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In 1981 TJ Clark interviewed Greenberg
for a television broadcast. At the time of
the interview Greenberg had become a

bogeyman for historians and practi-
tioners, a caricature of an unfashionable
modernism. Clark accused Greenberg of
turning his back on his earlier political
commitments to indulge in the aesthetic
exercise of eyesight alone. At one point,
Greenberg responded wearily, ‘oh you
young ones . . . you think there’s always
more to be said . . . the value judgements
always come first – make sure the experi-
ence is there first. You young ones want to
fill in the pages; you want to think’.

This pair of audacious books provides
the opportunity to revisit this encounter
between Clark and Greenberg. They make
us think again about the complex ethics and
politics of looking, about the subjects that
looking constitutes, and about whether
there is ‘more to be said’ about looking.

Jones’ book provides an impressive
account of what she calls the ‘Greenberg
Effect.’ Her narrative is framed by the joint
issues of: ‘how the subject ‘‘Greenberg’’
came to self-awareness within modernism
and abstract art’; and the ‘pressures and
forces’ from which the ‘Greenberg Effect’
emerged. Jones’ argument is that Green-
berg was constituted by the very condi-
tions of modernity he described. She
offers a Foucauldian reading against an
episteme of specifically ocular Modernity
and of Greenberg’s subsequent reception
in postmodernism. As Jones explains in
the closing two chapters, the Greenberg
we get today is shaped by his subsequent

reception by critics, including Michael
Fried, Rosalind Krauss, Thierry de Duve;
and, of course, TJ Clark.

Jones’ Foucauldian turn means she has
attempted to write not an intellectual bio-
graphy but rather an archaeology of the
author-function ‘Greenberg’, drawing from
archival sources such as his letters to
Harold Lazarus, published as The Harold
Letters. Inevitably details of his life emerge
and the account is peppered with informa-
tion about, for example, his lovers, Jewish
identity, early employment history, life
as a soldier, and breakdown. Such anecdo-
tal details will be familiar to readers of
Florence Rubenfield’s Clement Greenberg: A
Life. Unlike Rubenfield, however, Jones aims
to summarise the conditions from which
‘Greenbergian subjectivity’ emerged.

This includes a complex survey of
the origins of some key aspects of his
thought. For instance, Jones surveys
abstraction as a philosophical concept
that stretches from Aristotle via Locke
and Kant to Positivism. Jones argues that
Greenberg conflated Positivism with ab-
straction and thus merged nineteenth-
century French Art-pour-L’Art theories with
Viennese Positivism, which he subse-
quently anecdotally internalised and en-
acted as cultural journalism. Similarly,
Jones traces the Greenbergian trope of
giving epistemological priority to vision
back to (a problematically limited) Kant.
Through Kant, Greenberg reached an
equation of disinterestedness with the
process of disembodied looking. Vision
thus provided a means by which to
regulate the aesthetic sensations of the
body; and formalism offered the promise
of organising the ‘feeling body’ in ‘supre-
mely rational ways.’

Disembodied looking is, Jones argues,
both an intrinsically rational and modern
sensibility. What Jones subsequently un-
covers is how Greenberg’s formalism
functioned as a system for organising
and regulating multiple bodily feelings in
what Jones calls (in a sly reference to
Greenberg’s employment as a clerk for the
Customs Service) a ‘bureaucracy of the
senses’. This explains the talismatic effect
of both The Laocoon and Pollock for
Greenberg. The Laocoon embodied a theory
of modernity through its presentation

of the human body in pain; yet one in
which the bodily event becomes ordered,
controlled and thus aestheticised through
the significant form of its visibility. The
effect of Pollock’s work, Greenberg’s
touchstone artist, is exactly the same.
Pollock is paradigmatic for Greenberg
because his specifically bodily, carnal and
scatological art is one that is ultimately
constrained by the structure of the
inherently and predominantly visual
medium of painting.

Jones retells many familiar stories in
terms of the ‘Greenberg Effect’, which
struggles to regulate sensation via vision.
For example, the well-known narrative of
Greenberg’s adoption of Hoffman’s theo-
retical account of European abstraction is
recast as Greenberg’s rationalisation of
Hoffman by expunging his spiritual pre-
occupations with colour and replacing
them with a rational account of their
effects. Stieglitz was also dismissed as
someone whose irrationality disrupted
Greenberg’s bureaucracy of the senses.
Likewise, Greenberg’s antipathy to
O’Keefe’s art is explained by his squeam-
ishness at its specifically carnal qualities
that threatened the purity of the all-seeing
eye of the critic. The threat of O’Keefe’s
work lay in its explicitly bodily images,
which promised to bring forth a scatolo-
gical and bodily modernism that would
threaten rational attempts to reduce the
body to the purity of vision.

The coupling of vision with Modernity
is convincing. Such arguments can be
found in other descriptions of the balance
of senses in the modernist subject that is
being skewed to vision; for example in
Walter Benjamin, Marshall McLuhan, Jo-
nathan Crary and Friedrich Kittler. It also
features as part of the negative dialectic to
modernism in Martin Jay’s Downcast Eyes.
Further, those who reacted against Green-
berg’s modernism did so by explicitly
returning to the body to disrupt the
hygiene of eyesight alone. For example,
Duchamp’s distrust of the retinal qualities
of art was revisited by Johns, Rauschen-
berg and Kaprow – all of whom explored
specifically embodied practices and pro-
ducts (faeces, semen, urine and blood).

In the end, what is most convincing
about the account is how Jones uses the
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modernist episteme of visuality to frame
both a theory of art and subjectivity with
the ‘Greenberg Effect’. Greenberg made a
clear distinction between the pictorial and
the optical interpretation of a work of art.
The pictorial interpretation requires knowl-
edge of historical traditions (such as
iconography, style and so forth). The
optical, on the other hand, is the non-
pictorial visibility of the image; that which is
encountered by eyesight alone. This signals
a move in modernist aesthetics from
appreciation of beauty to the regulation of
its effects. Opticality is thus linked, ulti-
mately, to alienation of a modern subject. By
prizing apart the senses, the body itself
(that is the embodied, phenomenological
centre of experience) is experienced by
different arts (music, theatre, painting,
etc.). This in turn creates the detached,
alienated and decentred subject of Moder-
nity. Jones convincingly argues how the
‘Greenberg Effect’ internalised this detach-

ment and articulated it as the ‘professional
objectivity’ of formalism. Thus a theory of
looking becomes a theory of subjectivity.
Jones claims Greenberg saw in abstract
painting a model of how we know the
world: ‘the ontological condition of abstract
art is thus also its epistemology’. Thus,
Jones’ fundamental argument is that art is a
type of thinking that not only engenders a
certain type of looking but also constitutes a
certain type of subject.

The complex connection between the
act of looking and subjectivity is also the
central theme of Clark’s text; and he too
finds an epistemological model in art. If,
as Jones argues, abstract art creates
abstract subjects, then Clark, in response,
looks to Poussin for order, balance and
coherency – perhaps as a salve for detach-
ment and alienation in a world itself
abstracted by global capitalism.

The premise of Clark’s little book is a
repeated engagement with two paintings

by Poussin in the Getty Museum in Los
Angeles. For three months in 2000 Clark
returned to the pictures – Landscape with a
Man Killed by a Snake and Landscape with a
Calm. The Sight of Death is a record of this
sustained encounter.

Through a series of diary entries Clark
presents the abstract thoughts, medita-
tions and occasional poems that emerged
from his looking. The ‘experiment’ of the
title is focused on poesis; or the perennial
problem of how we translate the private
embodied and intimately personal action
of looking into the public realm of
discourse. For example, Clark ponders
how the act of looking is irreducible to
translation and how both photographic
representations and art historical reflec-
tions do not capture the experience of
looking at the paintings. Clark argues that

Nicolas Poussin,LandscapewithaCalm, 1650--
51.Courtesy of JPaul Getty Museum,Los
Angeles.FromTheSight ofDeathby TJClark.
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certain paintings (such as his Poussins)
‘look like language’ in order to declare the
‘unreadability’ of certain qualities that are
available to eyesight alone. In an argument
that resonates strongly with Jones’ ac-
count of Greenberg, Clark argues that
Poussin’s intellectual achievement is to
make a modern sensibility visible. Poussin
achieved this by producing a balance
between economy and intensity linked to
‘emergent forms of rationalism and con-
trolled enquiry’.

Clark’s experiment is clearly divorced
from familiar art historical practice. There
is no particular attempt to decode a
complex schema of iconography (as
Panofsky so famously did with Et in
Arcadia Ego) and the first art historical
‘fact’ Clark presents is some 57 pages in
and comes with the qualifying statement
that ‘at last a fact, and first facts are always
scandalous’. Instead what the reader gets
is descriptions of the conditions under
which the image was encountered; that is,
a lot about the weather and the light
conditions under which Clark approached
the image.

The text that Clark’s resembles most
closely is Barthes’ Camera Lucida. The
account he gives of both pictures is one
of a network of punctums that reveal
the little epiphanies scattered through the
text. Also, both texts are haunted by
the authors’ highly personal accounts of
the deaths of their mothers, a moment that
poignantly irrupts into Clark’s text towards
the end. As Clark states, he wants to write
‘a reaction to my two paintings not a theory
of them’. In fact, what Clark actually wants
this book to do is not immediately obvious.
It seems to do everything that first-year
students are told explicitly not to do.

Nonetheless, buried within the appar-
ent meandering solipsism is a subtle
polemic on the importance of aesthetics
in contemporary life. For example, he
discusses the dimensions of Landscape with
a Man Killed by a Snake as a ‘beautiful’
shape and develops an analysis of the
‘significant form’ of the painting – which
promises not only ‘aesthetic force’ but
also ‘truth’. This ‘truth’ is never explicitly
stated; I take Clark’s point to be that
aesthetics and thus ethics are a funda-
mental part of looking. As Jacques Ran-
cière argued in The Politics of Aesthetics: The
Distribution of the Sensible, aesthetic experi-
ence is always situated in an embodied and

thus ethical subject. Therefore, because
the body is the locus of political power and
ethical agency, Clark’s close attention to
the embodied process of looking and how
it might change over time becomes tacitly
ethical. Clark’s experiment might thus
stand as an antidote to the state of eyesight
alone that a limited (perhaps Greenber-
gian) application of modernism has led us
to. For Clark, the contemporary situation
is ‘a terrible moment in the politics of
imaging, envisioning, visualizing’ and ‘a
regime of visual flow, displacement, dis-
embodiment, endless available revisability
of the image’, which offer the false
promise of self-knowledge, self-produc-
tion and self-control. Here Clark alludes to
Debord’s critique of the society of the
spectacle in which the modern subject is
detached, alienated, decentred and re-
duced to eyesight alone.

The risk that Clark runs is that his
position is open to all the criticisms that
he once levelled at Greenberg. His account
rests upon a model of aesthetics that
closely resembles Greenberg’s: one that is
grounded in discernment, detachment
and autonomy. For example, in the midst
of the book he goes off to visit various
sites of Land Art (Spiral Jetty; Sun Tunnels)
and recalls how Poussin’s pictures are
resistant to such comparisons; whereas
they are, he argues, unresistant to sub-
sequent re-looking. The main problem
here is that the discernment of distinction
has been called profoundly bourgeois
(Bourdieu) and that detachment might
be critiqued as profoundly apolitical.

Ultimately my thought is that how one
reads this book will be framed by one’s
response to Clark’s claim that ‘a good
poem about Poussin would be the highest
form of criticism’. Some will be entranced;
others will throw it against the wall and
look for ‘more to be said’.

Both books interrogate in intimate
terms how looking brings forth complex
and changing subjects; and both promise
to reveal more about these subjects. Yet
whether we can ever get to know Green-
berg and Clark personally from these texts
is uncertain. And perhaps some things
need to be left unsaid, unknown and
unseen – as Foucault suggested by stating:
‘Do not ask who I am and do not ask me to
remain the same: leave it to our bureau-
crats and our police to see that our papers
are in order’.

francis halsall

University College Cork

Nicolas Poussin,Landscapewith theBodyof
PhocionCarriedOutofAthens (Detail), 1648.
National Museumof Wales,Cardi¡.FromTheSight
of Deathby TJClark.

8 The ArtBook volume 14 issue 4 november 2007 r 2007 the author. journal compilation r 2007 bpl/aah

FeatureReviews


