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TRADITIONAL ART HISTORY — SOME ASPECTS
OF THE PROELEM

A materialist or Marxist art history exists only in
relation to traditional or ‘*bourgeois’ art history,
which is made up of many institutions and their
staffs of intellectuals, and we cannot take one apart
from the other. For whatever else may have happened
during the 1970’s traditional art history has flourished
as never before, in increasing numbers of graduate
and undergraduate courses in universities and poly-
technics. There are pure art history courses, mixed
courses, courses in museum studies, and art historians
are more and more often expected to work in
courses of cultural and historical studies. The
tentative shift to an emphasis on design history of
ten years ago is now possibly the main area of
development. This expansion is reflected guite
directly in the need to form a professional associa-
tion such as this one, and design historians too have
an organisation. Apart from this institutional growth,
the corporate patronage of fine art has also changed
and expanded into certain areas. We can see this in
the big exhibitions financed by tobacco or computer
companies, and also in T.V. programmes sponsored
by Time-Life, which, taken together, form the great
public spaces in which art education is carried out,
in which art history is popularised. Ideologically, in
terms of ideas and viewpoints, they are closely
intertwined with the profession and its institutions
and depend upon them for their intellectual status.
In the normal discourse of traditional art history
all these things dre taken for granted, or greeted on
the assumption that more is better. You can hear

*This article is a slightly revised version of the opening talk
given in the Art/Politics sessions of this years annual
conference of the Association of Art Historians, It was intended
to raise various questions that would be developed in some of |
the subsequent sessions, and to suggest a number of problems
that confront a Marxist art history today. It was in no way
supposed to deal with art practise as political activity at the
present, as this was not a subject of any of the papers given.
And even while its subject is limited to art history, it is neither
exhaustive nor comprehensive, and criticisms of one-sidedness

have not been met in revising it,
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much more talk — it is only fair to say this — of
contextualisation and ‘background’ than ever before,
and far more use of the word ‘society’, and possibly
this happens because the expansion of traditional art
history confronts it with an audience of
unprecedented complexity, and with new demands,
But contextualisation itself is a questionable concept,
one which emodies a distinction between the way in
which the history of art can be explained on the

one hand, and ‘real’ history on the other. All too
often, in fact, it means no more than some
complementary studies, the description of some
parallel developments, What might context mean?
When Sir Hugh Casson writes, in the introduction

to the catalogue of the Post-Impressionist show:

In planning this exhibition we had rwo aims in
view’, does ‘we’ include L.LB.M. (U.K.)? Certainly it
should, even if Casson might not think so, and that
it does is an essential part of the conditions of
production of the exhibition and its catalogue. |
find that this catalogue, as well as the catalogue of
the Abstraction show at the Tate,' forms part of
what seems to be a frontal regression from a serious
arf history: that is, art history as more than the
textual underpinning of the ideological construct
that is the chranological and typological organisation
of paintings: art history as more (or less, even) than
an opaque layer between the work of art exhibited
and its processes of production and the meanings it
can have,

Here is a sample from the Post-Impressionism
catalogue, chosen not from the introductory essays
with their illusory appearance of fact, but from the
entries, from Italy — Balla:

360 " ... THE WORKERS DAY, or THEY WORK,
EAT & GO HOME, or BRICKLAYERS. The
painrings depict construction sites near Balla's studio
in the Via Salaria. (cf. V. Dortch Dorazio 1969,

na. 29). As M. Fagiolo Dell’Arco has noted, however,
(1968, pl19), the real subject is not the worker bur
the passage of light from mid-day (bortom left) to
sunser (top left) ro night (right). B. Sani, on the
other hand, suggests that only rwo moments are
shown. (Rome 1971/72, pI52). Balla had firsr
depicted nocturnal light in the SPARE DRAUGHT




work is, as I have begun to suggest, profoundly any form other than those we have just discussed. If

based in the relation of its producers to their Tim Clark’s books, published in 1973, signalled not
patrons, in the outlook of a particular grouping of only a return to the kind of source material for French
intellectuals within the general system of ideology art history that could be found almost only in
and institutional structures. Essentially they are Rosenthal,® but also brought about the transplanta-
intellectuals dependent upon the big monopolies tion within art history of the central problematics
and state institutions, universities and publishing of ideological analysis, nonetheless, this mode of
houses, not only-in the sense that, like most of us, writing has continued to develop more in other areas
they are paid through these organisations, but in of cultural history. Nicos Hadjinicolaou’s book of
terms of the values that they reproduce: in their the same vear presents, whatever its crucial weaknesses,
reproduction of the relationship between bourgeois a powerful and coherent assertion of the centrality
ideology (one very important aspect of it, that is) of Antal’s work,® vet the traditional “ebsrructions”
and the mode of production and social relations to a materialist art history that he so rightly attacks,
with which it is bound up. remain, I suspect as models for thousands of
“Since these various categories of traditional students. The integration of historical and art
intellectuals experience through an ‘esprir de historical study as a basic principle and method of
corps’ their uninterrupted historical continuity work is with us, but more within groupings of
and their special qualification, they rhus put intellectuals than within the dominant structures.
themselves foreward as autonomous and Work in Germany, in France (the Association
independent of the dominant social group. This Histoire et Critique des Arts), in the U.S.A. (The
self assessment is not without consequences in Marxist Caucus of the C.A.A. and various individuals),
the ideological and political field, consequences and elsewhere is contributing to this slow
of wide ranging import. The whole of idealist accumulation of a new art history.’
philosophy can be connected by rhis position The socialist-feminist movement has had a power-
assumed by the social complex of intellectuals and ful effect upon the writing of history, insisting that
can be defined as the expression of thar social it should be maimed neither by the exclusion of
utopia by which the intellectuals think of them- women from history nor from its writing. A
selves as “independent", autonomous, endowed with| materialist art history too should be impossible
a character of their own ete”’. (Gramsci)® . without accepting the consequences of this move-

I could pile up examples of the way in which ment, even though this means working on the con-
the public places are filled with such exhibitions, it tinuously problematic area of the relation of certain

is, after all, a result of the dominant thinking in our elements of feminist theory to some of the central
profession and in our society. The big Courbet show conceptions of Marxism. The engagement with the

of just over two years ago is my last, however, and women's movement also, of course, is an engagement
emphasises the wholly international nature of the in institutional struggle and social mores, something
problem. There, vou could see that, for an artist to that can be all too readily forgotten, even now, in
be presented as ‘great’, he must appear without the traditional intellectual groupings of the left.®
history and without contradiction, as the chrono- Another way in which a new art history is being
logy of a personality. The paintings were at one built is in the work of historians, for example in the
point supplemented with caricatures, but of the recent work of Maurice Agulhon on the image of
forty or more reproduced the principal butt was the French Republic or the research done on the
Courbet’s style — and that alone. The object in Revolutionary Fétes in France by some of the
showing them appears to have been his presentation. | Annales historians® — the examples could be mulii-
as a hero within a tradition of bourgeois artistic plied. Also the theorisation of art practise and
innovation (which, of course, in a way he was), but education by artists like Terry Atkinson shows that
not as being in any way or at any time outside the art history need be neither the preserve of narrow
confines of those social and artistic norms within professionals nor of gentlemanly amateurs. His con-
which he was mocked. In particular the absence of tribution to the “*State of British Art” symposium
the obscenely hate-filled attacks on Courbet the seems to me to be an important elaboration of the
Communard, helped to absent the problem of real historical meaning of the ideology of studio practise,
social disunity, class conflict and hatred, the in present day dominant modes of art education.'?
presence of which could only have disrug-ted the So, not only could we draw up a long list of articles
ideal homogeneity of the cultural myth.® The trad- and books of the last decade that indicate a shift
itional history of an artist demands a hiatus between away from the suffocation of traditional art history,
what is properly art and properly society. but we can see that there is very widespread interest
| in these developments among wide grouping s of
SOME ELEMENTS OF A NEW ART HISTORY intellectuals. Clearly their reasons for interest vary,
and a certain type of marxian theorising has become
So if we now address ourselves to the great a stock in trade of conservative academic depart-
advances made in the last ten years towards the ments and a clerical activity in its own right.
development of a Marxist art history, then we must However ‘Art and Society Workshop ' of Hisrory

be clear, in order to assess where we now stand, that Workshop has drawn well over 200 people to each
we are addressing ourselves to a dominated tendency | of its two conferences — even if it is by no means
The effect of this development upon the conserva- sure what to do with them — and SEFT schools on
tive tradition has not been such that we can conceive| politics and culture, discussions of radical art-

of an exhibition or an exhibition catalogue taking practise (such as a recent symposium on the film




HORSE (1898, untraced). His WORK/LANTERN
of 1902 (Winston, Birmingham, USA ) has virtually
no content other than its study of artificial light
and, although it predates the WORKERS DAY, isa
muore direct antecedent of the famous ARC LAMP
(190911, MOMA., New York). Triptych forms
are common in divisionist paintings but the
horizontal division and the witty painted frame are
highly original.™

What is this about?

It would not be easy to say what it is about, but
we can note a number of elements in it, which are
supported within the structure of its minute and
detailed scholarly apparatus. First, the confidence
with which the writer pronounces what is or is not
the subject of the paintings — ‘not the werker, but
the passage of light’, or ‘'no content other than its
study of artificial light". The subject is quite separate
from the divisionism with which it is painted, it is
constituted through a simple process of observation,
it cannot be ambiguous ( ‘not the worker’, ‘no
content other’), its meaning is fixed and yet it
cannot be explained. Chronology is all important,
yet it too, in a semblance of intellectual coherence,
can be made secondary to subject — “Lantern ....
although it predates .... is a more direct antecedent
... arc lamp’, Certainly the ways in which the
painting might have made meanings in terms of the
related experiences of its producer and its viewers
is not considered, and certainly it is as if the process
of seeing it now is in no way related to these other
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questions. The final flourish in the entry, the
ascription of ‘wit” and ‘originality’, confirm this
refusal, while pointing to the values embodied by

” .it-l-

This critique could be developed, in more detail
and in relation to more aspects of this catalogue,
including the passages most rich in “context™.

(e.g. The ‘Fourth Estate’, item 376 in the same
section), But I only want to put the question of
what kind of a guide is this for the unhappy visitor
who takes it round the exhibition? — after all it is
this catalogue that makes the otherwise overwhelm-
ing jumble of material into the history of art. I
would like to have had time to use some examples
of the Abstraction catalogue to show how, in a very
thorough way, the motif of abstraction itself is nsed
fo present art history as an abstraction — a con-
struction of ideal, inexplicable and irrational con-
ceptions that sustain, nourish and reproduce the
de-historicised, traditional history of art. The
Sections ‘Zurich’, “Britain’ and *Italy’ stand out. It
would have been most useful to have set the Italian
sections of both catalogues along-side Gramsci's few
but penetrating and historically dynamic attempis
to relate Futurism to the basic structure of Italian
society.? We could then begin to see how, in this
traditional art history, any sense of particularity
vanishes into the general philosophy of art, so that
even what it claims to be good at (valuing art), it
does quite badly.

But, to return to Casson’s “we ", this kind of



The Song of rhe Shirt at the ICA), etc etc. are also
thronged with people, These are a few and arbitrary
examples, there are many more, and vet — how is
all this manifested in the exhibitions and
conferences mounted by the business/state/
university establishment? The problem is that they
are hardly felt at all: and this also is an international
problem, it is as true for the post-impressionism as
for the abstraction, courbet, second empire, Paris-
London-Berlin-Moscow, monet viollet leduc,
columbian gold, tut-ankh-amun or captain cook
shows — some of which, indeed, are trecked from
one country or one continent to another, These
shows, and their catalogues as well as the work,
lecturing and reviews that surround them, are, as 1
have suggested, like a programmatic exclusion of
what we, as Marxist historians, are tryving to do, and
process people away from the understanding of
culture that they desire.

Possibly, then, when Hadjinicolaou says that art
history is a discipline still in its infancy, he isa
missing an essential point about its historical
formation as a discipline, about the formation of
the intellectuals that make up its legions. It is not
so much a matter of infancy, of some natural
history of the discipline, as of the actual role of its
dominant tendency in validating and re-validating
bourgeois conceptions of art and design both in
philosophy and in the market-place. This is a com-
plex and contradictory process. But again, if
Hadjinicolaou is right in thinking that art history
is made up of a series of obstructions to its further,
materialist development, then the criticism and
destruction of these obstacles is not something to
be accomplished all at once, in one book or in two.
Much of what we do must start with a critique of
one or another obstacle, criticism must be a
permanent condition of our work, both in relation
to old established obstacles and new ones that
develop, or new types of the old.

Antal wrote his essay “Remarks on the Method
of Art History' in 1949, in the wake of the recep-
tion of his own Florentine Painting, ' It is harshly
critical of what he saw as the deterioration of the good
traditions of the Warburg (for example), but in what
it affirms it now looks very much like the greeting
of a false dawn. Antal was clearly very anxious to
look for what was promising and to be as inclusive
as possible, and there were probably some profound
political reasons for this — an interpretation in
cultural terms, perhaps, of the Communist policies
of a unity of democratic forces in opposition to the
emergence of the cold war, But the extraordinary
sophistication and importance of his own work
stands in very marked confrast to some of the works
that he hailed — Blunt’s Artistic Theory, Gombrich’s
‘Botricelli's Mythologies', or Trevelyvan’s Social
History. (Antal was not to be able to see how
Schapiro’s early achievements were not to be
followed through). Neither the Courtauld Institute
under Blunt nor the Warburg under Gombrich can
be seen to have played overall any progressive role
in the constitution of an art history of the kind that
Antal himself envisaged. On the contrary, they must
be seen as the main institutional form of the
obstructions to the development of this art history.

1

Functioning on an axis between the non-
contradictory pair of academic antiquarianism and
the art market — the market in its broadest sense,
that is to say, as the system of the ownership of art,
they cannot but be conservative and, to a degree,
slavish places.

This 15 something that we need to analyse — the
role of art historians in society, the relation of their
formation to the development of market forces as
well as to broader intellectual movements, their
methods of teaching and their location within
different tvpes of institution. I think that this would
require some of the approach and methods of
Bourdieu, but theorised on the basis of a complex
and comprehensive discussion of class formation
and social conflicts.'® ‘Thus there are historically
formed specialised caregories for the exercise of
the intellecrual function. They are formed in
connection with all social groups, but especially in
connection with the more important, and they under-
go more extensive and complex elaboration in
connection with the dominant social group’.
(Gramsci)'?. To be able to specify our formation
and historical role for ourselves — this would be
invaluable in establishing our direction and in
avoiding the apparently false hopes of Antal.
Certainly some marxist historians are more and
more interested in such questions, and in art
history this is also reflected in a number of papers
and discussions of recent vears — the last edition of
Histoire et Critique des Arts (no 9/10) contains a
useful digest of such work. Some work done in the
USA also seems to take on the problem of art
history and the ownership of art, for instance the
1977 Anti-Caralog of the Rockefeller collection,
and we will be able to discuss this work in later
sessions, and in relation to the Sainsbury Centre
itself. I do not want to risk too many sober
reminders of how little in the reception of Antal’s
work has, over more than thirty years, led to a
fulfillment of his hopes. In an article of 1972 Kurt
W. Forster outlined and analysed some aspects of
this stasis and even now, after the greater achieve-
ments of the last seven vears, it is all very much
uphill. '*

OLD OBSTRUCTIONS LIVE ON & ON

Two examples can illustrate the survival of obstruc-
tions, examples coming from the heart of the entire
system of art historical education and publishing,
and which therefore occupy an important space.
First is Gombrich’s new book, The Sense of Order,
which enters the developing area of design history
from the top, so as to speak, and will thus spread
everywhere, The technique is typical of the
inheritors of Popper’s philosophy and Gombrich’s
own specific use of gestalt psychology, and consists
in the admission of just sufficient historical material
to show only the limits of its explanatory value.
The primary emphasis is left with the appreciation
of design or text within the narrowest possible of
comparative terms; the analysis is given the

illusion of depth by recourse to a psychological
theory which is in fact a simple form of reduction-
ism. Overtly based in a theory of human nature,
covertly its principles are those of the cold war and






