Censorship, Autonbmy, and Artistic Form

Jonathan Gilmore

Hitherto people had been accustomed to spend their time either in
fighting or in agriculture ... Now they idled away the greater part of

the day in clever and trivial chatter about aesthetics.
—Plutarch, Life of Marcellus, 21

In an 1852 letter to Louise Colet, Gustave Flaubert describes his dream of writing
“a book about nothing, a book with no external attachment, which would hold
together by the internal strength of its style, as the earth, without being supported,
floats in the air, a book that would have no subject at all or at least one in which
the subject would be almost invisible.” For form, which he describes as emerging
from a progressive development akin to political emancipation, “is free.”!

I begin with these remarks because they express a conception of art—as
ideally independent of external reference and outside determinations and gaining
that freedom through an extrusion, or invisibility, of content—that shapes, I will
suggest, certain responses to political and popular threats to the arts in the modern
period. I want to discuss not so much the philosophical origins of this artistic con-
ception, as certain rhetorical and strategic ends, within art history and criticism,
that such a philosophical aesthetic has served. The ends I address here pertain to
how the fine arts at the end of the eighteenth and first half of the nineteenth
centuries responded to threats posed by official censorship from “above” and popu-
lar and mass culture “below.” The rise of a conception of art implied by those spatial
locators—an art that would see itself as existing autonomously were it not for the
stifling pressures of bureaucratic repression or the eruption into its proper sphere
of popular taste—is, of course, part of what ultimately needs to be explained.

I will begin by describing a structure of response that I think character-
izes certain struggles over the first kind of pressure on the arts—official censorship.
None of the following incidents in the history of artistic censorship will be
unfamiliar, but what I hope to show is that a putative consistency in artistic
censorship, assumed to consist of a prosecution bent on suppressing subversive
religious, political, or erotic expression pitted against the forces of progressive art
seeking expressive liberation, is belied by certain changes within modernism in the
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arguments that are used, by both prosecution and defense, and the ends that those
arguments are meant to serve.

The structure of censorship I want to describe is constituted on one side
by an approach to art as what we might call transparent. Here, a work of art is
treated as primarily a representational, rather than expressive or material, entity,
where there is little acknowledgment of how the form or context of a work trans-
figures its represented content from what it might be outside of that context or
independent of that form. For a censor operating with this mode of response, an
artwork is construed as a sort of container in which is held an offensive represen-
tation, where the container has little constitutive role in its contents. The censor
does not respond principally to the content given form, in a work of art, just, to
exaggerate a bit, the content itself.

In, for example, the 1857 trial of Charles Baudelaire’s Les fleurs du mal for
obscenity; the prosecutor complained of the effects of the poet’s “coarse realism,”
treating that realism as if it belonged to only a stylistic technique external to the
work itself: verse which did not merely refer to or represent sexual activity, but
stood as its textual instantiation. Charging that the work courted a response from
the body before the intellect, the prosecutor declared that the poetry would return
“their senses to those who can no longer feel.”? The same approach—one that
threatens to elide the work itself and its external referent—was adopted by those
critics of Courbet who, though they were well acquainted with the realist style,
still posited'a direct circuit between the vulgarity or ignobility of the individuals
represented in his Stonebreakers and Burial at Ornans and what they charged to be
the “deliberate ugliness” of the paintings themselves.> And when, more recently,
conservative critics condemned as pornographic certain photographs by Robert
Mapplethorpe, they acknowledged the status of the works as art, but not the ways
in which the imagery had been transfigured—if not in appearance then in mean-
ing—in forming the pictorial basis of those works of art. This transfiguration—which
Mapplethorpe described as creating “smut that is also art” or having “all the
elements of pornography and yet . . . a structure of lighting that makes it go
beyond what it is”—made the images as much about the visual representation of
the sexual practices as the practices themselves.* Yet, when hostile commentators
examined the work, many could not discriminate the form at all—even though
that form, in its potential association with kitsch, would have allowed a critique
on aesthetic rather than moral grounds.

But if the attacks of the censor treat art as transparent, the defense in the
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modern period often construes the art as opague, where the tendency is to stress
that there is no relevant content except that content transfigured into form; or to
say that the art resides in its form. So the celebrated defense in the trial of Ulysses
did not deny the work’s obvious scatological and sexual words and phrases, but
argued that such words and phrases were only represented or quoted, in the
service of artistic effect, to give the reader an impression of the style and texture of
how characters of the novel would speak. This meant that such words and phrases
were evacuated of the meaning and force they would have in an ordinary context,
such as one inhabited by those characters, in which they are used—perhaps
obscenely—to swear, assault, or sexually arouse.

An analogous operation characterized the defense of Baudelaire. Nearly a
hundred years after the original trial, a French court dismissed the 1857 judgment,
insisting that the offense of the poet’s work was not, as had been claimed, to pub-
lic morals but merely to art, that is, to the conventions of composition inscribed
in the genre of lyric poetry. This essentially confirmed Baudelaire’s own retreat to
the defensive posture of self-reflexive form in remarking in an essay on Théophile
Gautier written not long after his trial, that “poetry . . . has no other object than
itself.” And, finally, when the director of the Contemporary Art Center in Cincinnati
was charged with pandering obscenity for exhibiting certain of those photographs
by Mapplethorpe, the legal defense succeeded through portraying even the artist’s
ritualized sadomasochistic images as merely what it called “figure studies” and one
of the most provocative of those—displaying a finger inserted into a penis—as “a
central image, very symmetrical, a very ordered classical composition.”® Here, with
an obvious strategic motivation, the concept of art—and the formalization and
aestheticization that concept allowed—was posed as a kind of membrane that
would protect audiences from whatever offense or harm might ensue from
exposure to what, on the other side of the membrane, the image disclosed.

There is thus an order of incommensurability in the structure of these
controversies: attacks on art’s content are met by defenses based on art’s form.
I'want to propose that this is a peculiarly modern phenomenon. And I want to ask
why, with the advent of modernism, this structure of debate over the arts emerges.
For prior to the early nineteenth century these sorts of conflicts over the arts
appear to have had a different structure: attacks on content were met by defenses
of content, even if it meant that such content had to be construed in novel terms.

So, for example, papal reproval of the teeming multitude of nudes in
Mlchelangelos Last Judgment (1541) was deflected by rationales, such as Vasari’s,
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that the artist showed, “with appropriate judgement and consideration,” only how
souls would appear when once again given bones and flesh in resurrection from
the dead.”

Paolo Veronese was questioned by the Venetian branch of the Inquisition
in 1573 over his Last Supper® for its inclusion of such unusual details as an atten-
dant with a bloody nose, seven liveried black pages, five turbaned Muslims, a dwarf
holding a parrot, and other assorted “scurrilities” that the Inquisition may have
understood to betray a kind of crypto-Protestantism. Ordered to “correct and
amend the painting,” Veronese did nothing but retitle the work, that is, attribute
to it a different content, as Feast in the House of Levi.

And, while Renaissance and post-Renaissance nudes in some cases
represented courtesans or the features of a patron’s mistress (as in Titian’s 1553—54
Danaé), they enjoyed a kind of artistic elevation and moral indemnification, un-
available to contemporary erotic prints, in mythological and NeoPlatonist
redescriptions. This was just as, in an earlier time, classical art from Greece and
Rome featuring genuinely mythological characters was preserved from Christian
iconoclasm by being reinterpreted as symbolizing or presaging Christian themes:
Apollo stands for Christ, putti become seraphim, and the Minotaur’s labyrinth
(which survived in the medieval cathedral) an emblem of the imprisoned and blink-
ered state of the soul in earthly time.

Finally, while Goya’s Clothed Maja (c. 1805) may have exposed him to
censure for its representation of a coarse, sexually brazen, stereotypical character
of the lower classes, his Nude Maja (c. 1797) enjoyed a somewhat protected status
through its unclothed subject, allowing an innocent identification with just those—
now safely venerable—depictions of Venus.?

By contrast, the modern structure of debates over the arts—where the threat
of art’s content is met by the prophylactic power of art’s form——reaches its most

_ perspicuous expression in Zola’s (1867) formalist defense of Edouard Manet against
the charge that his Déjeuner sur I'herbe is obscene: “the nude woman . . . is un-
doubtedly there only to give the artist an opportunity of painting the color of flesh,”
Zola writes. For Manet constructed this scene only “to obtain an effect of strong
contrasts and bold masses”; and, those who find themselves offended by such work
should recognize, Zola remarks, that “a head posed against a wall is nothing more
than a brush stroke, more or less white, on a surface, more or less grey.”1

How have we arrived here? The idea of form, and thus the potential for
formalization has existed as long as art has. Why then is it not until the first half
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of the nineteenth century that there emerges this idea that form could indemnify
content, a notion familiar enough that it could be employed, without explanation
or apology, by the time Zola defends Maner?

A natural response, of course, would be to suggest that this notion of form
and associated ideas of artistic autonomy arose out of developments in eighteenth-
and early nineteenth-century aesthetics and philosophy of art. For pre-modern
commentators, from Plato to Rousseau; would have granted artistic representa-
tion, by virtue of belonging to art, no such power to protect its audience from what
it proposed to display. Such theorists did not identify artistic value as compensa-
tion for, or in tension with, other measures of value. Rather, they understood the
notion of artistic value to be already suffused with all sorts of values—moral,
political, practical, scientific, and pedagogic—that the modern autonomy of art
renders distinct. This, of course, meant that the identification of an artifact or
activity as artistic conferred no special form of protection. If, for Plato, paintings
and narratives represent reality at a third-remove and thus falsely, and theater causes
those who play base characters, or imagine themselves in those roles, to become
base themselves, then there is no sense in which distinctively artistic values could
be held up as the antidote to the moral poison the artwork proffered.

It is only in the eighteenth century, in the kind of account developed in
Immanuel Kant’s Critigue of Judgment that we find a form of artistic evaluation
that suspends other evaluative standpoints—say, of utility, politics or sensory
pleasure—from which the content of a work of art may be judged. Kant does think
that aesthetic values, like all values, ultimately are in some way subordinate to moral
values but his characterization of the “disinterested” nature of the judgment of taste
captures that response to art which is presumably left over when all other evalua-
tive criteria are withdrawn. The connection between this form of judgment and a
formalist interpretation of art arises from Kant’s understanding of disinterested-
ness as requiring no concern for the real existence of the thing which causes what
one sees (for that would be a kind of interested desire), or the identity of the thing
perceived (for that would attribute to it a function or purpose, in its fulfillment of
which it might be judged) but only a pleasure arising from the object’s universally
apprehended form (which as a Geszalt requires a constructive judgment, unlike the
immediate “private” sensation of color).!! Although Kant accords priority to
natural beauty in his analysis of the judgment of taste, he does not in principle
exclude any objects from its application. Indeed, in one passage he explicitly ex-
tends the concept of a painting to include the appearance created by such things
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as interior decoration, personal costume (including rings and snuff-boxes), and
elegant parties, suggesting that insofar as they provoke an aesthetic judgment
independently of any definite end, that judgment “is determined in one and the
same way: namely, as . . . only upon the forms . . . as they present themselves to the
eye.”?? It is not incidental, from the perspective of an art historian, that such a judg-
ment excludes any historicizing consideration of how a work of visual art compares
with others within a development, tradition, or style to which it might belong.
But if Kant's theory was taken up by later commentators as having secured
a notion of artistic autonomy in an evaluative sense (if not quite in Kant’s own
terms), Hegel provided philosophical expression to the idea of artistic autonomy
as an explanatory notion—casting art as an internally developing form that, for
part of its history, serves as the vehicle for the broader, but still internal, evolution
of Geist. This developmental and historical notion of autonomy lived an afterlife
of sorts in the foundations of the academic study of art history, not so much in
terms identical to what Hegel laid out, but through influencing how early art his-
torians conceived of the relationship between art’s internal historical unfolding and
the social or political history by which that development may have been shaped.!2
Heinrich Woélfflin's final account of how to explain changes in art history was based
on what he called the “two roots of artistic style,” which he identified as the
culture or society of the artist and the visual tradition the artist belonged to. But
rather than seeing the explanatory roles played by these two factors as identifiable
only on a case-by-case basis, as Jacob Burckhardt, his teacher, proposed, Wolfflin
asserted it was the visual tradition the artist belonged to that uniquely explains the
way in which the artist’s work developed from his or her predecessors. Art devel-
ops in a sense autonomously; as a “form working itself out inwardly,” where the
artist’s social context does not enter into the explanation of the form of his work,
except as the initial conditions that encourage or frustrate the visual tradition’s de-
velopment along its own trajectory.! Such a stress on the immanent causes of art’s
development was similarly adopted by Alois Riegl, who, although recognizing.the
historically contextual factors of a work’s function, teqhnique, and material, spoke
of these not as explanations of the character of a work of art, but as negative
factors influencing the ways in which the Kunstwollen, or the work’s “inner deter-
mination” is realized.!> And, finally, Henri Focillon stressed that while one should
not isolate works of art from human life and contingency, it is nonetheless central
to understanding how artistic expression evolves to recognize that “form liberates

other forms according to its own laws.”16
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Were we to stay just within the art criticism of the nineteenth century and
focus on the influence of Kantian and Hegelian conceptions of autonomy and
commensurate versions of formalism in France, we could trace out there the some-
what corrupted versions of those ideas in the writings of Victor Cousin (who as
early as 1817, traveled to Germany where he met Hegel), Benjamin Constant (who
had visited Weimar in 1803—4 and met Goethe, Schiller, and Schelling), and later
adherents to a doctrine of “art for art’s sake.”

I want, however, to resist that form of explanation, that sort of causal
model that treats philosophical aesthetics as if it were an intellectual wave that,
once generated, washed over everything in sight. What I think must be asked is
not how were the history and criticism of art influenced by such philosophical
theories of autonomy and form, but, rather, why did the history and criticism of
art draw on such aesthetic theories at all? These theories may have been developed
as part of the ahistorical conversation in which professional philosophers, past and
present, have seen themselves joined. But we ought to ask, once given its philo-
sophical foundation, what sorts of cultural needs, ends, or anxieties did the notion
of formal autonomy answer to? What functions was it employed to serve?

I want to focus on the functions served by form in not only, as I've illus-
trated, preserving art from the threat of official censorship, but in saving art from
a perceived threat of popular and mass culture, as well. The threat of censorship
was, of course suppression, seizure, or imprisonment for offending political or
religious authority. The threat of popular and mass culture appeared to be assimi-
lation into that culture and a consequent loss of whatever exclusive privileges and
protections were accorded those once occupying the provinces of high art. But, I
hasten to add, these two threats—the popular and the political—should not be
understood, in origin or execution, as entirely distinct.

For if art had always been subject to censorship for offending the church,
monarch, or state, it is when imagery and text become widely disseminated, and
where there is a perceived emergence of a public for art that is neither drawn from
the elite, nor takes its cues from those who are, that official censorship sees itself
as most urgent.

Thus if censorship at one time was aimed at stamping out subversive ex-
pression for the symbolic threat it posed to political or religious forms of authority,
now censorship would justify itself in suppressing such expression because of the
threat it posed to the public—the good morals of society, the public’s moral health.

Only with a mass production of those vehicles of expression, and a perceived
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emergence of a textually and visually literate public, would authorities worry that the
population could come to be contaminated by such supposedly dangerous works.!”

The emergence of this public, in discoutse, in imagination, and in fact,
occurred in at least two significant ways.!® One was, in France, through an
increasing physical presence, and acknowledgment of the presence, of ordinary,
non-elite audiences for art at the Salon exhibitions mounted by the Académie
Royale (later the Académie des Beaux-Arts). Whereas such audiences could see art
in certain churches, private studios, some royal collections, dealers’ shops, and pub-
lic festivals and street fairs, it was particularly in the institutional space of the late
eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Salon—with an architectural design that
did not preserve, as in the church or theater, a hierarchical social order—that com-
mentators remarked upon and satirized this public, especially in its mix of members
of different classes. In his foundational text on the emergence of a self-aware pub-
lic for art in France, Thomas Crow cites a description of a Salon that refers to the

mixing, men and women together; of all the orders and all the ranks of
the state ... Here the Savoyard odd-job man rubs shoulders with the
great noble in his cordon bleu; the fishwife trades her perfume with
those of a lady of quality, making the latter resort to holding her nose
to combat the strong odor of cheap brandy drifting-her way; the rough
artisan, guided only by natural feeling, comes out with a just observa-
tion, at which an inept wit nearby bursts out laughing only because of
the comical accent in which it was expressed; while an artist hiding in
the crowd unravels the meaning of it all and turns it to his profit (Pidansat
de Mairobert, " The English Spy,” a clandestine news-sheet).1?

What is remarkable about this relatively liberal description from 1777 is that only
thirty years earlier, when the critic La Font de Saint-Yenne had circulated a pam-
phlet that rather mildly suggested that artworks should not be completely immune
to public scrutiny any more than were theater and books, he was pilloried in the
press and by members of the Academy. Indeed, quite contrary to its founding prin-
ciples, members of the Academy doubted, when the proposal was raised, that the
general public’s opinion could have had any legitimate jurisdiction over the arts
on display. The engraver Charles-Nicolas Cochin, Secretary to the Academy,
insisted, “I hold the principle that a painting, a statue, do not belong to the
public in the same way that a book does.”? Just what way the fine arts do belong
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to the public—and what sort of public that is—was thus being asked, if not
answered, well before the French Revolution and, with current debates over just
what constituencies governmental support of the arts serves, continues to be
unresolved today.

In England, Joshua Reynolds explained in his “Advertisement” to the first
exhibition at the Royal Academy that an admission fee would be charged to
prevent “the room from being fill'd by improper Persons, to the entire exclusion
of those for whom the exhibition is apparently intended.”?! The danger, as Reynolds
expressed in his Discourses on Art (delivered 1769—90), was that painters would
endeavor to please such “improper Persons,” reducing painting to the mechanical
recording of nature for those “ignorant of the principles of art” who “will always
be pleased with what is natural, in the confined and misunderstood sense of the
word.”?? Reynolds’s disparagement of the “natural” is part of his effort to secure
the status of painting as a liberal art, one that in execution and appreciation re-
quires free and abstract thought, not merely manual proficiency. But his dismissive
reference to the aim of mimetic fidelity also serves to distinguish between two types
of spectators: those who have the “character, taste, experience, and observation” to
propetly appreciate a work’s style and embodiment of abstract principles of art,
and those of “narrow;, vulgar, untaught or rather ill-taught reason” who judge a
work by what it represents, or “whether the production is a true copy of nature.”?
Indeed, in remarks that presage objections to the mechanical nature of photog-
raphy as an art, Reynolds asks that we recognize that in “a view of nature represented
with all the truth of the camera obscura, and the same scene represented by a great
Artist, how little and mean will one appear in comparison with the other, where
no superiority is supposed from the choice of subject.”? ‘

If such a neoclassical theory of taste served to preserve the autonomy of
the elite segment of the social order, its modernist incarnation in formalism served
to preserve high art in an autonomous aesthetic order. High art could be
understood in terms suiting its form, while the encroaching imagery of popular
and mass culture would continue to be read for what it represented—for its
pictorial content or motif. '

However much artists and elite audiences objected to a newly self-aware
public asserting its rights as aesthetic arbiters, critical, journalistic, and official
opinion began at the end of the eighteenth century to concern itself with this pub-
lic—to describe, dissect, mocl, praise, or lament its presence to a degree commentary
on the arts had never done before. Reviews of the Salon appeared in not only the
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established daily press of the Journal des débats and Le Siécle, and art magazines
such as LArtiste, but also popular publications such as Vers-vert, papers subscribed
to by professional groups such as Garde nationale, women’s magazines such as La
Mere de famille, and even a number of children’s magazines such as Journal des
enfants and Le Petit poucet.

A second way this public emerged was through its association with the
burgeoning market of mass reproductions of works of fine art and commensurate
growth in production of items of low visual culture: ordinary prints, playing cards,
shop signs, theater advertisements, pictorial wallpaper, transfer-ware china, and
later, of course, various forms of entertainment photography.

Writers had already experienced the rise of an analogous public for books
at the end of the eighteenth century, particularly in Germany, where elite authors
were mote dependent on the public market than in France (where they largely had
patrons).? Here is Friedrich Schiller frustrated by the limited commercial demand
for his work in the immense expansion of the market in popular reading material:

The need to read, which is becoming more and more generally felt,
even in those classes of society where the state is wont to contribute
so little in the field of education, instead of being used by good
writers for more noble purposes, is being misused by mediocre pen-
pushers and avaricious publishers to peddle their poor merchandise
without regard for the cost in public taste and morality. . .. Mindless,
tasteless, and pernicious novels, dramatized stories, so-called journals
for the ladies ... are completely destroying the few healthy principles
that our playwrights had left intact [1792].

And, in a letter to Goethe: “Since one cannot hope to build and to plant it is at least
something to inundate and destroy. The only possible relationship to the public is
war” (1799).%¢

In France the visible constitution of a reading public came a bit later. It is
manifested in the “railway” or “travelers’ libraries,” names of leading series of cheap
paperbacks, stimulated by mass transportation. And this public was suggested by
the prevalence of cabinets de lecture (a sort of bookstore that rented books and
journals for periods ranging from one visit to a year), which soared in number from
32 to 226 between 1820 and 1850, and increasingly suffered from official surveil-
lance, not just for the possibility that they would sell subversive literature, but
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because they allowed a place for devotees of that literature to convene.?’

In the visual arts, such a public was constituted, again perhaps more in
official discourse and imagination than in fact, through mass-produced prints.
Engravings had, of course, been one form of mass production. Indeed, although
in his Discourses Reynolds considers engraved reproductions of fine art only as
vehicles for academic instruction, and he displays an antipathy to any mechanical
production of images, his professional success and that of other members of the
Royal Academy was indebted to the flourishing English print trade.?8 And there
had already been an association, despite their not inconsequential cost, between
prints and popular audiences and censorship. It was when prints of Michelangelo’s
Last Judgment began to circulate widely that the fresco suffered the most aggres-
sive verbal assaults (by Aretino in particular).?

Yet what allowed an extraordinary rise in the circulation of images and a
commensurate lowering of their cost was the development of specifically litho-
graphic techniques of printing in the first two decades of the nineteenth century.3°
Lithographic depictions were used not only in the widely published reports on the
Salon exhibitions, but, more importantly, in more than seventy journals,
magazines, and albums in the nineteenth-century popular press which referred to
themselves with the term musée, offering their own printed exhibitions, via repro-
ductions of the masterpieces which hung in the national museums and the Salon.3!

Lithographic technology also played, of course, an important role in cari-
cature, through the some 350 caricature journals established in the nineteenth
century. These were particularly significant manifestations of the new public for
art. For it is in association with caricature journals—easily and cheaply produced,
circulated widely, read and discussed in public cafés and cabinets de lecture, and
(unlike subversive text) open to the illiterate—that both those forms in which the
public was constituted—their physical presence and the mass-reproduced items
signifying their existence—came together. There were laws in Paris in the 1830s
against public discussion among factory coworkers, who would, authorities feared,
compare injustices, scheme and conspire in revolutionary actions. (A system of
spies enforced one such 1838 law by infiltrating cafes to report on laborers’ social-
izing.)?2 The threat of caricature was in part that it appeared to allow the emergence
of virtual communities, groups united by a purportedly consistent reaction to the
images—images which, authorities complained, contained no ambiguity and hence
no hope of a fractured or heterogeneous response. For fifty of the sixty years
between 1820 (when censorship laws were firmly established) and 1881 (when
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they were abolished) the French government censored drawings in advance of
publication, but not the printed word.

In 1835 the French minister of justice declared that Frenchmen have the
right to circulate their opinions in published form, but insisted that “when opin-
ions are converted into acts by the . . . exhibit of a drawing, one addresses people
brought together, one speaks to their eyes. That is more than the expression of an
opinion; that is a deed, an action, a behavior”33 This position was widely held. In
1852 a police minister called drawings one of the most dangerous of means used
“to shake up and destroy the sentiments of reserve and morality so essential to
conserve in the bosom of a well-ordered society,” because while even the “worst
page of a bad book requires some time to read and a certain degree of intelligence
to understand,” caricature represents “in a translation which everyone can under-
stand, the most daﬁgcrous of all seductions, that of example.”4

Here it is precisely the legibility of caricature, the transparency of its
content to any untutored spectator’s eye, in which its danger inheres. High art, by
contrast, could be construed as opaque, with its content sublimated, so to speak,
into its form.?

The response to popular and mass culture I describe here would be
exacerbated with the invention of photography, particularly after 1851 with the
breakthrough of the collodion-on-glass negative, which made it possible to
produce multiple photographs, with the tonal range to be commercially viable,
from a single source.?® But what I want to emphasize is such a response was already
operative before photography was invented, that photography was only the night-
mare that answered to this cultural discourse’s fears. This is to say, somewhat against
technologically determinist models of art history, that the importance of photog-
raphy to anxieties over mass culture was not of ‘cause to effect, but a situation in
which the technology was seized upon as an emblem of that anxiety, its sign and
guarantee. Even just after the invention of the daguerreotype, well before multi-
ple and cheap photographic prints were possible, commentators spoke as if this
slow, awkward, and expensive form of photography had the explosive penetration
into the public sphere ordinary photography has today. Baudelaire, in his Salon of
1859, speaks of how photography has helped “only to confirm fools in their faith,
and ruin what vestige of the divine might still have remained in the French mind.”?”
Let me stress the verb “confirm” there, as if it were only hammering the last coffin
nail in place. Just as philosophical aesthetics did not cause the move towards
formalism, but stood, after the fact, as a strategic answer to the combined politi-
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cal and popular threats to high art, so photography was invested with the cultural
concerns by which it was predated.

Formalism, with whatever soundness as an aesthetic theory, allowed the
high arts a way of keeping the threat of popular and mass culture, and the public
it putatively served, at bay. For if access to an image was available to both the elite
audiences and those drawn from society’s lower orders, formalism (in an incarna-
tion quite contrary to Kant’s conception of the aesthetic judgment as presuming
an inter-subjective validity) postulated that one type of spectator could see what
the other could not. If today a putatively formalist approach to an image, as con-
cerned only with a visual array, not its symbolic or historical import, suggests an
experience requiring no special knowledge or training, and thus open to all, later
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century commentators spoke as if the appreciation of
form was an achievement available only to those whose taste and sensibility were
sufficiently refined. It is one the ironies of high art’s relationship to popular
culture that when artists began to explicitly respond to and absorb popular forms
of illustration—such as in Seurat’s adoption of the composition and motif of the
circus poster—and to exploit the perhaps inevitable breakdown of the barriers
between high art and its popular and mass-produced varieties, a powerful mod-
ernist response was to treat these elements of popular culture, even if they were the
ostensible subject of a painting, as ultimately still extraneous to its 77, there only
to be transcended to the work’s real source of meaning, its technique.?®

So, to close, my aim in this essay was to investigate whether there might
be an alternative to aesthetic, critical, and art historical discussions that treat form
in purely negative or, so to speak, “formal” terms, as posing a withdrawal from a
work’s content or meaning. I've tried, that is, to consider some ways in which the
concept of form is deeply imbricated with notions, often intertwined, of the
political and popular. Form was exploited to save art from its political content in
the cases of censorship, and to save art from the assimilation via that content into
mass-produced and popular representations as well. When Flaubert dreams of writ-
ing a book about nothing, we should remember he was an artist who felt threatened
by popular art, particularly photography and the sort of novels read by Emma
Bovary: “full of love and lovers, persecuted damsels swooning in deserted pavil-
ions, postillions slaughtered at every turn, horses ridden to death on every page,
gloomy forests, romantic intrigue, vows, sobs, embraces and tears, moonlit cross-
ings, nightingales in woodland groves, noblemen brave as lions, gentle as lambs,
impossibly virtuous, always well dressed.”® That Flaubert suffered, as well, from
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censorship of his Madame Bovary might suggest that his desire for a work of art
that is without content is a desire for a work indemnified against content’s

hazards, that is, a work composed only of form.%
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