
Introduction: Compelling Fictions

Michael Hatt and Mark Ledbury

This volume has its origins in the 2010 Clark Conference, “Fictions of Art His-
tory,” which brought together artists, art historians, and creative writers over a 
period of two days. We set out to explore the extent to which the discipline of 
art history, the writing of fiction, and the making and viewing of art might be 
commingled. This collection of texts by leading art historians, critics, poets, and 
novelists reflects the complexity of the entanglements and the excitement of the 
encounter. That questions of art history and fiction are current is clear not only 
from the engagements reflected in these essays but also in simultaneous publica-
tions, most notably the recent volume of Art History   dedicated to the relationship 
between art history and creative writing published shortly after our conference, 
among other thoughtful and provocative texts.1 

The texts gathered here, mostly oriented to the Western tradition and 
focused on writing rather than art making cannot represent the spectrum of stra-
tegic fiction and knowing pseudo-art history that has been at the heart of so 
much challenging global artistic practice over the last ten years. This fascinating 
and powerful trend is outside the scope of the present book. But, within the pa-
rameters of our stated aims to explore art history’s relationship with fiction, the 
wealth of ideas and the diversity of tone in the essays that follow are indicative of 
the experimental spirit of the conference and the sense that our discipline needs 
to embrace, rather than repel, the spate of forms and genres in which art writing 
is engaged. 

It would almost be remiss to begin a volume such as this without a re-
minder of the definition of one of our key terms: fiction. The Oxford English Dic-
tionary  reminds us that fiction’s first definitions were to do with crafting, making: 
“the act of fashioning or imitating,” to be precise.2 More than this, the word’s 
etymology and early use emphasize its links not just with fabric but with the no-
tion of cunning artifice in visual art, as opposed to nature — with Shaftesbury’s 
Characteristicks and its reference to: 

[ T ]he completely imitative and illusive art of Painting, whose character 

it is to employ in her works the united force of different colors; and 
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who, surpassing by so many degrees, and in so many privileges, all other 

human fiction, or imitative art, aspires in a directer manner towards 

deceit, and a command over our very sense.3 

We note William Cowper’s less flattering allusion to the visual arts in his con-
trast between the beauty of nature and the “unscented fictions of the loom . . . 
th’Inferiour wonders of an artist’s hand.”4 

Histories of art, then, are accounts of fictions, tales of crafted simulations 
of the real, or, at the very least, of beauties already at one remove from and in some 
senses opposite to the wonders of nature. But what sort of accounts? This is the 
question to which this volume returns frequently. As the very diversity of voices 
and topics that follow demonstrates, there has never precisely been a “standard” of 
art-historical writing. It is not a fixed or agreed-upon genre or collection of genres, 
and the astonishing variety of ways of responding to the multiple fictions of art is 
unsurprisingly, therefore, enmeshed with a complex weave of available modes of 
writing, from the lyric poem to detective fiction. 

Histories and Fictions
One framing and sometimes inhibiting debate that no volume such as this can 
fully escape is of course created by the tensions in historical writing. Discussions 
of fiction and history tend to generate two kinds of responses: those which assert 
a very clear distinction between the two, maintaining that history is the very op-
posite of fiction; and those which embrace the connection, proposing that history 
simply cannot be extricated from fiction.5 We know that there is a distinction to 
be made between fact and fiction. But we also know that fiction can reveal fact, 
and that the interpretation of facts involves fictionalizing. No matter how we try 
to conceptualize the difference — true and false, objective and subjective, the real 
and the invented — the kissing cousins of fact and fiction refuse to be prized apart. 
Our gathering aimed to move beyond the caricature of fact versus fiction, but, of 
course, truth-claim and fictionality still feature prominently in the essays in this 
volume. Ralph Lieberman’s careful and revealing analysis of the photograph as a 
“document” of works of art beautifully demonstrates how the fictions of art his-
tory are visual as well as verbal; novelist Joanna Scott’s meditation on fiction and 
the mask concludes with the beautiful and yet troubling statement about fiction:

Through the supple movement of its prose, it gives new meaning to old 

words, making our well-worn language startling and strange. It leaves 
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behind the haunting impression of trompe l’esprit rather than certain 

knowledge. And, to its lasting credit, it’s close to useless as a means of 

conveying information, since no matter what it says, it can’t be trusted. 

Untrustworthy but deeply illuminating, then, fiction is also, as Thomas Crow 
and Alexander Nemerov argue, potentially rich in its insights into works of art. 
Many of the essays in this volume consider the place and value of fiction in the 
writing of art history, and address the fictions that circulate in the wider world, 
the expanded field of art history that, dare we say, now must include the complex 
realm of historical fiction and the many spaces outside academia where art history 
is made, from museums to microblogs, from television to artists’ collectives, from 
Google art project to volumes of verse. Contributors to this volume argue that 
art history as an academic discipline finds it difficult to talk about its relationship 
with other forms of art-historical work (and play), but many of them try to do 
just that, reflecting their desire to think beyond their familiar territory and keep 
fiction and artwork in a delicate and complex balance. 

Fictions of Artists
We begin, somewhat inevitably, with the artist. From its very beginnings the dis-
cipline of art history has argued about the status of the artist: Is the artist the 
origin of meaning and agent of historical change or just the vehicle for meta-
physical or economic or historical forces? This debate has intensified in the past 
thirty years with such developments as the rise of visual studies, which built on 
the antihumanism of much Cold War-era theory and the pronouncement of the 
death of the author. Despite everything, art history continues to love its artists. 
The compelling, and even hypnotic, pull of the artist as center of explanation 
makes our discipline the heir and the sibling of genres such as the saint’s life, 
popular biography, gossip columns, and the docusoap. For all our institutional 
critique of exhibition practice, brilliant and complex studies of identity, explora-
tions of the meta-art histories of  Picasso, Vermeer, or Rembrandt, or whomever, 
even the most radical of our accounts seem to rely on a heroic narrative that we 
cannot shake out of our heads. A narrative that endows artists with some form of 
specialness, a heroism of resistance, subversion, or plain old transcendence and su-
perhuman power in a way that connects our modes of writing, more closely than 
we might admit, to genres as diverse as compendia of the miracles of the saints, 
poems of national heroism, or even the superpowered pantheon of Marvel com-
ics. In this volume, Marianna Torgovnick teases out one such recent example of 
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the superhuman, saintly framing of the artist in her reactions to the recent Marina 
Abramović retrospective. 

Television, of course (whose role in molding the modern shape of art 
history is yet to be fully explored), has brought these generic overlaps into sharp 
focus. In the UK, there was once a simple map: the comfortingly antagonistic 
authorized versions of Kenneth Clark and John Berger and the gloriously and un-
ashamedly academic twilight zone of the Open University; now we have a visually 
and intellectually sophisticated spectrum of engagements with art history, often 
conducted by highly qualified, academically minted art historians, a near-nightly 
multichannel challenge to the prosaic PowerPoints of the lecture room. One ex-
ample among many: Simon Schama’s Power of  Art  was a bold televisual mix of re-
constructions of artists’ brawls, loves, and creative bursts, beautiful and privileged 
filming of artwork (in close-ups and impressive kinetic panoramas that were made 
possible by the resources that guarantee the media industry privileged access), 
and Schama’s wonderful scripts with their fusion of Kenneth Clark and Jeremy 
Clarkson.6 Can a book-based art history speak as seductively, as powerfully, of the 
Power of Art    ? But of course, for every Simon Schama or Robert Hughes, there are 
many instances where it is easy to tell art history from televisual fodder. To cite a 
concrete example: in 2010 BBC Television broadcast a series about the Pre-Rapha-
elite Brotherhood titled Desperate Romantics. This was a remake of a series about 
the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood from the early 1970s called The Love School  . The  
titles distinguish a lot. The Love School     had a distinct neo-hippy ethos, with Janey 
Morris and Fanny Cornforth swishing around in what looked like Laura Ashley 
frocks while Rossetti took drugs.  Desperate Romantics was altogether tougher, more 
interested in sex than vague sentiment, the screen frequently taken up with naked 
bodies. Moreover, the Pre-Raphaelite boys themselves strutted like Bruce Willis 
to the sound of David Bowie’s “Heroes.”7 Art historians might sneer — and many 
did. Much had been done in the decades since the 1970s in sophisticated and seri-
ous art history to give new meaning, context, and vitality to the Pre-Raphaelite 
Brotherhood in scholarship  — and the TV series left much to be desired. However, 
even such visual pap is telling  — and parallels scholarly thought, however crudely 
or parodically. We might easily trace how the scholarly literature on Dante Gabriel 
Rossetti could and did generate its own set of motivated fictions about the artist, 
decade by decade: in the 1970s, sensitive outsider; in the 1980s, sexist bastard; and, 
more recently, sensual proto-modernist. The titles might not be viable — although 
there is a book about Rodin called Triumphant Satyr   — but there is, nonetheless, a 
connection to be examined.8
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These televisual “Lives of the Pre-Raphaelites” owe much, of course, to 
Vasari’s model of artists’ lives and their debt to ancient “secret histories.” As one 
of our contributors, Paul Barolsky, has made it his lifetime’s work to demon-
strate, and Cole Swenson reiterates in her beautifully subtle investigation of the 
ekphrastic operations of the famous story of Giotto’s “O,” Vasari is a deep well 
from which art history continues to drink — and Vasari, let us not forget, was 
an artist as well as a storyteller. Artists have always been heavily engaged with 
creating and reinterpreting art-historical narrative. Contemporary artists, many 
of whom now are credentialed with PhDs, and others of whom have always been 
informal historians of their art and the art of others, argue vociferously that they 
must write their own art histories, their own narratives of their art and lives, to 
avoid becoming characters in someone’s fiction. Something of the complexities 
of one art’s story of another was presented at the conference through Gregory 
Crewdson’s haunting photographic essays on Cinecitta as ancient ruin (fig. 1).9 
One might also cite the complex, and increasingly convoluted engagement of, say, 
Eve Sussman and the Rufus Corporation with art-historical narrative, from Las 
Meninas  through David’s Intervention of the Sabine Women  to Malevich’s White 

Fig. 1. Gregory Crewdson (American, b. 1962), Untitled (17 ), 2009. Pigmented inkjet print, 28 1/2 x 35 1/4 in.  
( 72.4 x 89.5 cm). © Gregory Crewdson. Courtesy Gagosian Gallery, New York 
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on White   as an example of the kind of complex and fertile reframing fictions of 
contemporary art.

Fictions of the Spectator
Fictions of art history are also at the very heart, wittingly or unwittingly, of debates 
about spectatorship. While the spectator has frequently been posited as an alterna-
tive to the artist and attendant fictions, the spectator is more often than not a proxy, 
the figure who can recognize and report the same stories of resistance and subver-
sion and special cultural understanding. Or, alternatively, the spectator is cast as 
the figure who recognizes what artists do not know about their own work and so 
assumes those heroic qualities him- or herself. Fictions of viewing have transformed 
the discipline, and the historical spectator can serve as an emblem of the historian’s 
heroic endeavors in discovering and unveiling meaning, value, or power.

The figure of the detective features in more than one essay in this volume, 
and with good reason. It is not simply that detection is an appropriate metaphor 
for art-historical endeavor, for finding clues and traces and interpreting evidence, 
but that the metaphor of the detective constitutes such a self-fashioning for the 
historian.10 This too has its own historical dimension. R. G. Collingwood, in The 
Idea of History , described changing historiographical trends in the early twenti-
eth century as a shift from the methods of Sherlock Holmes to those of Hercule 
Poirot.11 Gloria Kury’s essay in this volume, a witty and adventurous exploration 
of the fictional art historian at work, is a meditation on the art historian as detec-
tive and hero. 

Where fictions of viewing have been particularly significant is in the bid 
to address the history of experience. The historical experience of artworks is, of 
course, exactly what evades the archive. We might argue that all discussions of 
reception and spectatorship, all accounts of the power of the artwork, are indebted 
to fiction, since the data used is always mediated. What was it like for a member 
of the Burgundian court to view a tapestry? What happened when working-class 
visitors to the Crystal Palace studied The Greek Slave    ? Any answer relies on fic-
tions; indeed, novels, stories, and poems constitute a rich source for research here. 
Proust or Browning, or even, as Paul Barolsky provocatively argues, Raymond 
Chandler, may get us closer to the historical texture of viewing, as well as to find-
ing ways of describing visual experience and its embeddedness in history. But 
while fictions may help us speculate about experience in the past, they require us 
to identify the limits of what we might do in the interests of historical plausibil-
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ity. Many are the scrupulous “documentary” accounts in our field that lurch into 
entirely unjustifiable speculation about how someone “must have felt” or “must 
have understood” when it comes to discussing the impact, effect, or resonance of 
the artwork. 

Objects and Fictions
The art object itself has a complicated relationship to both history and fiction. 
Art objects, novels, and poems create fictions, generate fictions, use history and 
fiction, and acquire their own factual and fictional histories. If artists and viewers 
are characters in the art-historical plot, this can also be true of the work of art. 
As Mark Ledbury’s essay speculates, and as Michael Ann Holly has in the past 
eloquently argued, when we have objects, images, or material remnants without 
stories or with scant stories, we feel the compulsion to create narratives in order to 
give them back their sense, or their dignity.12 We are dealing not just with the past 
but with an object in the present that “needs” a past. Whether we are concerned 
with provenance or context or iconography, these methods are, at heart, devices 
for generating stories. That process might be more or less difficult; easier if one 
works on Victorian painting than if one works in some areas of classical antiq-
uity or with the artifacts of oral cultures (although Caroline Vout demonstrates 
what can be done in her essay in this volume). Marina Warner explores the ani-
mation of objects in great fictional and documentary enterprises across different 
cultural traditions as a way into a profound discussion of what is at stake when 
we represent, describe, and animate the object. She reminds us at the outset of 
Hofmannsthal’s beautiful articulation of a motivating fantasy of art history in his 
Lord Chandos Letter   :

These mute and sometimes inanimate beings rise up before me with 

such a plenitude, such a presence of love that my joyful eye finds noth-

ing dead anywhere . . . mute things speak to me.13 

That several contributors discuss portraiture is significant in this context: as Ma-
ria Loh argues, artworks can serve as a fetish, as “a magic portal that enables the 
connoisseur or historian to commune with or otherwise revisit the past as it was.” 
And as Caroline Vout eloquently proves, “if portraits are the opposite of fiction, 
they are also the opposite of fact. They weather, but do not age; body forth indi-
viduals that assume the physical attributes of others.” In these two contributions, 
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and elsewhere, the portrait serves as particular provocation to meditation on fic-
tions of identity and on the fundamental work of identification that has so long 
been considered a ground bass of all art-historical activity.

Grand Fictions
In many of the contributions to this volume, it will not be hard to sense some 
frustration with something that is variously called “orthodox” or “academic” art 
history. And, of course, in this, our contributors are reaping the whirlwind of dis-
satisfaction with the grand narratives we use to turn art into history. It is certainly 
true that we love big narratives: nothing is so compelling and yet so unsettling 
as “Antiquity,” “Renaissance,” “modernism,” “absorption,” etc, and art historians 
are in a constant struggle to create and subvert these same narratives. Of course, 
partly this is a matter of the rhythms and pulses of a discipline: at certain mo-
ments, in response to skepticism about the big story, art history has moved away 
from the longue durée to deal with a single object, with volumes dedicated to 
sets of case studies or recognition of fragmented and multiple narratives, and we 
may be in one of those moments now. Yet the thirst for explanatory sweep and 
broad and convincing understanding of historical change remains abiding for 
our discipline. How are we to negotiate this? What is the relationship between 
the big story and the little story? Is there a path between the Scylla of pompous 
and authoritarian generality and the Charybdis of tedious, self-regarding over-
specificity? Is the creative text (novel, poem, or whatever) part of the solution 
to that dilemma, somehow allowing a passage from specificity to generality in a 
nuanced way? Certainly several of our contributors hint that this may be the case. 
Thomas Crow’s contrast of the subtlety of novelist Gordon Burn’s multivocal ap-
proach to the YBAs with prevailing art-critical cliché argues this forcefully. As he 
puts it, “Burn puts these two conventional voices — sensationalist lowbrow versus 
didactic highbrow — into a game of equivalency and a test of relative vividness.”

Certainly, for some of our contributors, art history needs to attend to 
the grain of its writing — and here, of course, fiction is pertinent to the surface of 
our writing as well as the deep structures. Anecdote and metaphor; the rhythm of 
prose and the density of jargon; the intrusive use of the first person or the bizarre 
censoring of the word “I” by some journals and presses: these are more than sty-
listic tics and traits. They are points where the relationship between fiction and 
history is most carefully balanced or most carelessly disavowed. 
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Fiction Finding Things Out
We opened with the bare bones of dictionary definition: let us close with one of 
the most influential and resonant critical definitions of fiction, one which, explic-
itly or not, informs many of our contributions. In The Sense of an Ending , Frank 
Kermode sketches the difference between myth and fiction:

Myth operates within the diagrams of ritual, which presupposes to-

tal and adequate explanations of things as they are and were; it is a 

sequence of radically unchangeable gestures. Fictions are for finding 

things out, and they change as the needs of sense-making change. 

Myths are the agents of stability, fictions the agents of change. Myths 

call for absolute, fictions for conditional assent. Myths make sense in 

terms of a lost order of time . . . fictions, if successful, make sense of 

the here and now.14 

The idea of fiction as a form of inquiry that is open to change and of fiction as 
something to which one assents seems very helpful. This suggests why art history 
should engage with fiction rather than resist it, or, to put it more strongly, why 
art history should own up to its fictions. It also suggests, though, that in finding 
things out, fiction needs history, indeed, needs art history. As Alexander Nem-
erov so beautifully argues in his essay, the contrary forces of scholarly gravity and 
airborne levity — meaning, as he puts it, those “moments of ungrounded aban-
don — these moments of inspiration,” which “create powerful, believable insights 
into the past, unattainable in any other way”—  create a necessary and productive 
force field, one that animates this volume, and, we hope, energizes our discipline. 

This volume has its origins in a conference at the Clark in 2010 titled “Fictions of Art History,” that 

was proposed to the Clark as a topic back in 2009 by Professor Michael Hatt of the University of 

Warwick, whose voice as intellectual champion and convivial co-organizer this introduction seeks 

to preserve. What follows is firmly based on the introduction to the conference that we cowrote and 

copresented; it is also the space to acknowledge Michael’s fundamental place in the project. ML
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Weightless History: Faulkner, Bourke-White, and Eisenstaedt

Alexander Nemerov

Gravity is the scholar’s element — the weight of the past, the weight of 
bibliographic sources, the weight of an academic discipline. But I will explore 
another metaphor for what the scholar does while researching and writing: the 
scholar floats, even flies, free and somehow above it all. Rather, I should say that 
the scholar should or might be so free, or that there might be at least moments 
when such floating or flying happens ( you see how quickly I qualify), and that 
these moments of ungrounded abandon — these moments of inspiration — create 
powerful, believable insights into the past, unattainable in any other way.

Scholarship, however, being so grounded, unfortunately offers few 
examples of this floating and flying. So I turn instead to fiction and photography 
to explain what I have in mind, in particular to the novels of William Faulkner 
and the photographs of Margaret Bourke-White, Alfred Eisenstaedt, and their 
Life magazine colleague Walter Sanders. My aim is to pursue the links between 
elevation and inspiration in their work. I also hope to tell a story about America in 
the 1930s and ’40s in a way that will require me to leave the ground — to be quite 
groundless in my claims —if that past is to be heard.

Faulkner’s elevations come in different forms. I will give three, the first 
from Absalom, Absalom!, published in 1936. In that novel, the monomaniacal 
Thomas Sutpen conscripts a French architect to build a mansion in the Mississippi 
woods in 1833. The architect, desperate and stuck there against his will, a virtual 
prisoner in Sutpen’s back-country world, one day escapes. He walks into the 
woods and then, to elude the dogs and search party he knows will come after him, 
uses a sapling pole to haul himself into a tree, lifting the sapling pole up after him. 
“Calculat[ing] stress and distance and trajectory,” he vaults himself from that tree 
to the next. The gap between the two trees is wide enough “that a flying squirrel 
could not have crossed and traveled,” but the architect proceeds “from tree to tree 
for almost half a mile before he put foot on the ground again.” When the search 
party finds the sapling pole on the ground, the dogs smell not only the architect 
but his “exultation” itself — his pleasure at having invented a way to elude them.1 

The exultation of escape and the forced labor of building the house: in 
the plot these are contrasts, but as expressions of the architect’s creativity they are 



4  Alexander Nemerov

the same. “The architect,” Faulkner writes, “had used architecture, physics, to 
elude them as a man always falls back upon what he knows best in a crisis.”2 As 
a principle of his craft and as the finest expression of that craft, he escapes it: he 
takes leave of it, in a leap of inspiration, using his skills to do so.

This inspiration, born of desperation — this “exultation”— is one and the 
same thing with writing in Absalom, Absalom! The architect’s lift matches an old 
letter on Quentin Compson’s desk in his freshman dormitory room at Harvard 
in 1909. The letter is before Quentin as he tells his roommate Shreve the story of 
Sutpen and the French architect on a bitterly cold night in Cambridge seventy-
six years after the architect’s escape. Faulkner notes how “one half” of this letter 
“slanted upward from the transverse crease without support, as if it had learned 
half the secret of levitation.” Earlier Faulkner describes the letter as “open, three 
quarters open,” so that its “bulk had raised half itself by the leverage of the old 
crease in weightless and paradoxical levitation.”3 

Faulkner embraces this principle of weightless and paradoxical levitation 
in his writing, which is deservedly famous for its extraordinary invention. Even 
when his metaphors are grounded — for example, Gail Hightower’s wheel of 
thought churning ever more slowly in the sand of his dying moments in Light in 
August (1932)— they come out of nowhere.4 Moreover, these inventive passages, 
like the ones concerning the architect in Absalom, Absalom!, have a way of making 
the reader believe in the story — of securing the reader’s belief, once and for all — as 
if Faulkner’s work consistently explored the unlikely kinship between extravagant 
imaginative flights and persuasiveness. When I read Absalom, Absalom!, I noted my 
incredulity at the architect’s invention and then, almost simultaneously, my belief: 
my feeling of having been secured by means of this improbable invention into 
the plausible and truthful world Faulkner had created, as if only by imaginatively 
risking the reader’s doubt had the story attained its full measure of persuasiveness. 
Accordingly, levitation and storytelling — the architect’s vaulting, the writer’s 
invention, and the levitating page — combine in these passages to form a grand 
imaginative flight whose hallmark is a truthfulness as solemn and grave as that of 
Quentin Compson, the historian who relies on the levitating letter to describe 
the past.

My second example of elevation in Faulkner’s work comes from his novel 
The Wild Palms, published in 1939. In one of that novel’s two parallel stories, 
a convict is taken from prison as part of a work gang to help with evacuation, 
rescue, and public works during a great flood in 1927. Gazing out at the flood 
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water, the convict tells the warden he knows how to handle a small boat, and the 
warden sends him out to help rescue stranded people. In fact, the convict does 
not know much about paddling boats, and no sooner is he out alone on the water 
than the skiff starts to spin and drift, pulled beyond his control (at one point he 
inadvertently rescues a pregnant woman perched in a tree his boat runs into), so 
that he floats away and ends up escaping by accident — without meaning to and 
without even wanting to. Not long after — and this is the scene of elevation that 
concerns me — the convict hears a loud sound and, turning as he paddles to look 
back, he sees an enormous wave. This wave, “curled, crested with its straw-like 
flotsam of trees and debris and dead beasts,” soon “began to rear above his head 
in its thunderous climax.” With the pregnant woman on board, the convict turns 
to face front and paddles like mad, altering his course (though he does not know 
why) to make the skiff follow a deer he sees swimming in front of him “as the wave 
boiled down.” A scene of levitation follows: 

The skiff rose bodily . . . on a welter of tossing trees and houses and 

bridges and fences, he still paddling even while the paddle found no 

purchase save air and still paddled even as he and the deer shot for-

ward side by side at arm’s length, he watching the deer now, watching 

the deer begin to rise out of the water bodily until it was actually 

running along upon the surface, rising still, soaring clear of the water 

altogether, vanishing upward in a dying crescendo of splashing and 

snapping branches, its damp scut flashing upward, the entire animal 

vanishing upward as smoke vanishes.5 

The description of the deer running on water and then ascending out of 
sight is a kinetic altarpiece, a vision of transcendence, of apotheosis, a miracle out 
of nowhere, gone in sacrificial smoke. As a set piece, the description also asserts the 
religious power of fiction itself, its power to make us believe in the unbelievable, to 
see it with our own eyes, and to be most persuasive when it summons its energies 
to take leave of the world, to give us an image we never dreamed of, let alone ever 
thought could be true. Once, when I read this quotation out loud, a person in 
the audience afterward told me that Faulkner must have experienced this event 
himself to describe it so truly. It is much more likely, of course, that Faulkner 
invented it, and the audience member’s belief that the passage could only be a 
journalistic report of a real event acknowledges the truth of invention.
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The elevated state is timeless for Faulkner, as in my third example, from 
Pylon , published in 1935. It is not surprising that airplanes would be another form 
of elevation for Faulkner, who flew during World War I and remained fascinated 
by flying for some years afterward. It is not, however, the novel’s racing pilots 
and airplanes that concern me — not their peregrinations around the pylons at 
the New Valois Airport — but rather the peculiarly aerial, light, and ungrounded 
figure of the novel’s main character, the reporter (the writer, we could call him) 
who covers the air show.

This reporter, as Faulkner describes him, is without weight. Tall and 
incredibly thin, he appears “made of air” and “intact of his own weightlessness 
like a dandelion burr moving where there is no wind.” When the reporter hears 
his name repeatedly announced on the loudspeaker at the airport, that name, 
which we never learn in the novel, floats in loudspeaker sound that makes it seem 
“as though he had to be summoned not out of the living world of population but 
evoked peremptory and repetitive out of the air itself.” Otherwordly, nameless, the 
reporter filters through Mardi Gras crowds “like a phantom.” He passes between 
people “like a playing card,” “without alteration or diminution of bulk,” and 
when he moves he does so “apparently without contact with earth like one of 
those apocryphal nighttime batcreatures . . . which are seen only in midswoop.”6 

This reporter — this writer — is serious without gravity. He is like the 
New Valois Airport, which, when we first see it, hazy in the morning air, “seemed 
to float lightly like the apocryphal turreted and battlemented cities in the colored 
Sunday sections, where beneath silless and floorless arches people with yellow 
and blue flesh pass and repass: myriad, purposeless, and free from gravity.” Not 
everything in Pylon is as weightless as the apocryphal funnies. Newspapers have 
their weight. A stack of them sits beneath an inverted watch in the newspaper 
building’s elevator — an allegory of the accumulated weight of the everyday. 
Aviators and airplanes also have their gravity. Shumann, the tragic pilot of the 
story, crashes into a lake and is permanently entombed, trapped forever among the 
deliberately sunken junk automobiles and other heavy trash such as pavement and 
“fallen walls” dumped there previously to keep the lake’s sluggish muddy bottom 
from silting up. Even the reporter has his weight, since on an earlier flight he 
accompanies Shumann and lies down in the fuselage to adjust the plane’s “weight 
distribution.”7 But, fundamentally, the reporter is weightless.

This makes him, for Faulkner, “beyond all mere restrictions of flesh and 
time.” The reporter, “possessing no intrinsic weight or bulk himself,” can be 
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“everywhere,” as Faulkner writes, everywhere and nowhere, and be thus apart from 
the “calculable doings of calculable people.”8 Scholars produce weighty works — or 
so we are supposed to — but the writer, Faulkner says, makes something without 
weight, summoning visions out of thin air. The writer, then, is no calculable 
being, like a scholar, but a magician, a sorcerer, a batwing funnyman, whose final 
act of magic — or is it the first?— is to make himself float amid the mirages he 
makes us believe are really there.

Margaret Bourke -White is at first an odd match with Faulkner; her 
medium was steel and his was dust. But her work is also about elevation and 
inspiration. A photograph taken by her assistant Oscar Graubner in the early 
1930s shows Bourke -White standing in one of the Chrysler Building gargoyles 
outside her studio window on the sixty-first floor of the then-new building (fig. 1). 
Graubner’s photograph establishes Bourke -White’s airborne credentials once and 
for all. She had always been fascinated by great heights. As a young girl, she had 
drawn a picture of herself on the moon with an accompanying verse (“A comet took 
me up to the moon / And it left me far too soon . . .”),9 and at the Terminal Tower 

in Cleveland in the late 1920s, her 
dramatic photographs from the new 
building’s sky-high ramparts helped 
make her reputation as America’s 
canniest and slickest celebrator of 
industrial modernity. Working for 
Henry Luce’s newly created Fortune 
magazine and other clients, Bourke-
White came to New York and 
established her studio eight hundred 
feet up in the Chrysler Building. 

What was Bourke -White’s 
lightness? Her genius was not 
necessarily her risk-taking and 
fearlessness, which were impressive, 
but arguably only part of her 
celebrity, elements in a slick and 
self-created packaging no less shiny 
and vainglorious than the industrial 
implements and architecture she was 

Fig. 1. Oscar Graubner, Bourke-White on the Chrysler Building, c. 1931–34. 
Oscar Graubner / Time & Life Pictures / Getty Images
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so skilled at portraying. Her special and weightless gift was instead the quality of 
being carried away by what she photographed. By this I mean two things: that 
the world in her photographs seems to escape her grasp; and that, in so escaping, 
the world carried her away, producing the quality of her having been inspired and 
even ravished by what she saw. 

At first this will make no sense. In Graubner’s photograph, Bourke -White 
appears to be immersed in the view in her camera. She had precise standards about 
the images she made, and she knew just what she wanted. She insisted, for example, 
that her negatives be printed to the edges so that there could be no question 
that the finished photographs reflected exactly her fastidious compositions.10 

“The major control is the 
photographer’s point of 
view,” she wrote in 1936, 
describing the careful 
design of her images.11 
Once she became sought 
after as a commercial 
photographer in New 
York, her control of the 
image intensified as she 
squared her vision with 
her clients’ demands, 
“adopting the advertiser’s 
point of view.”12 So, 
where is the state of being 
carried away?

It is partly to be 
found in the centrifugal 
quality of her photo-
graphs. The girders and 
hoists in Boulder Dam 
Construction of 1935 go  
this way and that, extend-
ing beyond the frame in  
every direction (fig. 2). The 
Chrysler Building tower, 

Fig. 2. Margaret Bourke-White (American, 1904  –1971), Boulder Dam Construction, 
1935. Gelatin silver print, 13 1/8 x 10 1/8 in. (33 x 26 cm). Margaret Bourke-White 
Papers, Special Collections Research Center, Syracuse University Library. Photo © 
Estate of Margaret Bourke-White / Licensed by VAGA, New York , NY
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in a photograph of 1931, angles 
away like a jack-in-the-box 
(fig. 3). The mass production 
of objects, such as those in 
the Five-Gallon Water Bottles 
of 1932 and the Pails of 1934 
(fig. 4), appears to go on nearly 
without limits, indicating 
the plenitude of American 
manufacture, but also crossing 
the line into some alternate, 
more magical, and finally 
crazier world akin to that of 
the Sorcerer’s Apprentice in 
Walt Disney’s Fantasia (1940).

Then there are the 
surfaces of Bourke -White’s 
objects, notably the glamorous 
shine of silver, but really of 
all her things. “Everything 
in her pictures looked like it 
was made out of some kind 
of polished synthetic, even 
the skins of people,” said the 
longtime Museum of Modern 
Art photography curator John 
Szarkowski.13 Szarkowski’s 

criticism notwithstanding, Bourke -White’s avoidance of naturalism showcases 
a bizarre energy, a halo glow whose virtue is its fakery. Like the phrases that 
the 1940s film critics Manny Farber and James Agee devised to describe the 
overproduced falsity of Hollywood movies — their “lacquered shadow” and 
“chromium-and-glucose” details —Bourke -White’s surfaces have the exuberance 
of a pure concoction, a linguistic coinage.14 She could bend her shadows like 
rubber around a pipe and she could pour you a vial of light as thick as concrete. If 
you wanted that concrete to resemble the slickness of the magazine page on which 
it would appear, she could blend the two together until the pulp and the pulp mill 

Fig. 3. Margaret Bourke-White, Chrysler Building: Tower, 1931. Gelatin silver 
print, 5 1/2 x 3 3/4 in. (14 cm x 9.5 cm). The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New 
York, Ford Motor Company Collection. Gift of Ford Motor Company and 
John C. Waddell, 1987 (1987.1100.338) . Photo © Estate of Margaret Bourke-
White / Licensed by VAGA, New York , NY
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were one and the same. 
Rather than regard these 
improbable qualities as 
failures of naturalism, we 
might as easily note that 
Bourke -White invented a 
visual style whose crazed 
virtue was that it did not 
correspond to real life.

No doubt this 
otherworldly look was 
what her various employers 
wanted. They paid her to 
make modern fantasies. 
“In photographing the 
Douglas [airplane], we 
wish to make very sure 
we get a metallic, silvery 
finish of the ship and not 
a dull grey,” one of them 
specified to her in 1935.15 
No doubt the centrifugal 
excitement and infinite 
production of modern 
industry were what they 
wanted, too. But Bourke-
White’s photographs are 
more than ephemeral 

documents of a desperately self-celebrating moment of American capitalism. The 
reason? She knew that the image must court the moment when the world leaves 
the control even of the photographer paid to depict it. Only then would the 
fantasy be persuasive. Only when her subject had become truly unbelievable would 
it engender faith and belief. She realized that she had to make a car not a car for the 
advertiser to be satisfied: “This car was not an automobile in the ordinary sense; 
it was a winged chariot which floated smoothly off into space.”16 Bourke -White 
tried to capture the moment when the world escaped her. 

Fig. 4. Margaret Bourke-White, Montgomery Ward: Pails, 1934. Gelatin silver print,  
13 1/4 x 9 5/16 in. (33.7 x 23.6 cm). Margaret Bourke-White Papers, Special 
Collections Research Center, Syracuse University Library. © Margaret Bourke-
White / Time & Life Pictures / Getty Images
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Consider Wind Tunnel Construction, Fort Peck Dam, Montana one of 
the images she made for the first issue of Life magazine on February 23, 1936, 
documenting a WPA project about the new dam in Montana (fig. 5). The 
cylindrical pipes and circular hubs establish a feel of rotation, the centrifugal 
quality Bourke -White so often favored. To convey the power of the dam and the 
excitement of the magazine in its first issue, she strove for a feeling of outflung 
excess, of spin and swirl, giving the sense of a radiating and dizzying energy beyond 
her control. The opening of Yeats’s “Second Coming” (1920) is not out of place 
here  —“Turning and turning in the widening gyre / The falcon cannot hear the 
falconer; / Things fall apart; the center cannot hold; / Mere anarchy is loosed upon 
the world”—  even if the anarchy of an out-of-control globe runs counter to Bourke-
White’s editorial purpose. She shows powers anarchically let loose into a free spin, 

a wild and untrammeled arc, 
free from the encumbrance 
of calculation or even the 
finicky devising of the image 
itself. It was this wheeling 
lightness that she sought; a 
falcon beyond the range of 
her falconer.

Moreover, it was not 
enough for the world to be 
simply over there, away from 
her, a distanced spectacle 
fleeing and exceeding her 
grasp. It had to be inside her. 
In the early 1920s Bourke-
White took a course at 
the New York City school 
of the great pictorialist 
photographer Clarence 
White (no relation), a major 
influence on her subsequent 
photography.17 The circles 
in Fort Peck Dam, Montana , 
for example, relate to White’s 

Fig. 5. Margaret Bourke-White, Wind Tunnel Construction, Fort Peck Dam, 
Montana, 1936. Gelatin silver print, 13 x 10 in. (33 x 25.4 cm). Margaret Bourke-
White / Time & Life Pictures / Getty Images
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recurrent use of circles in his own work, such as Drops of Rain of 1903 (fig. 6). 
At stake here is not so much Bourke -White’s skill at adapting the poetic beauty 
of pictorialist photography to industrial subjects but a capacity she learned from 
Clarence White to internalize the world, to let it germinate inside her.

White’s circles have a way of emphasizing childhood and pregnancy. 
The child in Drops of Rain holds a womb-like crystal ball, one of many such 
images of bellies and germination in White’s photography. Similarly, the work 
of his students often concerns childhood and nurturing — see, for example, the 
little girl in Ema Spencer’s Kitten’s Party who pours milk into bowls for a play 
party (fig. 7). The creativity of the child and the actual creation of the child are 
more than sentimental themes; they suggest the art photographer’s insistence that 
photography itself is a generative, creative medium, not a mechanical one. The 

photographer internalizes the 
world, with the result that the 
photograph is impregnated 
with a vision and a sensibility.

Bourke -White’s Fort 
Peck Dam, Montana is equally 
about internalizing a subject. 
When she compiled notes in 
1937 for a lecture to be given to 
“embryonic photographers,” 
her choice of phrase 
hearkened to this quality in 
pictorialist photography and 
in her own work. When she 
noted in 1936 that “sleeping 
babes” were a staple of art 
photography before being 
replaced by “rhythmic gear 
wheels and gleaming pistons,” 
she invited an analogy 
between the two.18 When 
Museum of Modern Art 
curator Thomas Mabry wrote 

Fig. 6. Clarence White (American, 1871–1925), Drops of Rain, 1903. Platinum 
print, 7 5/8 x 6 in. (19.4 x 15.2 cm). The Museum of Modern Art, New York.  
Gift of Mrs. Mervyn Palmer, 567.1967 



Weightless History  13

to Lincoln Kirstein in 1938 that 
Bourke -White’s photographs 
were “just as bad to me as any 
kind of Herald Tribune  beautiful 
baby contest photography,” 
he, too, inadvertently named 
this germinating quality in her 
work.19 Bourke -White put it 
succinctly, describing her choice 
not to have a family but to focus 
on her career instead: “If I didn’t 
have the photographs, I’d have 
children, but the photographs 
are my children.”20 

The germinating of 
the image indicates more than 
the simple internalization of 
the world; that is too general a 
description. It suggests instead 
the state of being abducted or 
ravished, a state that has horrific 
real-world connotations, but 
that has long been sought by 

artists and poets who desire nothing less than to be carried away or inspired by 
their subjects. Then they are breathed into by an outside spirit, and the world 
they see is not so much a cheap and muted reflection but an image blown in glass. 
“Make me such a vessel of your worth as you require for granting your beloved 
laurel,” Dante writes at the start of the Paradiso , invoking Apollo. “Enter into 
my breast and breathe there as when you drew Marsyas from the sheath of his 
limbs” (Paradiso , 1.13–15, 19–20). Flay me, take me out of myself, fill me with your 
spirit, and I will make the world. When she stood in the Chrysler gargoyle for 
Graubner’s photograph, Bourke -White wanted to chronicle her own abduction, 
to capture what captivated her: an Olympian bird taking her away like Jupiter did 
Ganymede, eight hundred feet above the city streets, where she was free, borne 
aloft in artistic ecstasy, inspired by what she saw.

Fig. 7. Ema Spencer (American, 1857–1941), Kitten’s Party (Child Study), 
c. 1899. Platinum print, 6 7/8 x 5 1/4 in. (17.5 x 13.3 cm). Library of Congress 
Prints and Photographs Division, Washington, D.C.
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The most famous photograph by Alfred Eisenstaedt, Bourke -White’s 
good friend, is also about being carried away—or so it seems at first (fig. 8). 
V-J Day, Times Square  first appeared in Life magazine on August 27, 1945. 
The moment it shows is exuberant: V-J Day, near the time of the loudspeaker 
announcement at 7 p.m. proclaiming the end of World War II. A sailor kisses a 
nurse, and Eisenstaedt, who had been out looking for photographs that night, had 
seen it coming: the sailor had been kissing women young and old as he moved 
down the street; the photographer, already well-versed in showing wartime kisses, 
saw the nurse approaching, knew the sailor would want to kiss her, and positioned 
himself and his camera accordingly to make a picture of what he would see: a yin 
and yang of joy, release, and abandon.

But the picture is not so exuberant, after all. The sailor’s act is violent 
as he steals his unsolicited kiss. His right hand clenches the woman’s waist and 
his left hand curls into a near-fist as he takes his pleasure. Eisenstaedt also grasps 
the situation. Knowing what he wanted, he shows the sailor and the nurse locked 
in more than their own embrace. They are stuck in the squeeze of the historical 
moment Eisenstaedt made it his business to portray. That squeeze has grown 
more vise-like since, for the photograph has become so tightly bound to national 
mythology that it has become closed to anything but the understandably jubilant 
note Eisenstaedt wanted to strike. The picture is not, therefore, an inspiration, 
neither on the part of the photographer nor the sailor. They both seize the moment, 
calculating what can be done. No wonder Eisenstaedt so breathlessly champions 
the crude sailor, that Davy Crockett of the spit-swappers. If any photograph could 
be said not to float or fly or inspire flights, it would be this one.

The photograph’s larger meanings enforce its atmosphere of closure and 
violence. Between 7 p.m. on V-J Day and 7 a.m. the following morning, 890 people 
were treated for injuries in New York, 130 of them requiring hospitalization, 50 
people were arrested for felonies, 78 automobiles were stolen, and 377 fire alarms 
were sounded (only 102 of them false). In Los Angeles, “impromptu pedestrian 
parades and motor cavalcades whirled along” on Hollywood Boulevard, “hindered 
only by hurled whiskey bottles, amorous drunks, and collisions.” In San Francisco, 
the revels turned into a riot as drunken servicemen “defaced statues, overturned 
street cars, ripped down bond booths, [and] attacked girls,” the chaos resulting 
in more than one thousand casualties.21 The advent of peace was dangerous; the 
sailor’s aggressive advance indicates the larger-scale mayhem of that day. 
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Fig. 8. Alfred Eisenstaedt ( American, 1898  –1995), V - J Day, Times Square, New York City. Gelatin silver print. Alfred Eisenstaedt / 
Time & Life Pictures /  Getty Images
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V-J Day, Times Square  intimates a far greater violence and finality — that 
of the atomic bombs that ended the war, the first dropped on Hiroshima on 
August 6 and the second on Nagasaki on August 9. “The metropolis exploded its 
emotions . . . with atomic force,” wrote Alexander Fineberg in the New York Times, 
describing the peace celebration. “The victory roar that greeted the announcement 
[of peace] beat upon the eardrums until it numbed the senses. For twenty minutes 
wave after wave of that joyous roar surged forth.”22 The two people in Eisenstaedt’s 
photograph celebrate because of the bomb. The triple-decker headline news of the 
mystery super-weapon would have been fresh in their minds. And they clasp in a 
way that anticipates and maybe even inaugurates the link between sexuality and 
atomic destruction — the dropping of the bomb at Bikini Atoll on July 1, 1946, 
for example, that led to the naming of the new two-piece swimsuit introduced 
that year, or the sexualized imagery of atomic destruction in Stanley Kubrick’s 
1964 film Dr. Strangelove. Eisenstaedt’s photograph was no intentional depiction 
of the bomb, of course, but rather some inchoate and displaced early response 
to the new weapon, unrecognizable as such to the photographer and his viewers. 
Unintentional as they are, these connotations emphasize the grip of a picture that 
seems to intuit all its possible meanings, gathering them in a relentless grasp of 
the historical moment.

But there is one connotation — a floating, flying one — that V-J Day, 
Times Square cannot anticipate. It is one that disrupts the closure of Eisenstaedt’s 
photograph in historical terms even as it speaks to the weightless act of scholarship 
that would discern it. The photograph by Walter Sanders on the cover of the 
August 27, 1945, issue of Life  shows the ballet swimmer Belita Jepson-Turner 
performing her maneuvers in the Town House pool in Los Angeles (fig. 9). 
Sanders’s image has nothing to do with the Times Square kiss contained in the 
same issue. Or does it?

Sanders’s photograph is itself a V-J Day image. Belita Jepson-Turner’s 
grace is an image of peace, of peacefulness, appropriate for a magazine cover less 
than two weeks after the war’s end. It is also no less topical an image of destruction. 
Jepson-Turner descends like a bomb, like the new weapon dropped over 
Hiroshima on August 6 from the belly of the Enola Gay, a B-29 with a woman’s 
name whose pin-up art (had that plane featured any) might have resembled 
Jepson-Turner’s bomber pin-up pose in Life. The relation between Sanders’s 
photograph and Eisenstaedt’s comes across visually as well. The two women share 
not only comparable arcs and swoons and eroticism but an identical scale on 
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the page: Jepson-Turner is ten 
inches long from her toes to 
her nose and the nurse, whose 
name was Edith Shain, is nine 
and a half inches from her 
left shoe-tip to her forehead. 
Sanders and Eisenstaedt, both 
German émigrés (Sanders 
emigrated in 1933, Eisenstaedt 
in 1935),23 both show a kind of 
American forgetting: the war 
still in the air, American leisure 
proceeds in shows of scheduled 
spontaneity and filtered lust. 

I doubt anyone saw 
or bothered with any of these 
relations at the time the issue 
came out, or since. They are 
without weight. If we were 
to make anything of them 
at all, perhaps it would be 
to say that together the two 
pictures show the house style 
of Life magazine — a certain 

dependable visual code, heavily calculated, calling for erotic figures, most often 
women, and imaged at a size sufficient to fill the fourteen-inch vertical and ten 
and a quarter-inch horizontal dimensions of a Life  page. According to this house 
code, the women would be caught in the precision of their gambols, pure but with 
a little filth, a little confetti in the chlorine, in just the right antiseptic inoculations, 
delivered to the reader in premeasured dosages. 

Yet that is too sociological an explanation. Sanders’s photograph not 
only relates to Eisenstaedt’s, it offers an alternative. Belita Jepson-Turner is free 
and alone, almost as though she were Edith Shain, except now minus the sailor, 
released from that picture and its lockdown of calculations. Jepson-Turner is also 
a weightless alternative to the V-J Day photograph’s definition of history. This 
is because the swimmer is suspended, caught in an ongoing moment. Neither 

Fig. 9. Walter Sanders, Ballet Swimmer Belita Jepson-Turner Performing in the 
Los Angeles Town House Pool on the cover of Life magazine, August 27, 1945. 
Walter Sanders / Time & Life Pictures / Getty Images
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sinking nor swimming, cut off from life and in her own world, she floats in an 
element outside of time. Yes, she may be compassed by calendar and cost — she 
seems to note the date and price of that week’s issue, putting her face right where 
this information is, as though the magazine’s price, 10 cents, were a dime that had 
floated to the bottom of the pool — but she maintains the quality of being beyond 
it all, outside history, outside human concerns. No matter how compromised her 
vulgar water-slick of magazine might seem, why should we scorn the tawdry form 
some otherworldly vision might take when pulp may be its only way to appear? 

Jepson-Turner herself left a strong historical trace on the world — starting 
with her participation in the figure-skating competition at the 1936 Olympics 
at age twelve — although history of this kind is not what Sanders’s photograph 
literally shows. An unlikely vision of transcendence, Jepson-Turner is not frozen in 
her moment but suspended in it, as in the title of the film noir in which she would 
star in 1946, Suspense. Time with her is paused, the dilating wash of a moment 
simultaneously draining and filling, held in the sieve of the photograph and the 
act of scholarship that would make a point not to grasp it. 

The photograph teaches us that the historical moment has much in 
common with an aesthetic moment. Time in an aesthetic moment is “racked into 
a dread armistice,” to use Thomas De Quincey’s unsurpassed description:

We must be made sensible that the world of ordinary life is suddenly 

arrested — laid asleep — tranced — racked into a dread armistice; time 

must be annihilated; relation to things without abolished; and all must 

pass self-withdrawn into a deep syncope and suspension of earthly 

passion.24 

The historian too might seek a past in which all things are suspended, left floating, 
in some eternity of slow-motion becoming, rather than try to find a clarified 
sharpness of rugged and lascivious outlines, an opportunistic hold, or an ever-
clasped significance. The suspended moment is curved, but chaste. It floats like 
an angel, arms bent back as though they were wings, more a suspension of earthly 
passion than a big fat kiss. The grotesque embrace of the historical moment is 
the opportunity of a day, maybe of a lifetime, but it is not the same thing as 
inspiration. 

Let Belita Jepson-Turner be our muse of history — a figure for the 
inspiration, coming from nowhere, that might guide us. The history, to be sure, 
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is apocryphal, to use that word so important to Faulkner. It is outside the canon 
of scripture, it is spurious, false, and of questionable authenticity. It is occult and 
comic, too. The stories she inspires are legends without validation. Her element —
no surprise — is the mirage, the water as weightless as air, where the halos, such as 
they are, seem tricks of the sun, the image, or both. Yet she is the guiding angel 
of that domain, where all is unreal, not quite true, in that shimmering swim of 
discipline: the fictional space of a land that never was, where we have nothing to 
show for our efforts except that we have been touched, and changed, by what is 
not there. 
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A Novelist among Artists: Gordon Burn and “Young British Art”

Thomas Crow

All art criticism and art scholarship consist in some form of paraphrase, that is, 
the creation of some more or less useful substitute in words for the object or the 
phenomenon under scrutiny; what the paraphrase sacrifices in nuance goes toward 
the instrumental value of the verbal surrogate in contexts other than immediate 
perceptual encounter. A general corollary to this proposition would be that critics 
tend to perform this function in the first instance, the filtered results of which 
then become the received verbal object on which art historians base their efforts 
at explanation. 

A problem arises when the same agent who generated the initial 
paraphrase, exercising the freedom proper to the critic’s task, then performs the 
later moment of historical processing, which attempts to legislate a definitive 
understanding. With the large-scale entry into the university of specialists in the 
critical judgment of contemporary art, works of art favored by competing forms 
of paraphrase tend not to be accorded much if any place in the curriculum. While 
this pattern is not exclusive to any one national discourse, it has become especially 
entrenched in the American academy. As the language of history aligns itself with 
one strand of criticism, whatever its partial validity, art making beyond its purview 
ceases to belong to history, even when demonstrably present and active in shaping 
the behavior of the art world. 

A recent and salient instance of this phenomenon can be found in the 
mid-1990s eruption on the international scene of the so-called YBAs ( Young 
British Artists), whose brand identity had been fostered by the sponsorship of 
collector Charles Saatchi, adman among admen, who created great cause for 
academic suspicion at the outset. Critical dismissals on both sides of the Atlantic 
have denied these artists — among them Tracey Emin, Sarah Lucas, Marcus 
Harvey, Jake and Dinos Chapman, Marc Quinn, Gavin Turk, and preeminently 
Damien Hirst — any standing in received histories of “serious” contemporary art: 
instead, their success must be seen to arise from the workings of the market, the 
media machine, the corruption of fame, that is, anything but the art itself. Hirst’s 
prominence, in the words of American critic and historian Hal Foster, can only 
be credited to “an entire career strung together by shock and scandal and a body 


