example of both realism
and symbolism, but its expressiveness—editorially insisted upon
in the passage itself—is part of a new language game, for which
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the words “Absolute Style” (Flaubert’s own words in his letters
to Louise Colet) are an abbreviation. That game has intrigued
me for decades. And it makes one of my favorite novels also one
of the funniest novels ever written. I think that in all the fuss
made about Flaubert as a Realist, one forgets that he is also a
humorist of the highest order, as boisterous as Rabelais, as witty
as La Rochefoucauld, as darkly comical as Voltaire. What hap-
pens if we put on that imbecilic cap as a thinking cap, as Flaubert
did for five years during the composition of Madame Bovary?

RB: Homer gives us epic ekphrasis with the shield of Achilles.
Flaubert gives us bourgeois ekphrasis with the hat of Charles
Bovary. And lest we miss the connection, the master of le mot
juste drives home his classical allusion by calling the hat une cas-
quette, variation on casque or “helmet.” As you point out, the hat
trick metamorphoses the base metal of everyday life into the pre-
cious gold of art. But it also—in wonderfully perverse and distres-
sing ways—does the opposite: it suggests that Flaubert’s precious
metal may itself be fool’s gold. And this is where the Homeric
allusion again becomes important. For we must remember that it
is Hephaestus who engages in the poiésis or “making” of Achilles’
shield. While Homer’s poetic model is an Olympian deity,
Flaubert’s is a provincial hat-maker; while Homer is inspired by
Heaven (“Sing, Athena, of the wrath of Achilles”), Flaubert’s muse
is a shopkeeper (“Sing, O Milliner, of the stupidity of Charles”).

You of course know the letter of 16 January 1852 to Louise
Colet in which Flaubert speaks of his desire to write a book
“about nothing, dependent on nothing external, which would
be held together by the internal strength of its style, just as the
earth, suspended in the void, depends on nothing external for its
support; a book which would have almost no subject.” Charles’s
grotesque hat and the empty head it goes on is a symbol of this
vacuity. In a sense, Flaubert’s subject is his lack of a subject. In a
sense, his art is about its own debasement into meaninglessness
and insignificance.

John Updike once said that Andy Warhol’s art has “the power-
ful effect of making nothing seem important.” Of course, the
“nothing” here includes Warhol’s art. I would argue that this is
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precisely how Flaubert—living in the post-ideological aftermath
of 1848—conceived of his own art. Charles Bovary’s hollow
headpiece is, in other words, the nineteenth-century equivalent
of a can of Campbell’s soup—presumably Vichyssoise rather than
tomato—and Flaubert is painfully aware of the implications this
has for his aesthetic project. His hat trick consists in creating a
world “suspended in the void.” But he remains uncertain whether
his lapidary expression will be sufficient to supply the emptiness
of his occasion. Bereft of deities, will he remain a Homer? Or will
he become the literary equivalent of a provincial hat-maker, art-
fully gluing together felt and feathers?

JS: Given what “happens” in Bouvard et Pécuchet—the
two clerks hovering over the void of their utter banality and
uselessness—I think perhaps the hat trick becomes something
almost Beckettian in its dire iterations. Is literary nihilism the
result of the art of nothingness? Does Flaubert pass the hat to
Beckett? T don’t necessarily want to navigate away from our
beloved bovarysme, but I wonder if you think this connection has
any “substance” to it?

RB: Kant’s genius was to have discovered the useless-
ness of art. Flaubert’s was to have discovered the usefulness of
banality. Taken together, they provide a text-book definition of
Zweckmdissigkeit ohne Zweck—of a purposeless purposiveness—
and Beckett is their grateful heir.

But there is another antecedent to the art of uselessness and
banality: William Wordsworth. You’ve spent a good deal of time
meditating on Wordsworth’s relation to Byron. What about his
relation to Flaubert? The leech-gatherer is banal and his vocation
largely useless, yet Flaubert’s satire becomes Wordsworth’s
heroism. And what of the latter’s Idiot Boy? How different from
the imbecile Charles Bovary. And yet how similar.

JS: At first Byron spanks the hell out of the “Idiot Boy” in
English Bards and Scotch Reviewers, but much later he writes
“Unjust” in the margins of his own satire on Wordsworth. I think
the so-called “democratization of subject matter” that is often
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attributed to Wordsworth goes back at least to Burns and his
mouse and louse and perhaps also sends a taproot to Defoe’s
assiduous account of how Crusoe makes bread. When Wordsworth
actually measures mud puddles in Lyrical Ballads, he anticipates
later experiments in artistic banality, and no doubt the Idiot
Boy somehow gives birth (“the child is the father of the man”)
to Charles Bovary. In both cases, a kind of expressive imbecility
capers first as “Romanticism” and then as “Realism,” although
the actual experiments are, I think, far more interesting and enter-
taining than the “isms” that would purport to explain them.

But I am still left wondering what Byron meant by that belated
judgment: “Unjust.” Did he fail to imagine Wordsworth (in his
early phase, at least) as a potentially comic poet? Is that failure
somehow connected to an inability to see just how hilarious
Flaubert is when he depicts Homais as the Bourgeois Satan? And
yet, next to the shield of Achilles and Homer’s epic grandeur, isn’t
there something truly miserable and depleted about making leech-
gatherers into the stuff of poetry?

RB: Certainly Flaubert is participating in the democratization
of subject matter, as Jacques Ranciére has argued. But I wonder if
his literary project isn’t finally more radical than that. He is, after
all, not simply valorizing the everyday, but insistently aesthetici-
zing it. For him the kitschiest of objects—whether Charles’s hat or
Emma’s heart—are not merely suitable subjects for the artist but
the only subjects available to him. In a world where Bouvard and
Pécuchet can imagine themselves as Diderot and d’Alembert, the
artist’s instrument is no longer a Homeric lute but a cracked kettle;
and his melodies no longer make the stars—or the gods—weep,
but set bears dancing. Translated to post-1848 France, Achilles’
shield is a writing desk built for two idiots (one is not enough).
Translated to 1960’s America, Achilles’ shield is a can of Campbell’s
soup reproduced a hundred times (it’s simulacra all the way down).

When Flaubert famously proclaimed, with a nod to Louis XIV,
“Madame Bovary c’est moi,” he was being lethally comic and
deadly earnest. A writer cannot escape his own time or place. It is
not simply a rabbit that Flaubert has pulled out of Charles’s hat.
It is himself.
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JS: It is the trickiest hat in town. For two decades students
have asked me what “Madame Bovary c’est moi” means. Two
things come to mind. Henry James referred to Flaubert’s “puer-
ile dread of the grocer” and Roland Barthes wrote that the “one
thing we cannot avoid is being middle class.” I think Flaubert’s
cracked kettle makes beautiful music, even in translation—the
very thought of which must have made Flaubert’s gorge rise—but
that music, as you suggest, must necessarily be less grand than
Homer’s chanting, haunting, murderous dactylic hexameter. And
yet why are we so mesmerized by Achilles slaying Trojan boys in
a river? What is Homer’s hat trick? To make murder beautiful? I
think of Emma’s death bed and the moment when, a few hours
after she “ceased to exist,” someone tilts up her head slightly and
a stream of black blood pours like old motor oil from her mouth.
Gorgeous sentences, disgusting details. It is not merely the only
modernist language game in town, but really one of the oldest
and most venerable games, or tricks. Life has always been essen-
tially shabby. And art has always been essentially an attempt to
turn it inside out, magically, so that the content vanishes and the
purposeless purposiveness porpoises, breaking the surface, dis-
porting as form, a shimmering arc.

RB: In 1861, five years after the appearance of Madame
Bowary, Charles Baudelaire published Les Fleurs du Mal. The slen-
der volume included a meaty little valentine called “Une Charogne.”
The poem begins conventionally enough with a young man
asking his lady if she recalls a beautiful summer day they shared.
But then it takes an unpredictable turn. In the remembered scene,
the lovers come upon the grotesque remains of a rotting carcass,
its legs thrust in the air “like a woman in heat.” Here are four of
the central stanzas, freely translated:

The flies buzzed on the putrid belly,

From which issued black battalions of larvae
Flowing like a thick liquid

Along a pile of living rags.

The whole fell and rose like a wave,
Or erupted into a sparkling foam;
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One would have thought that the body,
Swollen by a vague breath, was living, multiplying.

This world emitted a strange music,

Like running water and wind,

Like the grain that a winnower, with a rhythmic motion,
Shakes and turns in his basket.

The forms erased themselves, became mere dream,
A rough sketch tentatively shaping itself,

On a forgotten canvas that the artist

Completes only in his memory.

If Homer kills boys in a river, Baudelaire murders love on a gar-
den path. Of course, the carcass is itself a symbol. At one level, it
provides a mordant commentary on the Lamartinian tradition of
romance, a memento mori for all who would append “evermore”
to the word “love.” On another level, the carcass seems to reani-
mate itself, to take on a lubricious life of its own, insisting in darkly
Sadean ways on eros’s fascination with thanatos. Of course, what
is important for our purposes is the relation between Flaubert’s
hat trick and what we might call Baudelaire’s pet trick. The
poet, like the novelist, is radically rewiring our aesthetic circuits,
discovering beauty in the unlikeliest of places, demonstrating how
art can transfigure rotting flesh into music, rhythm and dream. Just
as Flaubert anticipates Warhol’s soup cans, Baudelaire anticipates
Robert Mapplethorpe’s anal whip and Carolee Schneemann’s
vaginal scroll.

One might argue that these hat-and-pet tricks are profoundly
Kantian. How better to demonstrate the artist’s legerdemain than
by showing how completely form has trumped content? Yet one
could just as plausibly argue that these tricks are profoundly
anti-Kantian. By corporealizing art, by rubbing our nose in its
fleshy, shitty, mucous-laden materiality, artists like Baudelaire,
Mapplethorpe and Schneemann destroy aesthetic disinterested-
ness. Life and art are no longer cordoned off from each other.
The ontological divide that separated them is breached, and the
everyday, the odious and the obnoxious tumble into the privileged
space of Kantian aestheticism.
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To what degree, I wonder, is the phenomenon I have been des-
cribing the result of an imperative to innovate? Does the endless
drive to “rouse the faculties” (Blake), to “make it new” (Pound),
to “negate tradition itself” (Adorno) lead to an art that is so per-
verse, trivialized and marginalized that it finally ceases to be art.
In making art everything, did Flaubert and Baudelaire ultimately
make it nothing?

JS: Indeed, and how far can art be (about) nothing and still
be recognizable as art? The answer seems to be: one hell of a lot!
You earlier avoided my reference to Beckett’s contribution to the
fecund imbecility we have been discussing. After all, our beloved
tramps wore hats. Are Bouvard and Pécuchet (and Rosencrantz
and Guildenstern before them) the forebears of Vladimir and
Estragon? In negating both dramatic and novelistic traditions, did
Beckett give us “sparkling foam” in his “spray of phenomena”? If
you want to give this another pass for now, then why not hop into
Tracey Emin’s bed? Her My Bed (an installation of her actual bed
strewn with underwear and condoms, the sheets stained by her
unprecious bodily fluids) makes the cap of Charles Bovary look
almost heroic by comparison. I think it’s a short stroll from the
loo (Duchamp’s Fountain) to Emin’s bed. Has “art” ever been so
banal, so personal, so emptily symbolic, and so formally bankrupt?
I have to imagine Turner doing about 4500 rpm in his grave, given
that Emin was short-listed for the 1999 prize bearing his name.
Now a British luminary of some repute, Emin has succeeded in
making “art” out of the detritus of her cannily-disheveled, over-
exposed and depressive life.

If Emin’s bed does not entice—and heaven knows why it
should—then T suggest we walk around in Van Gogh’s “Peasant
Shoes” and recall Heidegger’s phenomenological treatment of
them. Apparently Van Gogh picked up the shoes in a flea market
(the origin of the modern work of art?) but they were not suf-
ficiently worn and beaten up for him so he walked around in
them in the rain until they looked a bit more “peasanty,” and then
he painted their Heideggerean “truth” in all its miserable detail,
thus taking us as far as possible from Plato’s “Shoeness” in the
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direction of the “thingly” and “worldly” character of things and
worlds.

Hephaestus did not cobble those shoes. Sing, O Cobbler, of the
Truth of Peasants. We live in a time when the foul rags of the
human heart have an odd vitality, when even mud puddles can
rise into a wave. But I still think the exquisite corpse of art is
strangely connected to Homer’s performance, where fish rise to
nibble on the blood streaming from dead Trojans as they float to
immortality. And what do we make of how wrathful Achilles ends
up in Hades, vaguely repenting his short, happy and murderous

F TRINITY SQUARE

Figure 1: Tracey Emin, My Bed. (© 2014 Tracey Emin. All rights reserved.)
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life, wishing he could return to life as Charles Bovary wearing Van
Gogh’s peasant shoes?

RB: Much is made of hats throughout Beckett’s corpus. Usually
they function as comic props for staging mind/body dualism as a
series of music-hall gags. Lucky puts on his bowler to think, and
Vladimir takes off his because it “irks” him, while Molloy secures
a straw boater to his body with an elastic band. For Flaubert the
hat is the symbol of an absent or evacuated mentality. For Beckett
it is the symbol of a fugitive or contingent cognition. Both writers
are post-Enlightenment figures, for whom the mind is in retreat.
And yes, Vladimir and Estragon have many forebears, comedians
and ironists all, from Laurel and Hardy, Bouvard and Pécuchet,
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to Quixote and Panza, not to men-
tion Socrates and the Youth of Athens. Wherever mind dialogic-
ally examines itself, wherever it puts questions, invents answers,
engages in repartee—there one finds Didi and Gogo.

Are Flaubert’s and Beckett’s banality the same as Tracey

Figure 2: Vincent Van Gogh, A Pair of Boots. (The Baltimore Museum of Art).
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Emin’s? Ontologically speaking, yes. Critically speaking, no.
Emin has produced a work of art—that is, a work whose func-
tion is aesthetic not practical. To be sure, one could sleep in her
bed, but clearly a good-night’s rest does not begin to describe its
“purposive” structure. In the Kantian sense, its purposiveness is
purposeless (it has no “real-world” function), which means that
it belongs in a museum rather than in a bedroom; or, to speak
more precisely, which means that it is a candidate for exhibi-
tion in a museum. A curator with any critical standards—which
excludes the Saatchi Gallery and the Turner Prize committee—
would reject Emin’s work for the trash it is. In this regard, she
has nothing in common with Flaubert and Beckett: they have
produced great art, while she has merely engaged in narcissistic
exhibitionism.

I think you are right to suggest that a continuum runs from Homer
to Flaubert, Baudelaire, Van Gogh and Beckett. Artists have always
worked with form and content. They must have something to say,
and they must say it in a distinctive and compelling way. But much
of the art we call modern is born out of a crisis of subject matter, a
sense that we live in an age so frivolous, vulgar and insubstantial that
the relation of form to content has become vexingly problematic.
Flaubert and Baudelaire initiated a tradition in which the detritus
of modern life emerges as a major preoccupation, the thematic axis
of an art that is obliged to discover a form appropriate to its con-
tent. Warhol pushes this tradition to the brink of kitsch and then
pulls back at the last minute, bracketing it with a kind of peek-a-
boo irony. By contrast, Emin’s art doesn’t even know what kitsch is.
Purposiveness has gone all slack and rumpled, and poiésis has (like
her bed) become so “unmade” that there’s simply no “there” there.

The ekphrasis of Achilles’ shield is a fit emblem for great art,
which always opens up an alternative universe, one that is rich,
complex, capacious. Emin’s art is about as complex and capacious
as a bag of dirty laundry. There is an inert literalness to it. She has
the sensibility not of an artist but of a stock clerk.

JS:  And that is precisely what separates Emin from Emma. For
all her tedious and finally lethal sentimentality, Emma has, Flaubert
tells us, “an artistic sensibility” that allows the author, however
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archly, to identify with her (“Madame Bovary ¢’est moi”). Emin
might also say of her work—using a contemporary and blandly
narcissistic idiom—“My bed, Myself” but this close alliance with
one’s work is a false intimacy and even less exciting and aesthe-
tically compelling than getting into bed with yourself. The cap
of Charles Bovary, to return to Flaubert’s generative conceit, or
fecundating ekphrasis, is not only the opposite of literalism—as
we have suggested—but even beyond symbolism. It is the music
of the future, all the more impressive because of its impoverished
resources, like getting a Shostakovich symphony out of the xylo-
phone of a rotting rib cage, or torturing a parrot until it sings like
Mimi in La Bohéme: modern art as a collection of cracked kettles
implausibly wringing tears from the stars. The art of detritus and
the detritus of art. I suppose we do need Homer’s epic grandeur to
“shield” us from modernity, postmodernity and the fact that art
has become a hat trick, or a trick hat, that nearly makes us forget
how much art has now “installed” itself as dirty laundry. Before we
move back to another passage in Madame Bovary, I am naturally
wondering how Eliot’s The Waste Land fits into the picture we
have been describing. All those broken images. All that impotence.

RB: Emin s, as you say, blandly narcissistic, but the problem is
not narcissism per se as the cases of Proust and Joyce demonstrate,
both of whom were colossally self-obsessed. If an artist takes him-
self as his subject, he needs to discover in that subject something
more than his own identity—a broader significance that moves his
art beyond literal self-presentation. The epiphany enabled Proust
and Joyce to accomplish this. In their hands an ordinary object or
event is transfigured, pushed into the realm of the transcendent.
A cake dipped in tea becomes a communion wafer that shatters
space and resurrects time; a girl on the beach becomes an aesthetic
summons that forges the uncreated conscience of the race. Emin’s
bed, on the other hand, is a tired tautology. It functions according
to the same logic as a blogger who documents what she ate for
breakfast and all her visits to the bathroom. We cannot say the
same of Charles’s hat. Like Achilles’ shield, it is a metaphor and a
metonym for an entire culture and the art it produced. Similarly
the fragmentation and impotence of The Waste Land acquire
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integrity and power, with Eliot re-imagining his personal suffer-
ing (he called the poem so much “rhythmic grumbling”) as the
experience of an epoch and its relation to tradition.

Mimi is an artist because she is able to sing about something other
than herself. Emin sounds the same note over and over: Me, Me.

JS:  We discuss narcissism and the “Me Me Tradition” in another
dialogue in relation to Whitman’s “Song of Myself,” which stands to
America rather in the same position as Virgil’s Aeneid stands to Italy:
as both national myth and founding epic. Whitman’s experiment in
combining a national epic with what Keats called “the egotistical
sublime” produces some great poetry and some nauseating conceits,
for example the line, “The scent of these arm-pits’ aroma finer than
prayer” from the opening of “Song of Myself.” But those arm-pits
are meant to be America’s lovely stench, not merely Whitman’s, an
expansiveness that puts him leagues beyond Emin’s fetid bed. That
aroma, as distinctive in its own way as tea-soaked madeleine cakes
for little Marcel, evokes an entire world, or perhaps a body-politic.

I'd like to return to Madame Bovary for a moment and another
“cap” of sorts. This one is the cake constructed for the wedding
of Emma and Charles:

A confectioner of Yvetot had been entrusted with the tarts and
sweets. As he had only just set up on the place, he had taken a
lot of trouble, and at dessert he himself brought in a set dish that
evoked loud cries of wonderment. To begin with, at its base there
was a square of blue cardboard, representing a temple with porti-
coes, colonnades, and stucco statuettes all round, and in the niches
constellations of gilt paper stars; then on the second stage was
a dungeon of Savoy cake, surrounded by many fortifications in
candied angelica, almonds, raisins, and quarters of oranges; and
finally, on the upper platform a green field with rocks set in lakes
of jam, nutshell boats, and a small Cupid balancing himself in a
chocolate swing whose two uprights ended in real roses for balls
at the top.

I like to think of that outrageous wedding cake as an echo
of the description with which we began this dialogue. Like
Charles’s hideous hat, the wedding cake is an assemblage of dis-



Flaubert’s Hat Trick, Or The Pleasures of Banality =~ 15

parate parts—“heterogeneous materials by violence (egg)yoked
together”—that suggests a talent for ransacking various cultures
and mythologies in order to make them purely decorative. In other
words, out of the kitchen, kitsch: a sweet confection where Greek
porticoes are made of cardboard. It is just the kind of wedding
cake—elaborate, sentimental and voluptuous—that Emma would
have loved to create (did she give the confectioner instructions?).
The wedding cake as a well-wrought, if not overwrought, urn: an
object of wonderment and a joy forever.

Flaubert presents us with a series of failed or fake artists in
Madame Bowvary, people struggling to be “artistic” but ending
up as hacks, charlatans and mere confectioners of beauty. Emma
herself is such a failed artist, struggling to make her house into a
work of art (a French Martha Stewart) and, failing in that, strugg-
ling to make her life into a work of romantic fiction, the kind
of fiction she read in the convent as a girl. The most hilarious
and obscene example of the pretentious but failed artist is Binet,
Yonville’s tax collector, who bends over his would-be lapidary
lathe to turn out hundreds of napkin rings (pure purposelessness).
We are on our way to Warhol’s soup cans, except without the
saving irony—and without Flaubert’s contempt for such mass
productions, the verbal equivalent of which he catalogues so assi-
duously, comically and pungently in his Dictionnaire des idées
recues, which he also called an “encyclopedia of human imbe-
cility,” the same imbecility that one sees in the cap of Charles,
whose “dumb ugliness has depths of expression.” Obsessed with
le mot juste, Flaubert pours scorn on all those who haven’t his
genius for that alchemy by which “patterns of provincial life” (the
novel’s subtitle) become ornate, precise and beautiful sentences.
Flaubert is also a confectioner of words, but the wedding cake
he builds is a minor work of art, not a laughable piece of kitsch.
He performs this hat trick over and over in Madame Bovary so
that we can mark the distance between the artist and the hack, a
distinction lost in a world where filthy beds and hoaxing artists
take away prizes, like Homais receiving, in the last sentence of the
novel, “the cross of the Legion of Honor.”

RB: If the hat is a synecdoche for Charles’s head, the cake is
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a synecdoche for Emma’s bed, her imagined romantic and ero-
tic life, which combines temple, dungeon and fortification with
sugary illusion. And as you observe, the cake is both an art object
in its own right (a Tower of Babel built of mots justes) and a sym-
bol of what art becomes in bourgeois culture: a form of domestic
ornamentation. Of course, the novel itself is the form par excel-
lence of bourgeois and domestic culture, a fact that Flaubert both
understands and exploits.

In Theory of the Novel, Georg Lukacs remarks, “Art always
says ‘And yet!’ to life. The creation of forms is the most profound
confirmation of the existence of a dissonance.” Art needs the id-
iotic and jumbled mess that is the object-universe of bourgeois
culture, all those disparate and conflicting styles that make
Charles’s hat and Emma’s cake into a potpourri of kitschy excess.
Homais’ receiving the Legion of Honor at the end of Madame
Bowary is typically read as Flaubert’s mordant comment on the
inevitable triumph of mediocrity and mendacity in nineteenth-
century France. But I wonder if Flaubert’s relation to Homais
isn’t more complicated than that. After all, Flaubert’s Absolute
Style has transformed even a despicable pharmacist into a well-
wrought object, art’s “And yet!”—its “O mais!”—to life. I think
something of the same transformation, though admittedly in a far
more sympathetic vein, takes place with both Charles and Emma.
And it has everything to do with such grotesque creations as the
hat and the cake.

Somewhere Walter Benjamin speaks of the trashy, mass-
produced objects that furnished the comfortable home of his Berlin
childhood. While he later recognized that many of these objects
were pure kitsch, he nevertheless retained a profound affection
for them because of the memories they carried. One of the most
startling aspects of Flaubert’s genius is his ability to ironize—
almost to the point of obliteration—all the shoddy bric-a-brac
of bourgeois culture, while at the same time reproducing it with
what can only be described as a lover’s attention to detail. He
hangs on the hat and the cake as Romeo hangs on Juliet’s lips. So
too with Flaubert’s characters. If Emma is ultimately redeemed by
her passion—her poignant and rather desperate belief that there
is more to life than the banality of provincial existence—Charles
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is ultimately redeemed by loving Emma for her passion—which is
to say, by loving Emma for hating everything he represents. One
can imagine nothing further from the narcissism of Tracey Emin.

Here, in the Steegmuller translation, is the final scene of the
novel:

The next day Charles sat down on the bench in the arbor. Rays
of light came through the trellis, grape leaves traced their shadow
on the gravel, the jasmine was fragrant under the blue sky, beet-
les buzzed about the flowering lilies. A vaporous flood of love-
memories swelled in his sorrowing heart, and he was overcome
with emotion, like an adolescent.

At seven o’clock little Berthe, who hadn’t seen him all after-
noon, came to call him to dinner.

She found him with his head leaning back against the wall, his
eyes closed, his mouth open; and there was a long lock of black
hair in his hands.

“Papa! Come along!” she said.

She thought he was playing and gave him a little push. He fell
to the ground. He was dead.

What is the most profound love? The one in which the lover
becomes the beloved. Cathy is Heathcliff, and in his final hour
Charles is Emma. To his credit, Flaubert never succumbs to
sentimentalism. Charles’s flood of love is “vaporous,” and he
is overcome with emotion like “an adolescent.” Can anything
be more clichéd than dying for love, as Charles does? And yet
(O mais!) can anything be less like Charles than dying for love?
How far has he traveled beyond himself—beyond his own
clichés—to become someone else’s cliché? In a sense, Flaubert
reverses the terms proposed by Benjamin. An object that initially
struck us as pure kitsch, has begun to acquire value, substance,
meaning. Flaubert has himself redeemed his Idiot Boy. Should we
now, a la Byron, write in our own margins “Unjust™?

JS: Unjust and juste simultaneously. Great art puts us right
there.



The Dysfunction of Criticism at
the Present Time

JS: Here is an episode, a memory, from my first year as an
Assistant Professor at the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee.
My colleague, Thab Hassan, was giving a talk about contem-
porary theory, radical skepticism and the excesses of the herme-
neutics of suspicion. Already weaning myself from that school
of thought and thinking about a New Aestheticism, I was keen
to hear his lecture. Hassan’s office was next to mine, and I often
chatted with the great man and “inventor” of Postmodernism.
He seemed relieved that I wasn’t another dreary post-
Althusserian, neo-Marxist Foucauldian who, as Wordsworth put
it, “murders to dissect” works of literature so that the helpless
creatures will disclose their nefarious and deleterious ideological
subtexts, etc., etc.

Hassan decorated his superb lecture with some of his favo-
rite moments of poetry, if only to show, as he said, that “langu-
age can be good” (not a tissue of hateful lies subjugating some
Subaltern or Other). During the question and answer period
at the end, a feminist graduate student launched her hand and
said, “I was insulted by how you brought out the dancing girls
every so often.” By this she referred to Hassan’s favorite bits of
poetry, his personal miscellany of lyric goodness that suggested
his ideologically-suspect “love of literature.” Dancing girls. I was
appalled. In that assault on Hassan’ good will towards litera-
ture, I first detected what I would like to call “the dysfunction of
criticism at the present time.” My echoing Matthew Arnold is, of
course, canny. And I wonder what you make of the fact that for
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most of our professional lives, the following judgment of Arnold
would be considered anathema:

But criticism, real criticism, is essentially the exercise of this very
quality; it obeys an instinct prompting it to try to know the best
that is known and thought in the world, irrespective of practice,
politics, and everything of the kind; and to value knowledge and
thought as they approach this best, without the intrusion of any
other considerations whatever.

RB: The feminist deconstructionist and the Arnoldian huma-
nist are the obverse and reverse of the same coin. She believes in the
artlessness of truth, he in the truthfulness of art. Both are idealists
seeking a language that escapes Nietzschean Allzumenschlichkeit
and Rortyean contingency. She wants to get rid of the dancing
girls, and he wants the “best” that is known and thought. But
“best” for what? How we define exemplarity depends on context
and function. There is no outside to the language game, no master
discourse that transcends discourse. I would have responded to
the graduate student with a simple question: “How can we know
the dancing girl from the dance?”

More generally, ’'m skeptical that all those literary-
theoretical -isms ruined criticism. For me, the wind that blew out
of the Continent in the 1960s and into the musty halls of the
Anglo-American academy had a mostly enlivening effect. So far
from rendering criticism dysfunctional, the French and German
schools—structuralism, post-structuralism, hermeneutics, recep-
tion theory, Marxism, etc.—gave new purpose and direction to
the reading of literature. The problem was not Barthes, Foucault
and Derrida, or Benjamin, Adorno and Iser, but a tedious and ten-
dentious group of American academics who turned the dancing
girls of the Continent into a parade of politically-freighted clichés.

JS: Ttake the “best” to refer to the value of being raised among
beautiful exempla, including the best and most beautiful litera-
ture. To that extent I am a Platonist, I suppose, in believing that
we have, as Lionel Trilling put it, a “moral obligation to be intelli-
gent.” I also have an obligation to preserve and uphold what I can
loosely yet confidently call the content of a properly liberal arts
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education before that undertaking became nearly synonymous
with a politicized, canon-busting “democratization” of literary
studies. Let us forge ahead by being radical: rooted in a liberal
imagination that enjoys the broadest possible set of connections
between literature and culture without being a belligerent advo-
cate for either a pristine formalism or a fatuous materialism. I
am not plumping for a master discourse. I would make a case
for English departments where one can observe a huge range of
options for students, from the unashamed, vulgar Marxist to the
unashamed, refined Formalist. They all have their version of dan-
cing girls. But no one is rude or close-minded enough to call them
that. Am I mistaken or has the latter creature nearly disappeared
from the groves of Academe? And are we breeding students
who really cannot tell the difference in quality between F. Scott
Fitzgerald and James Joyce?

RB: You evoke Arnold and Plato and speak of the Beautiful,
the True and the Good as though they were out for a joy-ride on
a bicycle built-for-three. But these estimable qualities have little
or nothing in common. Put them on a tandem and they will end
up wrecked in a ditch or hedgerow. You of course know the con-
centration camp argument. Germany was one of the most highly
educated and intellectually refined countries on earth in 1940.
Rubrgebiet factory workers listened to Furtwangler conduct
Beethoven with rapt attention (I’ve seen the photos). And yet the
program in the camps was murder by day and Mozart by night.
All that beautiful Bildung did nothing to ensure right conduct. To
the contrary, it produced one of the most catastrophic moral fail-
ures in human history. Returning to Hassan and the graduate stu-
dent, we should remember that it is the grim feminist and the prim
Victorian who strive to connect art and ethics. I share Kant’s view
that criticism, real criticism, only begins when we have drawn
category distinctions that separate Reason, Morality and Beauty.

Having said that, I agree that literary studies in the academy
have become dysfunctional, and one of the principal reasons
for the current mess is ideologically-motivated reading. But I
don’t think we should “radically” forge ahead by returning to
Trilling’s idea of the “liberal imagination.” What you propose is



The Dysfunction of Criticism at the Present Time 21

Trilling’s update of Arnold with a dash of pluralism thrown in:
the Deconstructionist Lion lies down with the Formalist Lamb.
I would suggest something more radical: a return to a rigorously
hermeneutic tradition in which the critic seeks to identify and
calibrate Meaning and Significance—Sinn and Bedeutung—
according to such criteria as text, intention, production and
reception. Jerome McGann has attempted this kind of highly lay-
ered and deeply textured reading with results that to my eye are
extremely promising.

JS:  Tam not arguing for a literal or strict connection between
art and ethics. I am suggesting that aesthetics—except in the
rare case of the Nazis and a few other maniacs vended to us by
history—always already dovetails with an ethical stance. Marxists
and Feminists tend to ossify or literalize what is actually the most
subtle and supple of sinews: that which makes many novelists
(and their readers) incapable of cruelty and of being what Rorty
calls “monsters of incuriosity.” Proust could satirize his world but
would not hurt a fly. Artists never murder. Beethoven was hard
work as a man, but he never would or could kill anyone, and
his Ninth Symphony has lifted millions more hearts than it has
hardened or furnished with easy escapism. The aesthetic, properly
conceived, quickens tenderness and curiosity. That’s why even the
acerbic Jane Austen is, finally, a gentle Jane, a forgiving ironist, a
satirist and a shaper of kindred souls.

RB: William Burroughs shot and killed his wife during a drun-
ken game of “William Tell.” Norman Mailer stabbed his second
wife with a penknife (how wonderfully symbolic!) and nearly did
her in. Verlaine shot Rimbaud in a jealous rage and but for his
bad aim there would be no Illuminations. Villon was in and out of
jail his entire life and ended up murdering a certain Sermaise in a
wine-sodden altercation. And Christopher Marlowe—a man who
vied in reputation with Shakespeare—was killed after assaulting
a companion over a drinking bill. One could of course expand
upon this list, and if we include the number of writers who fought
in wars—where no doubt the usual unspeakable atrocities were
committed—the roll call of death and dishonor expands. Artists
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never murder? Gentle Janes all? I think not. Creative souls often
mind neither their aesthetic nor moral manners.

JS: What can I say? I don’t think your list of murdering artists
can match up to the much longer list of artists who spent all their
time trying to both gentle and complicate our souls by setting us
off on what Verlaine called—rather beautifully—our “adventu-
res among masterpieces.” Your impressive handful of artist-thugs
is just that. And not one writer on your list can hold a candle
to Homer, Virgil, Dante, Shakespeare, Milton, Wordsworth,
Tennyson, Hardy, Eliot, Joyce, Yeats and Beckett (I could go on
and on). By the way, recent scholarship suggests that Marlowe
ran afoul of Walsingham and his murder was actually a political
assassination.

But let us swerve from artists and return to criticism for a few
more dysfunctional moments. I don’t think there are many Jerry
McGanns left in the American academy. For every subtle and
responsible critic (who can still write), I suspect there are three
academic lemmings lining up to jump off the cliffs of their craggy
hermeneutics of suspicion. Did you know, for example, that public
school children in the U.K. are currently being fed the idea that
Heathcliff represents the underclass or proletariat who returns to
overthrow his oppressively-bourgeois masters? A Marxist reading
of Wuthering Heights? Why not? If gentle Jane Austen can be
tortured (most famously by Eve Sedgwick) into saying that her
novels are about female masturbation (or its repression), then I
suppose any dysfunction is possible.

RB: I was responding to your rather startling assertion that
“artists never murder.” My argument is that artists are a mixed
lot—some good, some bad, some dreadful—and that there’s no
connection between the quality of their morals and the quality
of their art. Ezra Pound, Louis-Ferdinand Céline and Wyndham
Lewis were raving anti-Semites and enthusiastic supporters of
Hitler and Mussolini. When Pound learned of the Nazi slaughter
of Jews in Russia he responded with a line that scans beautifully:
“Fresh meat on the Russian steppes.” And yet Pound, Céline and
Lewis are three of the greatest artists of the twentieth century.
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You say that “aesthetics always already dovetails with an ethical
stance.” I say where is the evidence?

As for criticism, it is indeed in a sorry state. But we have arri-
ved at that state precisely because our reading of literature con-
tinues to be informed by a residual Arnoldianism. The Marxist
and the Feminist both believe, along with Arnold, that art should
morally instruct and improve. They simply disagree about what
is instructive and what is improving. As I suggested earlier, her-
meneutics offers an antidote to such moralizing by insisting on
the distinction between Sinn and Bedeutung, a text’s Meaning
and a text’s Significance. That distinction enables us to see that a
great deal of current criticism falls into what philosophers call a
“category error.” Literary scholars often think that they’re inter-
preting a text—attempting to understand its Meaning (what the
author intended)—when in fact all they are doing is discussing its
Significance for contemporary culture. Of course for the profes-
soriate, contemporary culture means university culture, and uni-
versity culture means a predictable set of political commitments.

JS: In stepping [over]| slain meat, metrical feet create poetry,
which is—as Pound says—“news that stays news.” Poetry makes
[the] new/s fresh flesh. Pound’s line is not murder; neither is it
murderously cruel. On the contrary, it intensifies—and prolongs—
through the trick of style the horror of the Nazi slaughter, not
unlike how Homer’s dactyls intensify the taste of spilt Trojan
blood. That’s my sensibility, at least.

As for the professoriate, I have not much to add to your own
comments. They are debasing Arnold. If art does instruct and
delight, then the sensitive, intelligent critic must attend to how
it does those wonderful things. What nettles me most is the
assumption that art is hawking ideological biases and making us
more miserable once we discover the designs it has on us. Irvin
Ehrenpreis once said that criticism should be 90% information,
10% interpretation. Now we have 10% interpretation and 90%
cultural significance. Scholarship is mostly dead. And academics
paradoxically increase their irrelevance the more they bray about
their importance as “public intellectuals” who can teach nineteen-
year olds how to read Pride and Prejudice as a vagina monologue.
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RB: But your own wonderfully perverse reading of Pound
betrays the same kind of interpretive excess you condemn in the
Marxists and Feminists. Given what we know of Pound’s bio-
graphy, it is clear that he was not registering his horror at the
slaughter of Russian Jews, but celebrating what he saw as a fascist
triumph. Why is it objectionable to transform Pride and Prejudice
into a vagina monologue or Wuthering Heights into a Marxist
revenge tragedy, but not objectionable to rewrite Pound’s Jew-
hating remark?

So far you have avoided responding to my comments on the
distinction between Meaning and Significance. Both E. D. Hirsch
and Jerome McGann—in their very different ways—believe that
authorial intention is something critics should attend to. What is
your view? My sense is that you want to have your hermeneutic
cake and eat it. You like frisky, risky readings when you do them.
But you hate them in Terry Eagleton or Eve Sedgwick.

JS: My frisky readings are risky only in the sense that they are
sometimes original. By “original” I mean nothing more or less than
that they attend in precise ways to the origins of the work of art
1) in its author’s creative consciousness, 2) in its various cultural and
historical contexts and 3) in my own evolving sensibility. This triad
forms a kind of circuit within which my literary criticism sparks
itself. I take on board your remark about my misreading of Pound’s
anti-Semitism. But, for me, the final effect of his “Fresh meat on the
Russian steppes” is less to affirm or endorse the poet’s baleful biases
than to shine a torch on them in such a way that we can augur at
once his hateful views and their stylization in poetic discourse. That
Pound’s unpleasant prejudices can be pleasantly scanned (in every
sense) makes them important, memorable markers of the intersec-
tion of the lethal and the lyrical, the Unjust and le moft juste.

I don’t like critics who are tactless in their friskiness. They
grope the work of art in order to find what most obsesses them.
The work of art becomes merely a platform or stage for the critic’s
hermeneutical floor-show of fantasy. One example of felonious
friskiness should make my point.

I once heard a lecture by Susan McClary on Beethoven’s Ninth
Symphony. A feminist musicologist, she was on the verge of win-
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ning the coveted MacArthur Fellowship that nourishes promi-
sing geniuses. She argued in her lecture (subsequently published)
that in Beethoven’s Ninth the “point of recapitulation in the first
movement of the Ninth is one of the most horrifying moments in
music, as the carefully prepared cadenza is frustrated, damming up
energy which finally explodes in the throttling murderous rage of
a rapist incapable of attaining release.” That sentence rightly pro-
voked a huge debate called “Beethoven and the rape controversy.”
McClary considerably softened her tumescent reading in a later
publication, but the mischief—and damage—had been done. I am
hardly alone in seeing the excesses of McClary’s “friskiness.” Did
she commit some sort of category error? At the very least, I would
say that her “creative misreading” licentiously strayed from what
one might call “tactful friskiness”—oxymoron cheerfully celebra-
ted. But how much of criticism in the last forty years has been
dominated by tactless, insensitive, overweeningly-suspicious
habits of mind?

RB: Yes, the hermeneutics of suspicion has dominated much
criticism of the last forty years and, yes, McClary’s infamous
Beethoven remark is an embarrassment. But I find many of her
writings smart and incisive. I think Charles Rosen gives the most
balanced account of her scholarship in “The New Musicology,”
where he observes that the impact of gender studies on musico-
logy has been “uneven,” producing work that ranges “from the
enlightening to the loony.” He commends McClary for her “racy,
vigorous, and consistently entertaining style” and for her fine ear
(“she hears what takes place musically with unusual sensitivity”),
but he recognizes that her criticism often relies as much on show-
manship as scholarship: “When she inflates her ideas, her pur-
pose seems to be not so much to dazzle, or to attract attention, as
to shock.” At what point does shock become schlock and tactful
friskiness “licentiously stray” into “overweening suspicion”?

As for your reading of Pound, Hans-Georg Gadamer would
approve insofar as it fuses “originary” horizons—that is, insofar
as it combines textual production, textual history and textual
reception. In that sense, your approach is fully hermeneutic. But
when you say the “final effect” of Pound’s line is not to affirm
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the poet’s biases but to expose them, the crucial phrase in your
formulation is “for me.” This is where one moves from Sinn to
Bedeutung—from what the author intended to how it is “signi-
ficant” for a particular reader. An anti-Semite apprehends “fresh
meat” from one angle, a non-anti-Semite from another, and
perspective may be determined as much by the author’s mean-
ing as by the reader’s beliefs and desires. But—here things get
complicated—there’s another dimension at work here, which you
have rightly insisted on. By visually and aurally heightening the
image, Pound not only draws attention to what he describes, but
also breaks down habitual patterns of perception. The effect is not
to align morality with art, as Arnold would argue, but potentially
to make available a new mode of seeing. And new modes of seeing
may enable the reader to understand the world with a little more
complexity, a little less reductiveness. Then again, as the example
of the fabulously well-read Pound illustrates, it may not. In any
event, it is in this area of indeterminacy that the relation of art to
ethics becomes interesting.

One wonders if Plato and Aristotle, who wrote so influentially
on this subject, are of any help here?

JS: Although Hermes was a Greek lad, I don’t think the Greeks
were all that hermeneutically sophisticated. For Plato, art and
artists could remain in the polis if they were thoroughly ideal and
idealizing. For Aristotle, the question is not whether art is good for
the polis or its citizenry, but whether the work of art is harmoni-
ously—and therefore powerfully—constructed; that is, if it is for-
mally as “realized” as it can be. Even katharsis is subsidiary to that
concern for—shall we say—the compelling “formality” of art. So
if Plato would chuck out parts of Homer’s Iliad where the hero is
not acting like an ideal hero, Aristotle would sniff unpleasantly at
a poorly-wrought tragedy if its plot were not, strictly speaking, in
order. ’'m not sure how those two ways of seeing art (the extrinsic
and the intrinsic, the Platonic and the Aristotelian) graft onto our
present discussion of Pound, Arnold, art, ethics and Beethoven,
but perhaps they do if we could “only connect” them.

I do think “new modes of seeing” are precisely where the
aesthetic kisses the moral. In one of his essays, George Steiner



The Dysfunction of Criticism at the Present Time 27

says, rather formally, that “whatever complicates consciousness is
a high moral act.” Beethoven’s symphony does that, but McClary’s
work does not. In fact, her bellicose reductiveness is not only
ridiculous: it is immoral. It is the horrifying aesthetic formality of
“fresh meat on the Russian steppes” that makes the line at once
so haunting, disgusting, beautiful and repellent. Only in news that
stays news—because it is formally-stirring—can contradictory
meanings and energies be held together in a way that makes us
see (perceive, witness, comprehend, fathom, judge) more fully.
Any critic who does not attend to—and take joy in—that mira-
cle of dialectical tension should be banished from any Republic
of Criticism. I admire truly literary criticism where the interplay
between the work of art and the critic’s hermeneutical friskiness
is a peculiar form of intimacy where you may want to shoot the
message and yet invite the messenger inside for a long evening
of mutual dalliance. In the case of Hassan’s miscellany of lyrical
moments, his “dancing girls,” one would be a fool to scare off that
harem. It would be like killing a mockingbird.

RB: How we understand the function of criticism depends on
how we understand the function of literature. Insofar as critics
have considered literature socially significant, they have understan-
dably worried about its moral effect. Plato and Aristotle provide
two of the earliest accounts of that effect: the mimetic and thera-
peutic. It is well known that Plato regarded art as a poor imitation
of ultimate reality, of the transcendent realm of the eidos. What
is less well known is that Plato, like Oscar Wilde, also believed
that reality—social and historical reality—imitates art. People are
moved by an action in Homer, a character in Sophocles, a caress
in Sappho, and they imitate what they have read, seen or heard.
But since for Plato poets are more rhetoricians than philosophers,
more interested in arousing emotions than promoting the Good,
they are unreliable moral legislators and therefore dangerous to
the body politic. Hence their banishment from the Republic.

Aristotle agrees that art has moral consequences, but he
takes an approach radically different from Plato’s. The affective
dimension of art, the fact that it stimulates and manipulates the
emotions, is for Aristotle not its weakness but its strength. Art
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functions like a good therapy session: it does not repress our dar-
ker impulses but isolates and exposes them, so that they may then
be purged through katharsis. For Plato, seeing Oedipus sleep with
his mother and kill his father promotes incest and patricide, but
for Aristotle what happens in the Theatre of Dionysos stays in the
Theatre of Dionysos. The audience is cleansed of its baser desires
precisely by vicariously experiencing them.

Of course, both Plato and Aristotle are right. Young
Weimarians dressed in blue jackets and yellow vests and put bul-
lets through their heads in imitation of Werther. But plenty of
other young Germans got all that Weltschmerz—not to mention
Weltschmaltz—out of their system by reading Goethe’s both won-
derfully and ridiculously overwrought book.

So where does this leave us? I'm less convinced than you that
“new modes of seeing” necessarily improve our ethical sensibility,
and I reject Steiner’s claim that “whatever complicates conscious-
ness is a high moral act.” But in a sense we are dancing around—
speaking of dancing girls—the fundamental question of this
dialogue, so I shall now ask it. Does literature—or, if you prefer,
art—have a moral obligation? And if not, then what function does
it serve?

JS:  Only a tiny handful of Werther suicides are on the books
and Goethe said he wrote the novel to “get it out of [his] system,”
so Aristotle mostly wins that battle. As for banishing the poets from
his Utopia—well, it’s a bit of a tangle. Plato’s argument is fairly
specific and, finally, perhaps deftly ironic, as some scholars have
suggested in books with titles such as Plato’s Defense of Poetry
(Julius Elias). Nietzsche first suggested that line of defense when he
claimed that in order properly to judge (and outmatch) the poets,
Plato had to become a poet, almost despite himself. Hence, the lite-
rary and rhetorically-skillful dimensions to some of the dialogues,
most notably Phaedrus and Symposium. Plato’s Socrates discusses
getting rid of parts of Homer’s Iliad but certainly not the whole
thing. He also discusses getting rid of certain pastries because they
are too rich and fattening. One begins to suspect that Plato is not
entirely serious about his astringent moral judgments regarding
what gets thrown out of his Republic, that his stance might be shot



The Dysfunction of Criticism at the Present Time 29

through with ironic posturing. Plato’s own use of myth (poiésis as
myth-making), moreover, indicates that philosophy must some-
times rely on similes, allegories and other literary devices to make a
bridge to those who resist straightforward didactic philosophizing.
A dialectic is, after all—as we keep demonstrating—a fundamen-
tally literary enterprise, a language game partly sustained by its rhe-
torical performances or, to speak metaphorically, its dancing girls.

As for art’s “moral function,” I think that oscillates happily
between Plato’s and Aristotle’s insights about art that you adum-
brated. Throw in Horace and Longinus. I don’t really feel the need
to take sides, but I do think that in superior works of art the
extrinsic and the intrinsic approaches are both fully justified. If
I had to choose, I probably would plump for Aristotle because I
think that most art functions less to urge than to purge.

As for the critics, I wish only that they would approach lit-
erature with a little more respect for the ways in which it rep-
resents a triumph of Mind far superior to anything critics do. I am
helplessly reminded of one of my favorite exchanges in Waiting
for Godot when Vladimir and Estragon decide to while away the
time by insulting each other. The triumphant insult says it all:

ESTRAGON: That’s the idea, let’s abuse each other.
They turn, move apart, turn again and face each other.
VLADIMIR: Moron!

ESTRAGON: Vermin!

VLADIMIR: Abortion!

ESTRAGON: Morpion!

VLADIMIR: Sewer-rat!

ESTRAGON: Curate!

VLADIMIR: Cretin!

ESTRAGON: (with finality). Crritic!

VLADIMIR: Oh!

He wilts, vanquished, and turns away.

RB: Yes, Plato is more complicated than his banishment of
the poets from the Republic would suggest. Yes, not every teenage
reader of Werther lodged a bullet in his head. And yes, critics are
a dreary lot and should show more respect for the artists they cri-
ticize. But (again) we cannot address the function of criticism until
we address the function of art. You want to split the difference
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between Platonic models of conduct and Aristotelian mecha-
nisms of therapy. We might also throw in the Kantian approach,
which involves what we have been calling “new modes of seeing”
(Viktor Shklovsky’s ostranenie or defamiliarization). All three of
these approaches assume a social function, although Kant is care-
ful to take the “moral” out of the equation.

Might we say that Plato, Aristotle and Kant treat art, especially
literary art, as providing us with what Wittgenstein described as
“forms of life”? “To imagine a language,” Wittgenstein says in
Philosophical Tnvestigations “means to imagine a form of life,”
a way of being in the world, of making choices and acting upon
them. Literature provides us with models of living, mechanisms of
feeling, modes of perceiving, and these in turn guide and shape the
decisions we make and the life we choose. It does not, however,
assure that those decisions and choices will be moral any more
than reading the Bible or the Nichomachean Ethics inspires one
to help little old ladies across the street.

But if we agree that literature provides us with “forms of life,”
the question remains what is the function of criticism? Is it to
explicate what authors intended when they imagined a particular
form of life? Or is it something else, something more? And if so,
where do we draw the line between what the critic half perceives
and half creates?

JS: T take your point, at long last, about the dubiousness of
saddling art with a moral mission. As Nabokov tirelessly reminds
his readers, “Lolita has no moral in tow.” My argument or claim
all along is that great art somehow gentles our condition, Nazi
concert-goers notwithstanding. On the whole, I think the “forms
of life” you mention conduce to make people more interesting,
entertaining, soulful, complicated, and possibly less damaging
to others if their moral imaginations are quickened by reading
stories about people who are brutal to others precisely because
they do not use their imaginations. The most decorous example
of that quickening could be the lesson Jane Austen’s Emma learns
at Box Hill when she insults Miss Bates, much to the dismay of
the assembled picnickers, particularly Mr. Knightley, who sternly
chastises Emma for her lack of feeling towards the poor, garrulous
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spinster. But to be alive to that lesson of charitable good manners—
what Austen calls “those elegant decorums”—one must not be
starving (Shaw: “Get your money first, then your morals”) or
crippled psychologically. I don’t know if that quickening amounts
to the “social function” of art.

I honor critics—Tony Tanner in the case of Austen—who seem
to pay close attention to what’s on the printed page at the same
time they make startling connections textually, intertextually, cul-
turally, biographically, etc., and yet without making the literary
text into an allegory of a single, supervising theory. Great litera-
ture will always overwhelm any theory meant to explicate it. And
sometimes the critic’s biases really do pervert the text, as in the
[in]famous case of Chinua Achebe’s reading of Conrad’s Heart of
Darkness. So, I think the purpose of criticism is to illumine and
partly join in the dance of seven veils, both showing how those
veils are put on and how they may be peeled off, one by one, to
help reveal more and more unfamiliar beauty. If finding/making
so much beauty somehow makes us into less perfidious, cruel and
selfish human beings, so much the better.

RB: “Quickening” puts the matter nicely. Literature is, as the
ancients never tire of telling us, a form of instruction. It educates
not only the mind but also the senses. We might call it, as Flaubert
did, a form of “sentimental education.” But—here I gather we
now agree—that education cannot and should not guarantee
moral rectitude.

Achebe’s “An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart of
Darkness” provides a text-book example of the hermeneutic issue
I have been stressing insofar as it blurs the distinction between
what the author intended and how those intentions strike a con-
temporary. Achebe acknowledges Conrad’s historical situation
(“It was certainly not his fault that he lived his life at a time when
the reputation of the black man was at a particularly low level”),
but Achebe nevertheless pillories the Polish writer for depicting
Africans as “savages,” given the fact that the Congolese art of
the period was highly sophisticated. Indeed the masks produced
by the Fang people of the Congo region later inspired Picasso
and Matisse to revolutionize modern art. But it is here that his-
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torical precision is important. Maurice Vlaminck first circulated
the African masks among Western artists in 1905. Conrad was
in the Congo in 1889. Roughly fifteen years mark the difference
between one “image” of Africa and another, and that historical
difference is crucial to any fair assessment of Conrad’s novella.
Achebe’s essay commits three fundamental errors. It fails to sep-
arate the moral from the aesthetic; it fails to separate meaning
from significance; and it fails to historicize. As a polemic the essay
is engaged and engaging. As serious literary criticism it is mostly
useless.

JS:  Achebe fails to understand the complex meaning of Heart
of Darkness and that’s why he condemns it. Properly absorbed,
Heart of Darkness is at once a stirring critique of Belgian rapacity
and a contemporary document in racism. The novella also con-
tains materials for a dozen, perfectly responsible interpretations,
my favorite being Michael Levenson’s superb essay, “The Value of
Facts in Heart of Darkness.” Unlike Achebe, Levenson responds
to intention, text, context, history, philosophy, psychology and
aesthetics in order to evolve a sensitive and complicated under-
standing of the way Conrad shows how value-laden “facts” really
are, more so as we journey into the dark hearts of both Kurtz and
colonialism.

To see the novella only as a racist text is to misread the text
and its author’s intentions. To me, art is the opposite of propa-
ganda, and we are back to the question of Pound’s anti-Semitism.
Achebe wrongly imagines that Heart of Darkness is propaganda
for European superiority and in doing so he ignores how well
the novella scans as anti-European and as a story about the dis-
integration of a mind in the jungle—for starters. It is the task of
the critic, as T. S. Eliot observed, “to be very, very intelligent.”
The responsible critic must, at the very least, strive for something
resembling “disinterested contemplation” rather than allowing
his or her interpretations to be tainted by disfiguring—and
dysfunctional—Dbiases (Beethoven’s music is a rapist, Conrad is a
racist, etc.). Just as art is not propaganda, so criticism is not obses-
sion, nor theory mere fantasy.
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Piloting myself between the Scylla of Concrete Detail and the
Charybdis of Abstruser Musings, I quickly tire of the “brilliancies
of theorizing” unless the theories are truly brilliant. Even Stephen
Dedalus, after “all in all,” does not believe his own theory. Better
to sacrifice a few speculations than to watch all one’s works and
days vanish in the devouring vortex.

RB: I think we have stumbled toward agreement. Literature
is neither form nor content, neither the dancer nor the dance. It
is both at once, acting in concert, and occurring in a specific time
and place. Serious critics plot their course of explication along an
array of vectors, including authorial intention, historical context,
cultural situation, origins of production and horizons of recep-
tion. And they do all of this while remembering that literature is
always an aesthetic as well as a semantic phenomenon—that it
not only communicates meaning but also engages, indeed delights,
the senses.

The crisis in literary studies at the university is not simply a mat-
ter of political correctness. It is also—I would say principally—a
crisis in disciplinarity. Professional literary critics often have little
idea of why they do what they do, beyond some vague sense of
what will yield dividends in the scholarly marketplace. The result
is the dysfunction of criticism at the present time.

As for theory, it has a significant role to play in revitalizing
criticism, if only we had a theory worthy of the name. On my
reading, Stephen Dedalus and James Joyce both believe in the
efficacy of theory. Of course, Stephen plays many roles, one of
which is Jesus, and he therefore speaks many languages, including
the language of parable and allegory. His “theory” of Hamilet is
really a theory of Ulysses, which is to say a theory of modern-
ism. What he disowns is the literal application of the theory. Its
allegorical application—the point where theory meets art—tells
another story. But to understand that story, we must possess suffi-
cient knowledge and skill to integrate the text that is Ulysses with
the history that produced it and the theory that inevitably informs
our reading of it. It is only then that the body will sway to music
and the dancer will begin to dance.
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JS:  And that’s precisely when and where the detached, intel-
ligent and intuitive reader of literature understands that Hassan’s
dancing girls are not merely decorative, far less ideologically-
suspect. They are forms of beauty—and forms of life—that unite
our imaginations and judgment in such a way that we become
capable of beautifully literary criticism.



The Grapes of Zeuxis:
Representation in the Arts

RB: Erich Auerbach and Walter Benjamin were both born
to assimilated Jewish families in Berlin in 1892. Both later stud-
ied literature at the German university, and after Hitler’s rise to
power both fled the country of their birth, Auerbach traveling
to Istanbul and Benjamin to Paris. More importantly, during
their exiles they both produced what are arguably the twentieth
century’s two most influential studies of representation in the arts:
Auerbach’s magisterial Mimesis, penned in Turkey and completed
in 1946, and Benjamin’s brilliantly provocative “The Work of Art
in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” written in three versions
between 1935 and 1939. Are the connections between these criti-
cal essays merely coincidental, or do they run deeper, converging
in significant ways on the aesthetic, the social and the political? Is
it an accident that these works were produced by refugees from
National Socialism and the mass propaganda it generated? Finally,
are we justified in discovering parallels between mimesis in lit-
erature from Homer to Woolf and mimesis in photography and
cinema? Indeed, might we extend the arguments of Auerbach and
Benjamin to the simulacral culture of our own time—to mechan-
ical reproduction as it exists on YouTube, Facebook and Twitter?
Is the scar of Odysseus just another version of Paul Muni’s and Al
Pacino’s Scarface, which itself anticipates the on-line fascination
with Tina Fey’s facial scar?

JS:  Nietzsche observes that the ancient Greeks “were superfi-
cial out of profundity.” I suppose, by contrast, that we moderns
are, as you witheringly intimate, “profoundly superfacial.” The
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simulacra that variously divert us are three or four removes from
Plato’s Forms. But this is not the tack I want to take.

Our old friend and enemy, Jacques Lacan, thought the story
about the two painters—Zeuxis and Parrhasius—showed that
animals are compelled by appearances but human beings, with
their oversized frontal lobes, are in love with secrets—the hidden,
the mysterious, the veiled. It is one thing to fool the birds into
descending with their bird-brains to peck fecklessly at painted
grapes. It is quite another to paint a curtain so enticingly that one
tries to pull it off the painting to reveal what it hides. Who was
it—Frank Kermode?—who said that all great literature is based
on a secret, on what the representation does not re-present, but
makes at once pruriently and intellectually absent?

Yet another veiled illusion/allusion. T wonder if my reply to
you, in the spirit of your inquiry, could take the form of repro-
duction/representation. And so my “re-ply” is my favorite piece
of sculpture, which I recently admired in the Corcoran Gallery in
Washington D.C. The marble veil and the face were of course chi-
seled simultaneously by the crafty artist. I am achingly intrigued
by that simultaneity.

Figure 3: Guiseppe Croff, Veiled Nun.
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RB: Lacan has forgotten the Greeks—or confused them with
animals. Auerbach argues that there are two styles of represen-
tation in the West: the Hellenic and the Hebraic. The former
depends on an aesthetic of externality, on beautiful surfaces and
seductive appearances, while the latter depends on an aesthetic
of internality or transcendence, on depths that must be plumb-
ed and heights that must be scaled. In Hellenic art, meaning
and expression are effortlessly integrated—the one inhering in
the other—but in Hebrew Scripture the reader labors to find
the meaning below the expression, struggles to close the inter-
pretive distance between surface and depth. Benjamin’s pro-
gram is different but related. For him the contrast is between
the aura of traditional art and the mechanical reproduction of
photography and cinema. With the advent of a xerographic
technology, the ability of art to enchant or mystify—its aura-
tic function—is destroyed. Before mechanical reproduction, the
work of art is characterized by its uniqueness (there is only one
Mona Lisa) and by its distance from the viewer (we must travel
to view Leonardo’s masterpiece). But once we can endlessly and
effortlessly duplicate the Mona Lisa, the painting’s uniqueness
and distance are destroyed, with the result that we lose the quasi-
cultic function of art.

Guiseppe Croff’s sculpture, Veiled Nun (1860), coyly illustrates
Auerbach’s and Benjamin’s notions of art. We must pierce the veil,
penetrate the surface, see into the depths of the sculpture in order
to apprehend it properly. The veil stands for a kind of interpre-
tive resistance that prevents us from moving beyond appearance to
essence. In chapter two of The Genesis of Secrecy, Kermode writes
“If we want to think about narratives that mean more and other
than they seem to say” then we should consider the “parable.”
Croff’s sculpture presents a parable that is a paradox: the veil ren-
ders the secret visible, draws our eyes to the unseen, detains us in
the fold (as did your re-ply) that deliciously joins surface and depth.

JS: 1 think part of what so intrigues me about Veiled Nun
is the lack of resistance that allows us to see at once the face
beneath the veil and the veil itself. It is a paradox or a kind of
phenomenological conundrum. Add to the mystery the fact that
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a face, too, can be a veil, especially a nun’s face, which may serve
both to reveal and veil a woman’s interiority, her spirituality and
her sexuality. But, to me, there is something hermeneutically sug-
gestive about that sculpture and its transparent secret. Pondering
both gaps in clothing (slit skirts that reveal, suddenly, a flash of
flesh) and gaps in texts (moments where the reader is invited to
author meaning), Roland Barthes wrote: “Is not there the most
erotic place—there, where the garment leaves gaps?” One also
recalls the lasciviously gap-toothed Wife of Bath and her radically
“heterotextual” “Preface,” which—busy with quotations from
authoritative texts—both reveals and hides (adds a layer of skin,
or a skein) to the Wife’s intention to find Husband Six on her way
to Canterbury. No veiled nun, the Wife, but one can still get lost
in her “folded” sexuality/textuality.

I wonder which is the more “advanced hermeneutics”—the
Hellenic or the Hebraic? Does not Auerbach plump for the former?
Does not Veiled Nun somehow combine or fuse the two kinds of
interpretation, or perhaps even short-circuit them precisely because
its distinctive, magical aura turns depth into surface, surface into
depth, in a single moment, at first glance and at last gaze?

RB: For Auerbach, the Greek text is transparent, the Jewish
text opaque. Does he prefer Olympian cloudlessness or Mosaic
abstraction? The epistemology of the surface or the hermeneutics
of depth? Critics tend to incline to the latter, though one suspects
that Auerbach’s categories are more dialectical than oppositional.
Certainly the great essays in Mimesis—“Odysseus’ Scar,” “The
World in Pantagruel’s Mouth,” “The Weary Prince,” “The Brown
Stocking”—organize themselves around an interplay of surface
and depth, and it is that interplay that Veiled Nun so beautifully
illustrates. Insofar as we see through the veil, it is transparent, but
insofar as we see the veil itself, it is opaque. It is a kind of mem-
brane (one thinks of Derrida’s “Tympan™) that mediates between,
while joining together, outside and inside. Or if you prefer, it is a
version of Kermode’s “parable” (from the Greek parabolé), which
carries suggestions of “comparison,” « analogy.”
“Like” but not “is,” the parable occupies that ambiguous space
“between,” the Barthesian gap of interpretive play.

»

illustration,
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In Book XIX of The Odyssey, Euryclea recognizes Odysseus
by his scar—she “reads” the surface—and yet the scar itself has
“deeper” significance. It is at once the sign of his rite of passage
to manhood (symbolically wounded in the thigh, he nevertheless
kills the boar) and also a portent of his future success (he will
vanquish the suitors and reclaim his throne). The scar looks back-
ward and forward in time. It is confined to a fold of skin, but
beneath it lies a complex, temporal archaeology, a narrative chain
of interlocking analepses and prolepses.

Similarly Croff’s veil—a curtain of air and a sheet of marble—
seamlessly flutters in its polysemy. At one level, the veil is simply
itself, not a sign but a surface, a garment worn by a nun, the literal
expression of her “having taken the veil.” And yet, as a moment’s
reflection shows, this cannot be the case. Nuns wear wimples not
veils and, whatever their head-covering, they never show their
hair. Might the veil of this well-coiffured woman be a sign for
something else? Notice that as the fabric falls to the woman’s
neck, it tightly winds around her throat, enclosing, grasping,
strangling. Is Croff offering his commentary on the fate of the
young woman, drawing an analogy between the veil and the
noose? Indeed, pushing matters further, might we say that this
is not a veil at all, but a shroud? Notice her lifeless eyes, the for-
ward-drooping head, the preternaturally peaceful expression of
her face. Perhaps Croff is suggesting that having taken her vows,
she is now dead to the world. But let us slip deeper into the folds
of this hermeneutic unravelling. Might the delicate membrane that
covers her face be meant to remind us of another membrane—one
that will forever remain intact, unpenetrated, inviolate? Croff has
sculpted both the death of love (she is buried alive) and the love of
death (the essence of Christianity). It is at once a parable itself and
a parable about parables (all those veiled allusions).

But here I think it is worth pausing to remind ourselves of a
simple fact. What you and I have been talking about is not Veiled
Nun, which is a life-sized bust housed in the Corcoran Gallery, but
a two-dimensional image, approximately 2% inches by 3 inches,
which exists in hyperspace. My question: have we been discussing
Croff’s sculpture at all? And if not, what is the relation between
the mechanically produced image you imported into this dialo-
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gue and that sensuously arresting piece of marble in Washington,
D.C.?

JS:  The bad news: the “pixilated” Veiled Nun has no aura at
all once she is torn from her gallery setting and wanting her third
dimension. The good news:Icanlook ather whenever I fancy, which
is often. Indeed, I can now stroll through most of the major art
galleries and museums in the world whilst sitting at home and star-
ing at my computer. I cannot think that is necessarily a degrading,
degraded activity, despite my not being radiated by or bathed in
the sensuous, ritual aura of the original work of art.

Even a mechanical reproduction of Veiled Nun gives me a
certain frisson. I imagine Croff, chisel in hand, working in the
least diaphanous of materials (marble) and banging out both a
lovely face and a lovelier veil with the same stroke of the small
hammer. The illusion produced is one of the most enchanting and
engrossing I have ever come across. It trumps every trompe oeil
I know—and I’ve known quite a few.

RB: Your pragmatic response (mechanical reproduction has
its advantages and disadvantages) makes perfectly good sense, but
I suspect that philosophers like Benjamin and Heidegger would
claim that it ignores a larger aesthetic question. For them, the
work of art fundamentally changes—is transformed in its essen-
tial being—when it becomes a simulacrum. For Benjamin, those
changes are potentially liberating: the function of art shifts from
“ritual” to “politics,” with all that promises (from Benjamin’s
perspective) for social progress. For Heidegger, those changes are
profoundly destructive: the work of art in losing its origin loses
its ability to open itself to truth. In both cases, mechanical repro-
duction fundamentally alters the ontological status of the work
of art.

To speak in Heideggerian terms, when the veil is no longer pal-
pable or present, when the Greek temple loses its cultic function,
it ceases to be a Greek temple. Veil-less, it is unable to draw us
into the “unveiledness” of aletheia. The work of art becomes a
piece of archaeology, a ruin of its former self, a simulacrum of
what it was.
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JS:  It’s not the ontology of Veiled Nun that appeals to me, or
the lack thereof because she is missing one dimension. Even as a
reproduction, the piece’s astonishing craftsmanship and splendid
illusion comes through every time. Do I prefer visiting her—my
sacred, marbled mistress—in Washington, D.C.? Yes, of course,
but her “presence” on my computer screen is not hugely dimin-
ished because she is merely an image. As for Heidegger, I don’t
think his ontology has much to do with certain aesthetic responses
that are both supple and subtle, as you have so ably demonstrated
above in your writing about a work of art you have seen on your
computer screen. In this particular case (I am a case-by-case man)
Veiled Nun really does it for me “in person” or in reproduction.

Now, the Parthenon rebuilt in concrete in Centennial Park in
Nashville, Tennessee—that, my friend, is another case altogether.
Behold this aura-less travesty of a mockery of a sham.

RB: Given our discussion of Veiled Nun,1would have thought
Heidegger’s “truth-as-unveiling” would flutter your imagination a

Figure 4: Temple of Poseidon.
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bit more. If not, let me pass on to the Nashville Parthenon and ask
a simple question: assuming that it is a structurally exact repro-
duction of the original, would your opinion of it be different if it
had been executed in marble rather than concrete? In other words,
taking it as a perfect replica (marble and all), wouldn’t your local
version of the Temple of Athena be just as good as the one on the
Acropolis? Indeed, wouldn’t it be even better, because you would
have it, so to speak, in your backyard?

JS:  Materials matter. There is something obscene and kitschy
about a concrete Parthenon. And the damned thing is already
decaying after just over one-hundred years. I called your atten-
tion to the Nashville Parthenon precisely because it is so devoid
of its ritualistic aura in its Dixie setting. Having said that, imagine
all those bus-loads of school-kids who will never see the origi-
nal on the Acropolis. Perhaps a few of them will be enlivened
by Greek art and culture because of their tramping through the
concrete Parthenon (they don’t care that it’s not marble). It is also
not reduced to ruins (yet), but a perfect scale model that gives you

Figure 5: Nashville Parthenon. (Mayur Phadtare, 2012. Creative Commons
License)
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a far better sense of the lovely symmetry and graceful propor-
tions of the original. What’s astonishing is that the good citizens
of Nashville would ever have constructed their “Parthenon” in
the first place—and over a century ago, when the South was, one
imagines, far less culturally-astute than it is now.

RB: And the answer to my question is ... ?

JS: 1 prefer certain reproductions to others, case by case. I
have no purchase on the precious “aura” of most works of art
anyway, so why pretend otherwise?

RB: Yes, case by case. And the case before us is the Nashville
Parthenon. Would you object to it if were an exact replica, if it
were identical in form and material to the original?

JS: If reading T. S. Eliot has taught me anything, it’s that
modern life—even one hundred years ago, but probably even
2000 years ago—is miserably demythologized and de-ritualized
for most people crawling from womb to tomb. That goes for
any viewing of any Parthenon, the one in Athens or the one in
Nashville. To amend Heidegger: “we are too late for ritual, too
early for Being.” Even if you put the handsomely, “romantically”
ruined Parthenon, marbly piece by piece, in Nashville, I would
not be “aura-struck” by it. Let us remember our Wittgenstein: To
imagine [the language] of ritual is to imagine “a form of life.” And
I am necessarily utterly divorced from any form of life that would
make the Parthenon glow or radiate its magic. By the way, the
same divorce holds for my appreciation of Canterbury Cathedral,
which I can see from my desk at this very moment. Have I finally
answered your question, Dr. Benjamin?

RB: Pragmatist that I am, I too have no use for the cultic func-
tion of art, whether it involves radiating auras a la Benjamin or
“worlding worlds” a la Heidegger—though it is worth remem-
bering that Benjamin himself was of Brecht’s party and therefore
celebrated the triumph of an aura-less “political” art over an
aura-packed “traditional” art. I pressed you on the question of the
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Nashville Parthenon because it seems to me that at a minimum
art, as opposed to craft, does require a fully individualized source
or point of origin. If I make a copy of the Mona Lisa, I haven’t
produced a work of art but a forgery. Of course, in our contem-
porary “down-load” culture, there is no such thing as origin or
originality or copy: it’s simulacra all the way down.

But there are real-world consequences to the aesthetic of the
simulacrum. Our relation to the work of art is profoundly altered.
It is not simply that the “work” of art loses its “workly” status,
the sense that it is the product of an act of labor, which required
time, thought, energy, design, talent, craftsmanship and perhaps
even a little genius. The reception of the work of art is also pro-
foundly altered. When Ruskin communed with the Italian mas-
ters, he didn’t peruse a book of reproductions, surf the Internet
or take a virtual tour of the Doge’s Palace. He literally trod the
stones of Venice. And rather than “capture” on his iPhone the
paintings and architecture he saw, he painstakingly entered
detailed sketches of these wonders into his portfolio. His rela-
tion to the art he described was fundamentally—indeed ontologi-
cally—different from our relation to art in the Age of Mechanical
Reproduction.

JS: Like Adam, I am tempted to accept and fatally munch
on your apple from the Tree of the Knowledge of Authenticity
and Reproduction, especially since in my well-wrought, diurnal
rounds, I pass by Walter Pater’s “wave after wave of stone” called
Canterbury Cathedral and “get” almost nothing out of it, as I men-
tioned a few exchanges ago. My benumbed students cannot tell
me—I perversely ask them every two weeks—how many towers
the Cathedral has in total. The Cathedral is, like Latin, a dead
language, hardly aesthetically compelling or, indeed, perceptible,
for most of the dead pilgrims that obligingly, during sweet or cruel
April, sojourn here to wander through it. The very possibility of
ritual has degenerated into deadening routine, which is also large-
ly the point of The Waste Land. So perhaps I am even more hid-
eously grim than you are on this point because, just strolling to
work, I witness tourists by the thousands treating The Real Thing
as a Reproduction even as they pretend to adore it.
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And yet I have to wonder (and make you wonder) how far
Art has ever been sensuously entangled with ritual and myth. For
every ancient Athenian who made the pilgrimage up the steps to
the Acropolis to moon over Athena Parthenos, there must have
been thousands who did not want the Parthenon to happen, who
just walked dully along, looking for a good ouzo fix and scratch-
ing their innocent Greek arses on the nearest olive tree.

RB: Your rounds may be diurnal but I don’t for a moment
believe that a slumber has sealed your aesthetic spirit. Indeed you
and I have, of a summer’s day, lingered on the vast lawn that joins
The King’s School with the Cathedral, transported by that grav-
ity-defying, heaven-ascending behemoth, delighting in its every
line, lineament and volume. There may not be a God, but anyone
who has really seen the Cathedral will understand why men once
believed in Him.

Has art always been the purview of the privileged few? Certainly
aesthetic souls have been complaining about philistine indifference
since antiquity, as Petronius’s Satyricon so memorably illustrates.
Nevertheless, I think Benjamin is correct when he argues that
with the advent of mechanical reproduction “the total function
of art is revolutionized.” This revolution has extended itself most
profoundly and pervasively in our time as a form of simulacral
culture. When everything becomes digitalized, virtualized, plugged
in, it is no surprise that your students no longer apprehend the
Cathedral, let alone the civilization that produced it.

Of course, there’s nothing new or interesting in whinging over
the fact that we’ve all gone digital. After all, Pm sitting at my own
computer right now, as you may be at yours. What does interest
me—and perhaps is worth thinking about—is how modernism may
have contributed to the general degradation of aesthetic perception
in our own time. 'm rather fond of Marcel Duchamp’s famous
1917 “ready-made,” Fountain. By signing it R. Mutt (with its pun
on the German Armut or “poverty”), he reminds us that a poor
man’s fountain (not to mention art) will be decidedly less elegant
than a rich man’s. Duchamp has added just enough to his ready-
made—and its deconstruction of Kantian anti-utilitarianism—to
make it a witty commentary on the materiality and function of art.



46  Platonic Occasions

Having said that, I was nevertheless amused to discover the
image shown below, which the “curators” of Google Images
scrupulously inform us is a reproduction zot of Duchamp’s 1917
“original” but of a 1950 “replica.” No doubt there is a substan-
tial difference in monetary value between the two objects. But
is there any difference in aesthetic value? Indeed, does it make
sense to distinguish between originals and replicas when talking
about Fountain? For that matter, would it be possible to make
a “forgery” of Duchamp’s sculpture? Presumably it would be a
“replica” masquerading as an “original,” though of course the
whole point behind a ready-made is there is no original. Which
leads me to a question: Once it’s simulacra all the way down, is
there any way back up—Dback up to those towers your students
can no longer see?

JS: Did you know that beer-swollen tourists regularly pee—
or try to pee—in Fountain? Well, they do, according to museum
employees. That it is impossible to pee—or try to pee—in or on

Figure 6: Marcel Duchamp, Fountain (replica). (© 2014
Succession Marcel Duchamp)
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Veiled Nun must say something about what has happened to “Art”
in the modern world. For hoi polloi, the “original” is so mimeti-
cally compelling that one might as well empty one’s bladder in it.
Or is Art so tedious and jejune that one can treat it as the chance to
void one’s wasteland of Miller Lite? Are we Paterians the judge of
anything once the idea of judgment, both artistically and critically,
has become shit—or once the veil has been torn and shredded?

RB: Zeuxis’ birds peck and Duchamp’s tourists pee. In both
cases, viewers respond to what we might call the mimetic impera-
tive, except in the case of Fountain the work of art is not an imi-
tation but the thing itself. Or is it? Arthur Danto would say once
Duchamp’s ready-made enters the museum it has become art.

JS: T categorically reject Danto’s formulation and the whole
“institutional” definition of art. That’s how Tracey Emin was
anointed—Dby the pretentious Saatchi.

RB: One may disagree with Arthur Danto’s “The Artworld”
but one must give reasons. You begin to sound like Testadura,
Danto’s version of the philistine in the museum.

I might point out that the principal artist Danto is defending
in his classic 1964 essay is not Tracey Emin, or one of the other
Saatchi artists, but Andy Warhol. Here is Warhol’s 1962 Electric
Chair: mechanical reproduction meets mechanical destruction.
Care to comment?

JS: I shan’t defend Warhol. I cannot imagine one of his works
that makes me think or feel profoundly. “Pop art” is, for me, an
oxymoron that appeals only to lovers of mass culture, camoufla-
ged as chic art critics. You are clearly not among them. Art, as I
understand it, dies miserably in that electric chair. The electricity
is a kind of didacticism, all the more shocking for being slyly but
finally insufficiently ironic. If we want to ponder Veiled Nun’s
evil twin/s, how about Warhol’s “Marilyn” series?

RB: I think Warhol is one of the major artists of the second
half of the twentieth century. He is to the America of the 1960s
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Figure 7: Andy Warhol, Electric Chair. (© 2014 The Andy Warhol
Foundation for the Visual Arts)

Figure 8: Andy Warhol, Marilyn Monroe. (© 2014 The Andy Warhol
Foundation for the Visual Arts)
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and 7os what Flaubert was to France of the 1848 Revolution, the
Second Republic and the Second Empire. Both men constructed
their art out of the popular culture of their time. In the case of
Flaubert, it was sentimental novels, political journalism and the
“democratization” of knowledge, as represented by the nineteenth
century’s reimagining of L’Encyclopédie. In the case of Warhol,
the bill of particulars is familiar—from Hollywood to Madison
Avenue to Celebrity Culture. Part of Warhol’s brilliance consists
in his having been the first artist (and this in the face Clement
Greenberg’s strictures on modernism) not merely to abandon ab-
stract expressionism but to glory in the naive imagery of mechan-
ical reproduction. Of course, Warhol ironically distances himself
from that reproduction—indeed introduces into it a commentary
that savagely skewers the culture of xerography, even as it docu-
ments the ways in which celebrity has replaced aura.

Veiled Nun is lovely and provocative. But a hundred years
from now everyone will know who Andy Warhol is, while
today virtually no one knows who Guiseppe Croff is. And that’s
because his sculpture is a highly accomplished but largely deriva-
tive example of the academic style of the period. He is, in a word,
a talented and gifted craftsman, who nevertheless failed to create
original art.

But this is not to say that Warhol provides aid and comfort to
the champions of simulacral culture. You call him a “Pop” artist,
but that is a term more accurately applied to someone like Peter
Max, who sold massively in the 1960s and 7os precisely because
he valorized the most vapid clichés of his time.

No one in Warhol’s America wanted to be told that their
country was a collection of mass-produced Campbell soup cans,
blood-splattered Jackies, or ghoulish electric chairs, but the youth
culture of the period took it as a matter of faith that psychedelic
love would transform the world into utopia. Max’s immensely
successful “Love” poster—which sold thousands—delivered pre-
cisely that feel-good message. It was the Pieta of the period, bring-
ing a cannabis-laced aura to every dorm-room in America.

JS: I don’t like the way Warhol has it both ways: sneering
at vulgarity and laughing all the way to the bank as he mass-
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produces that vulgarity. Flaubert’s lyricizing of vulgarity is memo-
rable because he spent five years writing Madame Bovary, often
working ten to twelve hours per day. Surely Warhol’s manipula-
tion of his vulgar idiom will have no lasting appeal. It is the crea-
ture of fashion and caprice, willfully so. I agree that Veiled Nun
is aca-demic and derivative. But it is not a collection of soup cans
that one can look at for two seconds, get the joke, and then glide
away on museum-legs to pretend to care about the next travesty
of art.

RB: Is the test of aesthetic value how much time the artist
put in? Dr. Johnson could rip off a Rambler faster than most
caffeine-crazed bloggers can construct a paragraph. Mozart
composed symphonies in half the time the average rock musi-
cian spends writing a song. Voltaire, Goethe, Dickens, Picasso,
Stravinsky and Pound all created with amazing rapidity and dex-
terity. But this is irrelevant. Surely we judge art on the results, not
how quickly or slowly it was produced?

I have no idea whether Warhol laughed, cried, smirked or
smiled on the way to the bank, and I don’t much care. Though I
am pleased he was well paid for his art, which is rarely the case.
You say that Warhol will have “no lasting appeal,” but we are
now some twenty-five years out from his death, and his reputa-
tion continues to rise. Certainly his work is not merely a “creature
of fashion,” since the fashions he was critiquing are long forgot-
ten. One need only turn to Peter Max to see how out-of-date a
real “creature of fashion” looks today.

Is Warhol an artist of the first order? Probably not. But for my
money he is an important artist of the second order, which is no
mean accomplishment, and I would bet he will still be hanging
in museums fifty years hence—if we still have museums. And it
is to that last point that I would like to turn. We have discussed
how representation has moved from a Hellenic celebration of the
surface to a Hebraic plumbing of the depths, from mechanical
reproduction to digitalized simulacra, and I have asked several
times if the technological revolution Benjamin identified has fun-
damentally changed our idea of art. I still remain unclear as to
your response.
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For me, the status of art has been profoundly transformed
in our time, not entirely as a result of mechanical reproduction
(and the simulacral culture that followed) but significantly aided
and abetted by these changes. That transformation consists quite
simply in contemporary culture having eroded—perhaps having
eliminated—the distinction between art and entertainment. The
former requires culture, education, time and taste, while the latter
is instantly and effortlessly available to all. The former partici-
pates in tradition, while the latter is an expression of fashion. The
former speaks to all times, while the latter speaks to one time and
that an increasingly brief time (Warhol’s “fifteen minutes”). The
scar of Tina Fey will be forgotten tomorrow. The scar of Odysseus
will last forever.

JS:  Twenty-five years is not much. Dr. Johnson recommended
one hundred years. I think that’s about right because it means the
work has survived caprice and fashion and has remained com-
pelling. I don’t at all disagree with your main point about how
mechanical reproduction has vitiated art. Indeed, I maintain that
is precisely what the “achievement” of Warhol demonstrates. I
will never get my head or my heart around an artist who said,
as Warhol did, “There’s nothing so American as shopping and I
am an American.” And I am not in the least persuaded—although
I steadfastly refuse to do the necessary “research”—that rock
musicians labor over their compositions longer than Mozart did
when he wrote, for example, Symphony No. 25. You must know
of some profoundly assiduous rock musicians. I do not. I think of
Warhol as important for showing just how far art has dropped
into disrepute. If that was his point, then good for him. But it’s a
dead end.

I will get myself to a veiled nunnery and delight again and again
(and again) in how Croff magically sculpted a veil and the face
beneath at one go. That illusion of surface and depth continually
enchants, even mesmerizes.

RB: My point regarding Mozart and Samuel Johnson was
simply that the speed with which they composed tells us nothing
about the quality of their art. You declined once again to take up
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the question of Benjamin and mechanical reproduction. Any final
thoughts?

JS:  Benjamin was prescient, no doubt, in his thinking. Pretty
soon we will all be so “translated” into our computers and so
obsessed with reproducing and digitizing ourselves and everything
around us that we will utterly lack the sensitivity and moral intelli-
gence to respond properly to the scar of Odysseus.

RB: Of course, Benjamin welcomed the Brave New World of
mechanical reproduction. For him, better political engagement
than cultic mystification, better Muni’s Scarface than Odysseus’
scar. From our present vantage, Benjamin’s belief in the cinema
as an extended exercise in Brechtian Verfremdung seems wildly
naive—a point Adorno himself made in a 1936 letter to Benjamin.

Then again, photography and the cinema are fully legitimate
art forms that have now produced their own rich and varied hist-
ories. And lest we forget, movable type is itself a form of mechan-
ical reproduction. Should we, perhaps, apply some Brechtian
Verfremdung to ourselves? In The Wizard of Oz, the “man behind
the curtain” is a symbol for Hollywood itself—all those spectac-
ular effects are revealed to be nothing more than the by-product
of techneé. But isn’t Croff’s “woman behind the veil” herself the
by-product of techné? Indeed, hasn’t the illusion-making of art
always depended on the craftsman’s ability to use his tools to good
effect? “Et ignotas animum dimittit artes” (“and he turned his
mind to the obscure arts”) Ovid says of Daedalus, and Joyce says
of Stephen. Perhaps it is the labyrinth that most perfectly illus-
trates the interplay of Auerbachian surface and depth? Perhaps
art has always feared becoming entrapped in its own technolo-
gies? But what’s an artist to do? The wings he would use to escape
are as much the product of techné as the labyrinth from which he
seeks to escape.

JS: T respond to art precisely because it does not have a silly
dog pulling aside its curtain—or veil. Croff chiseled both woman
and curtain simultaneously. That form of techné, that sensitively,
sensuously-tooled illusion, seems to me a felicitous acceptance of
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the artist’s “croffmanship.” Even labored puns—as you can see—
love to take the veil, presenting two levels or layers at once. When
Toto (the currish cynic) pulls aside the curtain to reveal the frantic
Wizard, puffing and bellowing and wildly gesticulating, I lose all
interest in Oz. Too much infrastructure.

RB: You have returned us to one of the unanswered ques-
tions with which I began, so let me re-ask it as we head toward a
conclusion. Auerbach and Benjamin, both refugees from National
Socialism, fled a culture dominated by the manipulation of beauti-
fully deceptive and deceptively beautiful images. Albert Speer and
Leni Riefenstahl were Hitler’s Uberwizards, and the Oz-like spec-
tacles that they contrived had the effect of turning the Third Reich
into a huge Gesamtkunstwerk. To what extent are Auerbach and
Benjamin products of their own history, critics who seek to sensi-
tize us to the lures of mystification, whether it is generated by
seductive surfaces or cultic auras? Are they, like that other cynic,
Bertolt Brecht, of Toto’s party, employing alienation-effects to
remind us that the man behind curtain—or maniac behind the
veil—is simply pulling the strings on which we dance? Albert
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Figure 9: Albert Speer, Lichtdom.
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Speer’s “Cathedral of Light” from a 1930s Nuremberg rally was
described by the then British Ambassador, Sir Nevile Henderson,
as “both solemn and beautiful ... like being in a cathedral of ice.”
Where do we place it in relation to the Parthenon and Canterbury
Cathedral, each of which, in their different ways, helped inspire
it? And is it a “sensuously-tooled illusion” that we should sustain
or destroy? Should we treat it as an icon, or should we treat it
iconoclastically?

JS: Do we have any record of what Benjamin thought of
Riefenstahl’s Triumph of the Will (1935)? Is his famous essay of
1936 a cautionary meditation on the dangers of manufacturing
aura, ritual and tradition for the beleaguered, hopeless masses? 1
think Benjamin must have loathed Riefenstahl’s work as a perver-
sion of his hope that art could revolutionize the masses away from
fascism and toward communism.

We must recall Benjamin’s famous last words in “The Work of
Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction”: “Mankind, which
in Homer’s time was an object of contemplation for the Olympian
gods, now is one for itself. Its self-alienation has reached such a
degree that it can experience its own destruction as an aesthetic
pleasure of the first order. This is the situation of politics which
Fascism is rendering aesthetic. Communism responds by politi-
cizing art.” But do we know precisely what Benjamin thought of
Riefenstahl’s work? Did he attack her in print before he died in
1940?

Finally, speaking of self-alienation and film, I sometimes won-
der if our mass obsession with films about destruction (from
cars blow-ing up to White Houses and Death Stars exploding)
is contemporary culture’s way of aestheticizing its death-instinct.
Thanatos is so compellingly cinematic. We look down on our
own calamitous destruction as if we were wistful Olympian gods,
rather than part of the smoking, radioactive rubble: self-alienation
copulating with self-delusion of the first order. To contemplate,
through film, the ever-burgeoning nuclear “mushroom cloud”
(two metaphors!—at once distancing and making familiar) is
simultaneously to marvel at our godlike powers of creation and
destruction and to drag back the curtain on our lethal wizardry.
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This is what happens when we allow cinema to put a film over
our eyes.

The closing sequence from Dr. Strangelove (1964) is a montage
of mushroom clouds presented for our grimly ironic (iconic?) and
satiric delectation. Annihilation as ersatz-melodrama is completed
as Vera Lynn sings “We’ll Meet Again” (1939) when it is pretty
clear that the poor sods under those stunning mushrooms will
never meet anyone again.

RB: Siegfried Kracauer, Benjamin’s friend and colleague at the
Frankfurt School, wrote an entire book on German film entitled
From Caligari to Hitler, a book in which Riefenstahl figures
briefly but significantly. Kracauer, Benjamin and Adorno were all
fascinated by the new art of cinema, visited the UFA studios and
discussed movies among themselves. Whether or not Benjamin
saw Triumph of the Will after leaving Germany, he was certainly
aware of Riefenstahl and what she represented.

Having said that, I think the stark summons that concludes
“Mechanical Reproduction”—aesthetics or politics—poses a
false choice. Any genuine aesthetic response demands that we
both feel and understand—indeed, as Kant argues in “Analytic of
the Beautiful,” that we integrate these faculties—and that means
that the serious critic never abandons reason or analysis. We can
admire Riefenstahl’s artistry and despise her politics, just as we
can delight in the deftness with which Homer narrates Odysseus’
scar, without losing sight of the violence that occasioned it.

The famous ending to Dr. Strangelove both aestheticizes politics
(those mushroom clouds are lovely) and politicizes aesthetics (the
irony of the Vera Lynn song is devastating). And Kubrick’s ending,
in its own way, perfectly illustrates the parable that gives our dia-
logue its title. Those hungry birds only experience Zeuxis’ paint-
ing when it smacks them in the face. Genuine art breaks down,
breaks apart, estranges habitual perception, thereby enabling us
to see anew. The grape produced by techné both is and is not a
grape. And it is in that strangely beautiful space where is and is
not come together that art performs all of its Oz-like wizardry.
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EVIL, DEATH, LOVE, POLITICS
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JS: T think evil, like charity, begins at home. We know not
what evil we do partly because “the family romance” that has
invented us disguises our motives and makes us, in our own eyes,
nearly indecipherable and therefore unaccountable. Poets try to
decipher us. In the well-known words of the all-too-human Philip
Larkin: “They fuck you up, your mum and dad / They may not
mean to, but they do.” Larkin’s editorial conclusion is wistfully
cautionary (it’s worth noting and—one imagines—celebrating the
fact that Larkin had no children):

Man hands on misery to man.

It deepens like a coastal shelf.
Get out as early as you can,

And don’t have any kids yourself.

As a corrective to this spidery spleen, I recall that in Heart of
Darkness, Marlow tells us “all of Europe went into the making of
Kurtz,” that he had splendid parents and lovely career possibilities,
and that he still became one of the most impressively fucked-up
figures in Western literature, nearly the epitome of evil. Where does
evil come from? When and why may one not put the word “evil”
in quotation marks? Is there a distinction between absolute and
circumstantial evil? Even Hitler and Stalin were babies bouncing
on parental knees before they began handing on misery to man. I
am not overly-fond of the word “evil.” It is too Christian. Pagans
had no understanding of it, did they?
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RB: 1 find the origins of evil mysterious. Does it begin at
home? Perhaps. In the case of Kurtz—a sort of Raskolnikov with
a pith helmet—what interests me is not his family history so much
as his innate abilities. Marlow is unable to say “which was the
greatest” of Kurtz’s many talents and ends by describing him as
a “universal genius.” Surely it is no accident that in Genesis, Evil
and Knowledge are eaten in the same apple; or that in Sophocles,
Oedipus is not only the Breaker of Taboos but also the Unriddler
of the Sphinx; or that in Goethe, Faust trades away his immor-
tal soul to solve the mysteries of the universe. Certainly I believe
that evil—without the quotation marks—is real. How frequently
it flourishes (I deliberately use the Baudelairean metaphor) among
the most active and curious minds. When Blake said Milton was
of “the devil’s party” was he speaking of himself—or of all those
who dare to think what is forbidden?

JS: That the pedigreed imagination and the initiatives of evil
are “kissing cousins” plays havoc with any hope for human beings
or for the Humanities, largely conceived. I like to think—to hope—
that the imagination is robustly antithetical to evil machinations.
But perhaps we should see them as collaborative, conspiring part-
ners. Artists and intellectuals are particularly good at dreaming
up more and more baleful mischief. Bring out the Instruments
of Torture. That means: bring out the Human Beings. What if—
horrible dictu—We are Satan? After all, is there any rougher beast
on the planet than what John Gray (in Straw Dogs: Thoughts on
Humans and Other Animals) calls homo rapiens?

RB: Eve, Oedipus, Faust, Raskolnikov and Kurtz are all over-
reachers, whose desire for knowledge, especially the esoteric and
proscribed kind, is so intense that they will sacrifice everything in
pursing it. Literature gives us numerous examples of such char-
acters, and their creators are among the greatest writers—from
Dante, Shakespeare, Blake, Byron and Baudelaire to Dostoyevsky,
Wilde, Proust, Conrad and Kafka. All these authors explored the
hidden places of the human psyche, often lingering in its deepest
and darkest recesses. Can homo be truly sapiens if he is not—at
least a little—rapiens?
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JS:  As John Gardner wrote in Grendel (referring to man-
animals), “No wolf was ever so cruel to other wolves.” I once men-
tioned that line to him and he said, “Writers are even worse.” I think
he meant that writers and other artists can be terribly cruel in their
imaginations, but also hard work for those around them. Perhaps
all the time spent imagining scenes of evil (as Victor Frankenstein
does) contaminates or poisons one’s soul. Yet Mary Shelley was,
unlike her husband, a real sweetheart. Percy used his genius to
write lyric poetry about Love and the Imagination and treated
Mary—and many others—as hired help. Both Shelleys explore
the hidden places you mention (two versions of Prometheus) but,
oddly enough, the darker imagination (Mary’s) does nothing to
pollute its author’s moral sensibility. And for all Percy’s soaring
lyrics about Love Unbound, he was often a complete bastard.
What, if anything, can we conclude, or wildly surmise?

RB: Whether the Promethean fires are banked low or high,
whether the Vulture of the Caucuses feeds ill or well, artists’ moral
sensibilities are bound neither by the darkness of their vision nor the
extremity of their experience. You observed elsewhere that we must
judge works of art case by case, and I think that applies to artists as
well. Having said that, I am nevertheless struck by how much sym-
pathy for the Devil there is among writers. Perhaps this—what to
call itP—aesthetic Satanism is simply a romantic and/or modernist
conceit. Then again, all of Greek tragedy, much of the Bible, and a
great deal of Western literature from the Renaissance to the French
Revolution is attracted to Evil and its sinister machinations.

Oscar Wilde famously wrote in the Preface to The Picture of
Dorian Gray:

There is no such thing as a moral or an immoral book.

Books are well written, or badly written. That is all.

The nineteenth-century dislike of Realism is the rage of Caliban
seeing his own face in a glass.

The nineteenth-century dislike of Romanticism is the rage of
Caliban not seeing his own face in a glass.

The moral life of man forms part of the subject matter of the
artist, but the morality of art consists in the perfect use of an
imperfect medium.
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We have two separate questions before us. What do we make of
the evil of Kurtz when we think of him as a man—not a character?
And what do we make of the evil of Kurtz when we think of him
as a character—not a man?

JS: So long as literature stylizes evil (how could it not?) it
also largely neutralizes its content. But if one were to come
across a Kurtz “in real life” I suspect one would be alarmed, if
not appalled, if not frightened half to death. Aesthetic Satanism
is a kind of literary thought-experiment: a way of experimenting
with evil, trying it on for size. Actual Satanism is no doubt far
less appealing. Raging Caliban is a delight on stage, whether he is
raging against seeing or not seeing his face in various glasses. If we
were to meet Caliban in a dark alley or on a dark island, I suspect
he would be rather less delightful. Perhaps we absorb evil in art
partly to inoculate us against the real thing? Or is there something
more baleful about aesthetic Satanism that I am missing?

We still have not discussed, moreover, what evil is. Doesn’t
it require some kind of (Christian?) metaphysics to get off the
ground? When a dog pees on the kitchen floor, we say “bad dog,
bad dog.” We don’t say “evil dog, evil dog.” When Mrs. Goebbels
poisons all six of her children in Hitler’s bunker in Berlin, we say
she is “evil.” Why?

RB: Is Kurtz’s evil absolute or relative? What, precisely, are
his crimes? He has demonstrated skill, courage and ingenuity in
leading a small band of men on raids in hostile territory. That he
pillages, fights for material gain and takes trophies of war makes
him no different from Agamemnon, Caesar, Henry V, Napoleon
or Okonkwo. Indeed, what separates Kurtz from these cele-
brated figures are not his actions but our morals and—rather
interestingly—his own. Caesar says, “Veni, vidi, vici.” Kurtz says,
“The horror! The horror!”

Remember that virtue comes from the Latin word for “man”
(vir, viris), with all that implies regarding strength, courage and
masculinity. It was in the European Middle Ages that virtue—an
ideal that originally signified virility—was feminized and pietized
into its opposite: chastity, grace, restraint. So Achilles was cast out
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by Jesus, as the man of action became the man of passion—the man
who “passively” (patior, passus sum) forbears, endures, suffers.

Does the concept of evil require (Christian) metaphysics?
Certainly Christianity was the driving force in transforming virtue
from an active to a passive mode of conduct. But for Nietzsche, it
was Judaism rather than Christianity that led to the “slave revolt”
against “noble morality.” The original opposition between Good
and Bad was transposed into an opposition between Good and
Evil, and in the process what had been esteemed (the noble, the
powerful, the vigorous) was displaced by what had been reviled
(the ignoble, the impotent, the feeble). The low became the high, the
physically weak became the morally strong. As Nietzsche writes
toward the end of the First Essay in O#n the Genealogy of Morals:
“The two opposing values ‘good’ and ‘bad,” ‘good and evil’ have
been engaged in a fearful struggle on earth for thousands of years
... The symbol of this struggle, inscribed in letters legible across
human history, is ‘Rome against Judea, Judea against Rome.”
Kurtz has a Roman temperament which is finally undone by a
Judean—or if you prefer Christian—conscience.

JS: I think Conrad invented Kurtz partly to make us wonder
where the line is between “bad” and “evil” and between “bad”
and “mad.” Marlow’s perturbed ambivalence about Kurtz—
which grows as he gets closer (in both senses) to Kurtz—suggests
just how blurry moral matters can be. Indeed, Marlow ends up
backing Kurtz over the Manager. In his “choice of nightmares” he
chooses Kurtz. The Manager is an inaesthetic Satan, a bureaucra-
tic devil, a hollow man. It is the Manager who will end up in “real
life” being a Himmler. At least Kurtz is remarkable and has some
kind of genius clinging to his unspeakable rites and appetites. The
Manager “originates nothing.”

One is reminded of Hannah Arendt’s comments at the end of
Eichmann in Jerusalem. Here is how she describes Eichmann’s
final moments:

When the guards tied his ankles and knees, he asked them to loo-
sen the bonds so that he could stand straight. “I don’t need that,”
he said when the black hood was offered him. He was in complete
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command of himself, nay, he was more: he was completely himself.
Nothing could have demonstrated this more convincingly than the
grotesque silliness of his last words. He began by stating empha-
tically that he was a Gortglaubiger, to express in common Nazi
fashion that he was no Christian and did not believe in life after
death. He then proceeded: “After a short while, gentlemen, we
shall all meet again. Such is the fate of all men. Long live Germany,
long live Argentina, long live Austria. I shall not forget them.” In
the face of death, he had found the cliché used in the funeral ora-
tory. Under the gallows, his memory played him the last trick: he
was “elated” and he forgot that this was his own funeral.

It was as though in those last minutes he was summing up the
lesson that this long course in human wickedness had taught us—
the lesson of the fearsome, word-and-thought-defying banality of
evil.

Whatever gave Eichmann a feeling of elation, however momen-
tary and clichéd, determined both his behavior and his beliefs.
If the clichés were contradictory that did not trouble Eichmann
so long as they inspired him. At least Kurtz does not traffic in
clichés, unless one thinks of “The horror! The horror!” as the last
words of a man hollowed out by his Judeo-Christian conscience.
Is the “banality of evil”—and the evil of banality—what Absolute
Evil has come to in the modern age: a democratization of Evil,
what Alexander Pope predicted three-hundred years ago as “The
Triumph of Dullness”?

RB: Nietzsche teaches us that morality is contingent, that
Rome defines it one way and Judea another. Conrad shows us
what that contingency looks like. Everyone knows Marlow’s first
words: “And this also has been one of the dark places of the earth.”
But do you remember his next utterance? “I was thinking of very
old times, when the Romans first came here, nineteen-hundred
years ago ...” Conrad opens his novella by staging Nietzsche’s
“fearful struggle” blazoned across “human history” between
Rome and Judea:

Imagine the feelings of a commander of a fine—what d’ye call
‘em?—trireme in the Mediterranean, ordered suddenly to the
north; run overland across the Gauls in a hurry; put in charge of
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one of these craft the legionaries used—a wonderful lot of handy
men they must have been, too ... Imagine him here ... Sand-banks,
marshes, forests, savages ... Or think of a decent young citizen in
a toga—perhaps too much dice, you know—coming out here in
the train of some prefect, or tax-gatherer, or trader even, to mend
his fortunes ...

“Or trader even ... to mend his fortunes.” Kurtz is a cross
between the legionary and the decent citizen, and seen from one
perspective (that of Rome) he is a perfectly upstanding individual.
But seen from another (that of Judea) he is just the opposite:

They were conquerors, and for that you want only brute force—
nothing to boast of, when you have it, since your strength is just
an accident arising from the weakness of others. They grabbed
what they could get for the sake of what was to be got. It was
just robbery with violence, aggravated murder on a great scale
... The conquest of the earth, which mostly means the taking it
away from those who have a different complexion or slightly flat-
ter noses than ourselves, is not a pretty thing when you look into
it too much.

As for Conrad’s bureaucratic Hollow Men—the Chief
Accountant, the Manager and the Brick Maker—they are indeed
examples of the banality of evil, men who originate nothing but
keep the machinery of destruction oiled and operating. Eichmann
dies unrepentant, persuaded to the last that he has done his duty
and behaved as a good German. Kurtz, on the other hand, ends
his days in horror and ignominy: “The voice was gone. What else
had been there? But I am of course aware that next day the pil-
grims buried something in a muddy hole.”

You ask if Absolute Evil has been reduced to banality in our
time. But hasn’t evil always been banal? The executioners of
the Inquisition were just as humanly inhuman as the guards at
Dachau. They grumbled about the low pay, became bored with
the routines of brutalization, and went home after a hard day of
applying rack and thumbscrew to play with their children and
fuck their wives. It is not simply the torturer’s horse that scratches
its innocent behind. The not-so innocent torturer scratches his as
well. Could anything be more banal?
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JS: It’s worth noting that in Conrad’s darkest novel about
his darkest character he rarely uses the word “evil.” Rather, he
embeds or suggests it in its epithetical cousin, as we see here:

I’ve seen the devil of violence, and the devil of greed, and the devil
of hot desire; but, by all the stars! these were strong, lusty, red-eyed
devils, that swayed and drove men—men, I tell you. But as I stood
on this hillside, I foresaw that in the blinding sunshine of that land
I would become acquainted with a flabby, pretending, weak-eyed
devil of a rapacious and pitiless folly.

The adjective “flabby” has always given me pause. Kurtz’s—
and the Manager’s—moral flabbiness is what makes them par-
ticularly unappealing. Perhaps, as you imply, there has always
been something flaccid and shapeless about d/evils. The torturer
is guilty of imaginative sloth in giving no mind to the exquisite
pain of his victims. Has “evil” all along been a species of sloth?
Edmund Burke’s famous line comes to mind: “All that is required
for evil to prevail is for good men to do nothing.”

RB: In Salman Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses, the narrator,
having considered various explanations for why people commit
evil, ends by proposing the following: “Let’s rather say an even
harder thing: that evil may not be as far beneath our surfaces as we
like to say it is. —That, in fact, we fall towards it naturally, that is,
not against our natures.” In Genealogy of Morals, Nietzsche says
a harder thing still: “To see others suffer does one good, to make
others suffer even more: this is a hard saying but an ancient, mighty,
human, all-too-human principle to which even the apes subscribe.”

The emphasis falls differently in these two accounts. For
Rushdie evil is inertial: it is our natural condition and rather than
resist it (flabby devils that we are), we passively submit to its sinis-
ter attractions; whereas for Nietzsche, evil is kinetic: it appeals to
our primitive instincts (red-eyed devils that we are), and we ac-
tively seek out its dark festival of violence and cruelty.

Flabby devil or red-eyed devil? Here is what T. S. Eliot writes
in his essay, “Baudelaire”: “So far as we are human, what we do
must be either evil or good; and it is better, in a paradoxical way,
to do evil than to do nothing; at least, we exist.”



The Art of Darkness 67

JS: 1It’s hard not to recall in this context a famous moment
from Wuthering Heights, when Heathcliff describes his red-eyed
relish in tormenting the Lintons: “I have no pity! I have no pity!
The more the worms writhe, the more I yearn to crush out their
entrails! It is a moral teething; and I grind with greater energy in
proportion to the increase of pain.”

No wonder Bataille could get a chapter out of Emily Bronté
in Literature and Evil. He writes: “I believe that the Evil—an
acute form of Evil—which [literature] expresses, has a sovereign
value for us. But this concept does not exclude morality: on
the contrary, it demands a ‘hypermorality.”” Heathcliff’s “moral
teething” is perhaps that hypermorality, as are the “unspeakable
rites” of Kurtz. That we must imagine those rites makes the reader
pleasurably complicit in them—Kurtz’s semblance, his brother, his
flowering evil twin.

RB: In the Preface to The Nigger of the “Narcissus,” Conrad
observes that literature depends on “an impression conveyed
through the senses,” which means that the writer’s task is “to
make you hear, to make you feel ... before all, to make you see.”
Certainly if we apprehend with Kurtz’s eyes and ears—if our hearts
beat with his in the darkness—then at some level we become com-
plicit in his evil. But it is no accident that both Wuthering Heights
and Heart of Darkness give us, in Lockwood and Marlow, fram-
ing devices that mitigate any immediacy of impression. In effect,
Bronté and Conrad make us readers “see” our own “seeing”—
which is to say, they make us conscious of our complicity—and
this manipulation of sympathy and distance is crucial to any
moral understanding of these novels.

Bataille asserts that “Hypermorality is the basis of that chal-
lenge to morality which is fundamental to Wuthering Heights.”
Conrad writes a novel that contemplates in the figure of Kurtz
a genuine “hypermorality,” a Nietzschean jenseits that seeks to
stand above or beyond morality, thereby enabling the “trans-
valuation of all values.” But I think only a lapsed Catholic like
Bataille—obsessed with Sade, Satanism and human sacrifice—
would re-imagine Emily Bronté as the mustachioed German phi-
losopher, unblinkingly staring into the abyss and discovering there
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the outer limits of morality. Heathcliff is simply one of Byron’s
dark avengers, with all the Sympathy for the Devil that implies.
But neither he nor Bronté philosophizes with a hammer.

JS:  The manipulation of sympathy and distance you mention
and the question of the author’s and the reader’s complicity in the
“evil” of the literary text are precisely what emerges from any
discussion of the value of Blake’s observation that “Milton is of
the devil’s party without knowing it.” I defend Blake’s reading
to students and then show that Milton knows and advertises his
“complicity” with evil (epically, heroically and finally ironically)
in ways that make him ultimately not of the devil’s party. That
is how Milton transvalues the values he inherits from both the
Judeo-Christian tradition and the classical tradition (Homer,
Virgil). He transumes—as Bloom would say—the hell out of his
predecessors. He hammers away until Satan’s “Evil, be thou my
Good” is made into a transparently ludicrous piece of rhetori-
cal buffoonery. To read Satan’s braying in hell as a Promethean,
titanic affirmation of rebellion and individualism (the Romantic
reading) is to be deaf (or blind) to Milton’s subtle evocation of
pride, temptation and sin in his epic performance. Paradise Lost
invites us to repeat the Fall (including Milton’s fall into the sin of
poetic pride) over and over. That it does so cannily and cunningly
suggests that Milton knows what he’s about.

RB: Certainly, as Stanley Fish has argued, Milton wants the
reader to be “surprised by sin”—to fall as fully as Adam and
Eve—and like Bronté and Conrad he manipulates sympathy and
distance to show how seductive the Devil can be. I also agree
that Paradise Lost radically rewrites the epic tradition and, inci-
dentally, does so in ways that perfectly correspond to Nietzsche’s
Rome vs. Judea formulation. What, according to Milton, would
have been the most heroic act of all time? It would have consisted
in Eve’s not eating the apple, in Eve’s doing nothing. To substitute
inaction for action, forbearance for achievement, is fundamentally
to reconceive what it means to be a hero. Imagine an Achilles who
permits himself to be slain by Hektor and then, breathing his last,
says “Forgive him Father, for he knows not what he does.” Milton
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has not merely rewritten Homer and Virgil. He has Christianized
them and the entire literary tradition they represent.

I am less convinced, however, that Milton delivers us to a
hypermorality that stands beyond good and evil. By getting the
reader to identify with Adam and Eve he reminds us that we are
all fallen—that sin is our natural condition—but he does not treat
ethical values as relative or contingent. To the contrary, Milton is
as much a moral absolutist as Kant.

Conrad, on the other hand, gives us something different, a Satan
who genuinely transcends moral values: “There was nothing either
above or below him, and I knew it. He had kicked himself loose
of the earth. Confound the man! He had kicked the very earth to
pieces. He was alone, and I before him did not know whether I
stood on the ground or floated in the air.” Marlow brings us closer
to Kurtz than Lockwood does to Heathcliff. In a state of existen-
tial vertigo, Marlow begins to lose his own moral footing, and as
he floats free of the earth so does the reader. This is also the case
with Kurtz’s descent into the abyss. As Marlow remarks: “His was
an impenetrable darkness. I looked at him as you peer down at
a man who is lying at the bottom of a precipice where the sun
never shines.” But Marlow’s gaze is not merely sympathetic—it
is empathetic—and in following Kurtz into the depths, he carries
the reader with him: “Since I had peeped over the edge myself, I
understand better the meaning of his stare, that could not see the
flame of the candle, but was wide enough to embrace the whole
universe, piercing enough to penetrate all the hearts that beat in
the darkness.” In the end, Conrad’s darkness, like Joyce’s snow, is
general: it falls through the universe upon all the living and the
dead.

And yet, if I am right—if Conrad’s novel really does contem-
plate a hypermorality—then what do we make of its conclusion?
If the universe is nothing more than a bottomless abyss of darkly
beating hearts, why does Marlow lie to the Intended? Why not tell
her the truth? Kurtz’s last words were not the cherished name of
his beloved, but “The horror! The horror!”

JS: Tsuppose you could argue that Conrad teases himself (and
the reader) with the hypermorality of a heartfelt darkness and
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then pulls back and retrenches himself in the “white lie” to the
Intended. Marlow needs to keep women in an unreal, illusory,
fairytale world. That he lies to her at all, knowing how much lies
are like biting into mortality (Eve’s eating death in the form of an
apple) suggests an asymptotic approach to the “higher” moral-
ity associated with the devilish Kurtz. The novelist giveth, and
the novelist taketh away. In living through Kurtz’s “extremity,”
Marlow pushes the reader into the same position, and we begin to
contemplate the possibility that all facts are, as Michael Levenson
claims, “value-laden.” And those values, like customs and conven-
tions, can change.

Underneath the house where I write to you are remnants of the
Roman wall that those first soldiers erected after they invaded
Britain, cheerfully building straight roads and easily foisting their
values—and their language—on the locals. And then Judea cast
out Rome, using those straight roads to spread the word. Where
does this leave us?

RB: A Roman wall and Christian cathedral. Call it the
Archaeology of Morals. And yet you began the dialogue by asking
if it possible to liberate “evil” from its quotation marks, to speak of
it not as archaeological or genealogical but as absolute. Inevitably,
a few pages later, Adolph Eichmann made his appearance.

Perhaps the time has come to confront Caliban not as a fic-
tional creation but as an historical reality. So let me now re-ask
the question that has hovered over this dialogue from the outset.
Were the perpetrators of the Holocaust contingently evil, circum-
stantially evil, relatively evil—however we wish to describe it—or
were they Evil, full stop?

JS: 1 think “the horror” is the strong implication that when
Kurtz writes, in his post-script, “Exterminate all the brutes,” he
is referring at once to the savages in the Congo and the savages
from Belgium who are exploiting them. What follows from that
grim ambiguity is the fact that all “evil” is circumstantial, includ-
ing Nazi evil. A chicken farmer in Germany in 1932, down on
his luck, poor, with no national pride or personal pride, can in
1942 be devising more and more efficient ways to exterminate
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European Jewry. That is not pure evil. It is contingent, circumstan-
tial, historically-specific evil. In the “right” situation, the sweetest,
Rousseau-incubated creatures on the planet might turn into
Hobbesian monsters. I think “pure evil” is a simplification—and
reification—of contingent evil. Do you disagree?

RB: If there is such a thing as pure evil, then the Death
Camps are certainly an example of it. Dante merely imagined
Hell. The Nazis built it. A number of years ago I read a news-
paper article describing an indescribable crime. A man picked
up a woman hitchhiker, raped her, cut off her hands and feet
with an ax and then threw her bloody remains in a ditch by the
freeway. The poor woman lived. To say that this crime is “con-
tingently” or “historically” or “circumstantially” evil seems to
miss the mark. The Holocaust is that crime raised to the power
of six million.

When it comes to morals, I am not a Kantian, which is to say not
a moral rigorist. Indeed according to the Prussian philosopher’s
categorical imperative, a Christian concealing Jews during World
War II would be morally obliged to tell the truth if questioned by
the Nazis. Why? Because moral actions must be guided by prin-
ciples that could serve as “universal law,” and as Kant points out,
one “can by no means will a universal law of lying.” On the other
hand, the philosopher also enjoins us to act in such a way that
we “treat humanity ... never simply as a means, but always as an
end.” Kant would therefore condemn the Nazis for exterminating
the Jews (treating them as a means) and condemn the Christian
for lying about the Jews (to save them from being treated as a
means). There is a lovely, mad logic to it all, but at the end of the
day it makes more sense in theory than in practice.

Having said that, I can’t agree with you about chicken farmer—
and Reichsfiihrer—Himmler. There were plenty of people in the
great Depression who were down on their luck, had no personal
or national pride and (lest we forget) were terminally awkward
around women. But they didn’t murder six million people because
they were having a bad life. Can we really say that Himmler’s evil
is “circumstantial?” Isn’t it an example of the purest, most unvar-
nished evil that has ever existed?
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JS: I think “pure evil” must be a theological term if it is to
make sense, at least to me. It is a form of evil that has eternal
consequences for those who commit it. That is to say, pure evil
must be different in kind, not just degree, from circumstantial evil.
Or it is a kind of rhetorical trump card used to make the case of
the Nazis seem uniquely evil. But I think “pure evil” is actually a
higher degree of “circumstantial evil,” so egregiously high that it
seems different in kind and therefore “unvarnished.” But all evil is
necessarily varnished by a hugely complicated set of historical and
biographical forces. This is not to excuse or exonerate its perpe-
trators in any way. It is rather to deliver them over to historians,
sociologist, psychologists and legal tribunals—not to theologians
(or Prussians) who would condemn them to one Hell or another.

RB: Since neither of us believes in God, neither of us believes in
sin. The evil we are discussing does not depend on burning bushes
or smoking tablets. Nevertheless, the question remains as to whether
that evil is historically circumscribed. Anti-Semitism was rife through-
out Europe in the 1930s and 1940s. But the Danes heroically resisted
the persecution of the Jews, as did many Christians in Norway,
Holland, France and, yes, Germany. Beckett risked his life fighting
the Nazis and was later decorated with the Croix de Guerre. Picasso,
when asked by a German officer if he was responsible for Guernica,
responded “No, you are!” And after Hitler became Reichskanzler
in 1933, Schoenberg, in a highly public act, reconverted to Judaism.
People had choices and some chose good, while others chose evil.

But—you will press me—are we talking about circumstantial
evil or pure evil? I suppose one way to answer this question is to ask
how universalizable are the choices that the Holocaust presented.
The mass murder of women and children, medical experiments
including forced castrations and hysterectomies, the showers, the
ovens, the piles of shoes, the mountains of hair, the emaciated rag-
bodies bulldozed into mass graves. Would Nietzsche’s aristocra-
tic warrior have sanctioned such crimes? Would Achilles, Caesar,
Okonkwo? Would Kurtz?

JS:  Ours is becoming a terminological debate that must pale
before the horror of the atrocities you mention. What finally hangs
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on determining if mass murder is an example of “pure” or “circum-
stantial” evil? T like to be precise about language and categories—
as you do—but there’s something a bit caviling (or scholastic,
perhaps) about the distinction we are disagreeing about. I suppose
I want to pin down not so much the what regarding evil but the
why. Why were many Germans in the 1930s capable of mass mur-
der (or turning a blind eye to it)? If T could go back in history and
kill one man, it would be Himmler. He strikes me as particularly
cold, bureaucratic, fatuous and repellent. Goebbels is a close
second. But when it comes to understanding why people turn out
to be so balefully hideous, I run up against a wall that not even the
most assiduous historian or psychoanalyst can help me surmount.

RB: I think our disagreement is more substantive than you
do. Insofar as certain crimes are condemned by virtually all cul-
tures and ethical systems, they constitute “universally sanctioned”
prohibitions. Viewed from this perspective, the Nazi atrocities are
not contingently or historically evil, but evil in all times and all
places. Still, as you point out, that leaves us to grapple with the
fact that in the 19408 many Germans either participated in, or
were complicitous with, mass murder.

In 1996, Daniel Goldhagen published a book entitled Hitler’s
Willing Executioners, which argued that ordinary Germans
took part in the Holocaust because they were profoundly anti-
Semitic. The book generated a critical firestorm and was roundly
condemned by historians as Germanophobic. I have not waded into
the deep waters of Holocaust studies, but even if we acknowledge
that there are factual errors and questionable analyses in the book,
its central thesis cannot be easily dismissed. Of course, it is no
surprise that Goldhagen’s commonsensical argument has proven
anathema to many professional historians, who have blamed the
Holocaust on everything from a bad economy (war reparations
and hyperinflation) to the collapse of democracy (the end of
the Weimar Republic), the conspiracy of a few Nazis (Reinhard
Heydrich and the Wannsee conference) and (my personal favorite)
the rise of anti-communism.

But if we assume that Goldhagen is right, then we may begin
to make sense out of not only the Holocaust but any number
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of other atrocities in human history. What makes it possible for
humans to commit horrific crimes—crimes that are universally
condemned—is the simple belief that certain people are not fully
human. Christians are fed to lions, Africans are impressed into sla-
very and Jews are sent to the ovens, because they are regarded as
subhuman. And if they are subhuman, then we may treat them—
to speak the language of Kant—not as ends but as means. They
become vehicles for providing cheap labor, for harvesting the gold
in their teeth and the hair on their head, even for entertaining a coli-
seum of bored Romans with a taste for spectacle and blood sport.

JS:  Did all of Europe go into the making of the Holocaust? It
seems to me that our dialogue may have come full circle. Larkin
writes that “Man hands on misery to man. / It deepens like a
coastal shelf.” This is to generalize the problem of evil and to
suggest that Hobbes and not Rousseau understood what human
beings are really all about—that there’s a little bit of “the hor-
ror” in all of us. For complicated reasons, bored Romans and
excited Germans pushed their rapaciousness to lethal extremes. I
think I take a much dimmer view of human beings than you do.
Since the Holocaust, there have been arguably over thirty geno-
cides, including Bangladesh (1971), East Timor (1975-1999),
Cambodia (1975-1979), Guatemala (1981-1983), Bosnia (1992—
1995), Rwanda (1994), Darfur and Sudan (2004 — present). There
will be more.

When we are not being nice to each other and going to the
theatre and cinema, we are at each other’s throats, passing on
our misery. Why? Because our mums and dads fucked us up, as
they were fucked up in their turn? We are the evil we decry. Wipe
the planet clean of humans and let the hopping, humping rabbits
inherit the earth.

RB: There is much to be said for your Swiftian assessment
of humanity, but I think matters are more complicated. You cite
Birkin’s nihilistic pronouncement from Women in Love, where he
gleefully imagines the destruction of all mankind, “a world empty
of people, just uninterrupted grass, and a hare sitting up.” And yet,
by the end of the novel Birkin and Ursula have fallen in love and
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are planning a trip to Verona, where they will sit in the amphi-
theatre and “find Romeo and Juliet.” From nihilist to sentimenta-
list in a few hundred pages. All it took was a little star-equilibrium
love. Of course, their idyll is interrupted by the arrival of Gerald’s
frozen corpse, and Lawrence’s dark tango of erds and thanatos
continues. The Dance of Life capers with the Dance of Death in
an endless round of creation and destruction.

What makes it all happen? Our parents? Our genes? Our stars?
Ourselves? Do we drink in the life force and death drive with our
mother’s milk? Is that the Forbidden Knowledge that Eve first
tastes and that Faust, Raskolnikov and Kurtz all pursue in their
different ways? You said earlier that it is the historian, sociologist
and psychologist who can best help us understand the problem
of evil. What about the poet? Here is a passage from Paul Celan’s
“Death Fugue,” which rewrites Genesis, Goethe’s Faust, the Song
of Solomon and the Holocaust as a single event, a mad orgy of
birth, love and death:

Black milk of daybreak we drink you at night
we drink you at noon and in the morning we drink you in the
evening
we drink and drink
a man lives in the house your golden hair Margarete
your ashen hair Shulamith he plays with snakes
he calls out play more sweetly death death is a master from
Germany
he calls out play more darkly the violins then you will rise as
smoke in
the air
then you will have a grave in the clouds where you can spread
out...

JS: That “grave in the clouds” is misery’s “coastal shelf,” deep-
ening. Just as our horror becomes intolerable, “art may arrive,”
Nietzsche says, “as a saving sorceress, expert at healing.” W. B.
Yeats understood the “terrible beauty” of violence and the neces-
sity to fabricate artifice even as Ireland’s “civil war” (oxymoron
grimly accepted) was offering a premonition of yet another
Hobbesian bellum omnium contra omnes.
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A barricade of stone or of wood;

Some fourteen days of civil war;

Last night they trundled down the road
That dead young soldier in his blood:
Come build in the empty house of the stare.

We had fed the heart on fantasies,

The heart’s grown brutal from the fare;
More substance in our enmities

Than in our love; O honey-bees,

Come build in the empty house of the stare.

I take some little satisfaction in knowing that in a few mil-
lion years, human beings—and their bloody, raging history of
Calibanism—will have vanished from the planet, leaving it to the
birds and the bees and the gently erect rabbits.

RB: Mankind is capable of extraordinary good, extraordi-
nary evil and extraordinary beauty. Such is the human all-too-
human condition, and I certainly prefer it to the innocent and—I
might add—artless birds, bees and bunnies. Your green-dream of
a Menschenfrei world strikes me as a nightmare of banality.

JS:  “The mind of man is capable of anything because every-
thing is in it—all the past as well as all the future.” That is
Marlow’s dubious Gospel. It allows a glover’s son to become
Shakespeare. And it also allows a farmer’s son to become a Jew-
hating Nazi. There is neither rhyme nor reason to humanity or
human behavior. The only way to make people “good” rather
than “evil” is constantly to threaten them with punishment if they
get out of line. Here are the hilarious and horrifying last lines of
Flannery O’Connor’s A Good Man Is Hard To Find: “‘She would
of been a good woman,” The Misfit said, ‘if there had been some-
body there to shoot her every minute of her life.””

RB: O’Connor is right. People behave not because they
should, but because they must. Which is to say, the Flowers of
Good are best cultivated not in broad daylight but in the shadow
of the prison-house and the gallows.
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But what of those other umbral blossoms, the Flowers of Evil?
Baudelaire reminds us that the most exquisite beauty is often born
out of vileness and depravity. We began our dialogue by wondering
about the relation between ethics and aesthetics, a topic we have
touched upon elsewhere. Both Conrad and Celan produced great
art—gorgeous flowers—out of horrific suffering. Obviously their
depiction of suffering in no way redeems—to use a Conradian
word—the experiences of those who perished in the Congo or the
Death Camps. But is there a sense in which their art, by imagina-
tively transmuting those experiences, redeems mankind? You say
there is “neither rhyme nor reason to humanity.” But when we
perfectly imperfect humans apply rhyme and reason to the horror
that is our history—when we make art out of darkness—don’t we
in some measure tip the balance back in our favor, bring a little
light to the dark night of the soul?

JS: T am reminded of one of the most profound lines in King
Lear: “The worst is not / So long as we can say “This is the worst.””
So long as we can articulate evil and despair, we are not yet at
rock bottom, a place of darkness so complete that, like a black
hole, neither light nor logos escape it. To return to our Conradian
title, so long as there is an “art of darkness,” then evil, suffering
and “The horror! The horror!” are comfortably locked up in the
prison-house of Language. But Kurtz goes in for some “unspeak-
able rites.” What is beyond the pale of language, what is beyond
even Conrad’s visually-redemptive art, are acts of evil that beggar
expression, visions of depravity so horrible that they cut the tongue
out of the artist so that the rape cannot be given voice. Is that why
we are told there “can be no poetry after Auschwitz”?

RB: “No poetry after Auschwitz,” and yet we have Paul Celan,
Primo Levi, Elie Wiesel and Imre Kertész—to mention only these.
Franz Kafka famously commented to Max Brod, there is “hope
... no end of hope—only not for us.” He was speaking of God,
and although he died before the Holocaust he correctly predicted
that there would be no messianic deliverance for the Jews of
Europe. Of his three sisters, two perished in the Lodz ghetto, and
the third and youngest, Ottla, was executed at Auschwitz. She
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arose as “smoke in the air” and made her “grave in the clouds.”
Do Celan’s words—his art—help mitigate the darkness that Ottla
and so many others suffered? They did not help Celan, who com-
mitted suicide in 1970. But what of us? Is there hope for us?
Perhaps as we conclude this dialogue we can agree that evil—at
least some kinds—cannot be fathomed. But it can be articulated—
however tentatively, however imperfectly. Is that enough?

JS:  Enough for what? To satisfy our aesthetic sense? To supply
some sort of secular “redemption”? But one could argue that
articulating evil, even artistically (particularly artistically?) only
adds to the sum of evil in the world by giving it another mode of
being—just as pity, Nietzsche observed, only adds to the sum of
suffering in the world.

Finally, T don’t believe in “evil” except as a metaphysical or
religious construct designed to pedigree what is truly “bad”
and give it eternal consequences. Perhaps there is a reason why
Conrad never calls Kurtz “evil.” I feel more and more uncom-
fortable using the word “evil” when what I am really referring
to are forms of human depravity that require far more termino-
logical subtlety and complexity, the kind that artists so richly
supply: the “black milk” of lyric suggestiveness that flows, as
Conrad would have it, into “the heart of an impenetrable dark-
ness.” I don’t think art redeems anything, least of all “evil,” but
I do think it keeps us off the streets—or out of the jungle—and,
while we are either creating it or consuming it, makes it slightly
less likely that we will exterminate the brutes, whoever they hap-
pen to be.

RB: If our goal is merely something that will “keep us off
the streets,” then I should think bowling alleys and skating rinks
would serve just as well as art.

As for our terminological debate, humans need a vocabulary for
talking about the nasty things we do to each other. “Black milk”
and “heart of darkness” are evocative metaphors that enable us
to make emotional and ethical sense (rhyme and reason) out of
horrific experiences. But when we are confronted with real-world
choices, when we have to decide whether Eichmann should live
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or die, we require terms that are more conceptually precise than
“dark heart” or “black milk.”

JS: Courts of law do not pass judgments based on “evil”
behavior. T think the word “evil” is avoided in jurisprudence—
even in the Nuremberg trials—because it smuggles a kind of meta-
physical vocabulary into the courtroom, when more conventional
and secular terms such as “right” and “wrong” are sufficient to
deprive the Nazi of his life. I would rather leave it to artists and
poets to supply us with image after horrifying image of the accel-
erating grimace of our disastrous twentieth century.

The most recent grimace (pushing us along into the twenty-first
century) may be Cormac McCarthy’s The Road, an updating of
Conrad’s art of darkness in a post-apocalyptic America on the
verge of becoming a place where my blessedly randy rabbits will,
in a thousand years or two, inherit the earth. If only evolution
would stop there—before the rabbits start to lust after the warren
in the next field. But, alas, one day a miserable rabbit will grow
into John Updike, another into Joseph Stalin, and the whole mam-
malian process will eternally return until Larkin’s coastal shelf has
deepened into something even oubliettes fear.

RB: Eichmann and the Nuremberg defendants were not
charged with “evil” but with crimes against humanity. But “crimes
against humanity” is a hell of a lot broader and vaguer than “lar-
ceny,” “burglary” or “murder,” and such a charge necessarily raises
the question of what evil is and how we adjudicate and punish it.
might add that transcripts for both the Eichmann and Nuremberg
trials show that the word “evil” was repeatedly used by prosecuting
attorneys and presiding judges. Despite popular cynicism, there is a
connection between ethics and secular law, and that connection goes
to the heart of whether “evil” by definition involves Judeo-Christian
metaphysics.

Every culture stigmatizes certain kinds of behavior with a sever-
ity that transcends what is simply “bad,” and the word we use
to describe such behavior is “evil.” The Judeo-Christian history
that stands behind the word neither determines nor defines its
semantic content. Which is to say, evil is not necessarily a religious



80 Platonic Occasions

category. But even as a non-religious category, evil need not be a
relative term. All cultures prohibit murder. Notions of right and
wrong differ from place to place and time to time, but certain
forms of criminality are universally condemned.

I wonder if our disagreement finally comes down to a debate
between nature and culture. To what degree does the latter—where
we locate things like art—insulate us against the former? I detect in
your argument a certain Rousseauian nostalgia, a belief that human
competition and struggle (criticized in Rousseau’s Second Discourse)
inevitably lead to the rapacity and criminality Conrad describes.
If the bunnies could remain bunnies and the noble savages could
remain nobly savage, then all would be well. You would happily
sacrifice the Updikes in order to be spared the Stalins. I myself am
a Hobbesian who feels that our best protection against the heart of
darkness is civilization, with its discontents and imperfections, as
well as its consolations. Pre