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Praise for Reclaiming Art 
in the Age of Artifice 
"J.F. Martel is an incisive cultural critic with a 
penetrating vision of art. His book is a quiet manifesto 
for the creative act, reminding us of the numinous 
quality of the aesthetic object, as well as the intrinsic 
strangeness of our lives in the world." 

-Daniel Pinchbeck, author of Breaking Open the 
Head and 2012: The Return of Quetzalcoatl 

"The complete colonization of the mind is the final 
frontier of capitalist domination. As Martel is aware, 
this domination proceeds, at ever-increasing speed, 
through the reduction of the imagination to that which 
can be predicted and controlled. Far from being merely 
the commodification of the aesthetic, this project is 
engineered to eliminate the ineffability and uniqueness 
of human existence, as such. This book is a beautifully 
written lament and a passionate, prophetic plea for 
what remains not only of art but also of humanity." 
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Art is the name we have given to humanity's most primal response to the 
mystery of existence. It was in the face of the mystery that dance, music, 
poetry, and painting were born. 

Since the dawn of the current era, art has been under threat. 
In the place where it belongs on the cultural landscape, two idols stand like golden calves 
demanding worship: 

Pornography, the use of aesthetics to manipulate through desire; and 

Propaganda, the use of aesthetics to manipulate through fear. 
Even where true art is made, powerful economic and political forces are there to subjugate it 
to one of the idols. 

The work of art is apolitical and free of moralism. "The artist," Wilde said, 
"is free to express everything." 

It is precisely the absence of political and moral interest that makes art an agent of liberation 
wherever it appears. 

Art opposes tyranny by freeing beauty from the clutches of the powers of 
this world. 

True beauty is not pretty. It is a tear in the fa~ade of the everyday, a sudden revelation of the 
forces seething beneath the surface of things. 
Only the revelation of beauty can save our world. 

The artist is always and for all time a seer, and artistic creation is always 
and for all time an act of prophecy. 

The artist does not choose the prophecy. Rather, the prophetic shines through her work. It 
comes from elsewhere. 
The artist therefore needs enough courage to stay true to the work at hand. Even greater 
courage is required of those to whom the finished work is given, for their interests will 
always recommend dismissing the vision for fear of its implications. 

Only through art can human beings express and share the archetypal 
powers that shape the universe. 

To abandon art would mean forfeiting the gift of vision, which, by all appearances, was given 
to humans alone. 
To reclaim it might enable us to recover our faith in this world, and act in accordance with 
that faith for the benefit of life on earth. 



RECLAIMING ART IN THE AGE OF ARTIFICE: A TREATISE, CRITIQUE, AND CALL TO ACTION (MAN ... 

Think of one of those rare, truly exceptional outings to 

the cinema. In the lobby afterward the experience 
elicits from us a language of paralysis and 
disappearance: "I forgot myself. It could have gone on 
forever." Stepping out into the street, we feel that 
somehow nothing is the same as it was before. The 
passing cars, the night sky above the glass towers, the 
streetlights reflected on the wet pavement: everything 
glows with a strange immediacy and newness. It is as if 
the film had done something to the world. A similar 
thing might happen when we put down a great novel or 
take in a powerful piece of music. 

The Book of Revelation contains a memorable line: 

"Behold, I make all things new. "1 Reflecting on this 
ancient text, the critic Northrop Frye defined the 
Apocalypse as "the way the world looks once the ego 

has disappeared." 2 Every great artistic work is a quiet 

apocalypse. It tears off the veil of ego, replacing old 
impressions with new ones that are at once inexorably 
alien and profoundly meaningful. Great works of art 
have a unique capacity to arrest the discursive mind, 
raising it to a level of reality that is more expansive 
than the egoic dimension we normally inhabit. In this 
sense, art is the transfiguration of the world. 

This book is an attempt to explore the nature of art 
at the present historical moment. It does not constitute 
a definitive statement or aesthetic theory so much as a 
journey into the realm of art, and a personal one at 
that. Nevertheless I hope the reader will emerge with a 
deeper appreciation for art's unique power, as well as a 
sense of urgency with regard to our need to make art a 
more central part of our lives and communities. My 
belief is that doing so is essential if we are to find 
solutions to the serious problems we face today, be 
they political, environmental, economic, or spiritual. 

That may seem a silly idea at first glance. After all, 
what could be more superfluous than art in the face of 
the authoritarian turn in contemporary politics, the 
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systematic devastation of the biosphere, the ever
widening economic gap, or the rising tide of anxiety 
and mental illness? The objection is valid so long as we 
continue to see art as simply a source of entertainment 
or a platform for "self-expression." Art, however, is 
more than that. It deals in consciousness itself, the 
stuff dreams are made of. In fact-and this is a major 
contention of this book-art is the only truly effective 
means we have of engaging, in a communal context, 
the psyche on its own terms. My argument is that by 
rethinking art in that light we can reorient ourselves 
individually and collectively toward alternative 
modalities of being, setting the stage for what Daniel 
Pinchbeck calls a new mythological consciousness able 
to resolve issues "through symbol and image, without 

need of rational explanation. "3 

Art breaks down the barriers that normally stand 
between the physical and the psychic, between your 
soul and the souls of others. "Through art alone are we 
able to emerge from ourselves, to know what another 
person sees of a universe which is not the same as our 

own and of which, without art, the landscapes would 
remain as unknown to us as those that may exist on the 

moon." 4 For the French novelist Marcel Proust, who 
wrote those words, art is a meeting place in which 
human beings commune at a level that ordinary 
language and sign systems do not allow. Without art, 
connection at this deeper level is impossible. This is a 
troubling idea to consider in a time when aesthetic 
forces ranging from sensationalistic news spectacles to 
manipulative viral marketing seem bent on achieving a 
very different end. The all-consuming razzle-dazzle of 
sound and light with which we are bombarded does not 
draw us into the secret universe of another 
consciousness. On the contrary, it fools us into taking 
as self-evident a picture of life that in reality belongs to 
nobody, effectively producing an artificial space 
wherein the market and the state can thrive as though 
they were inextricable parts of the cosmos rather than 
the mutable accidents of history that they are. We are 
in danger today of losing the capacity to distinguish 
between artistic creation as Proust defined it and the 
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aesthetic creativity that goes into a commercial jingle, a 
new car design, or a hollow summer blockbuster. If our 
confusion suits the reigning political and economic 
regime just fine, it is because it stands as proof that the 
operation to supplant the dream-space of soul and 
psyche with a fully controllable interface is going 
according to plan. 

Should we speak then of true art, and contrast it with 
other aesthetic forces that are in full swing today? Is 
there a "Way of Art" that we are in danger of losing in 

our preoccupation with information, amusement, and 
distraction? What do we gain by recognizing art's 
power and letting it act upon us? These are questions 
that this short book touches on. My hope is that the 
answers it proposes can contribute to a wider 
discussion. 

ONE 

In his 1970 Nobel Prize lecture, Aleksandr 

Solzhenitsyn proposed that if art has never revealed its 
intrinsic "function" to us, it is because such a thing is 
beyond our ken. For the Russian writer, we are 

mistaken when we call art a human innovation; we 
ought instead to see it as a gift, something that came to 
us from beyond the bounds of our world. Solzhenitsyn 
illustrates his point by comparing the work of art to a 
technological marvel that a man from the proverbial 
Stone Age comes across in the wilderness. Unable to 
penetrate its secrets, the man can only turn the object 
this way and that, looking for "some ordinary use to 
which he can put it, without suspecting an 
extraordinary one." Solzhenitsyn goes on: 

So also we, holding Art in our hands, confidently consider 
ourselves to be its masters; boldly we direct it, we renew, 
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reform and manifest it; we sell it for money, use it to please 
those in power; turn to it at one moment for 
amusement . . . and at another .. . for the passing needs of 
politics and for narrow-minded social ends. But art is not 
defiled by our efforts, neither does it thereby depart from its 
true nature, but on each occasion and in each application it 
gives to us a part of its secret inner light.! 

Art is mysterious because its purpose is unknown 
and its effect always exceeds the ends we put it to. If it 
is true, for instance, that nearly all human societies see 
the possession of artistic objects as a sign of prestige 
and power, it may simply be because art's primary 
quality makes it a suitable sign for those who want to 
legitimize their authority. And while it may be the case 
that art ennobles us by bringing beauty into our lives, 
or that it conveys complex cultural ideas simply and 
effectively, or that it preserves the beliefs of one age for 
the next-again, these functions could very well follow 
from art's original, mysterious, irreducible shining. 
Just as it is the gleam of gold that makes it precious in 
our eyes and not its preciousness that makes it gleam, 
so the primary quality of art could precede all of its 
uses and appropriations. In other words art may be 

Page 1 

something before it becomes all the things we claim it 
to be. 

The sheer variety of aesthetic theories may be the 
best evidence we have that art cannot be boiled down 
to a single use, and even that it eludes usefulness 
altogether. In fact, one of the reasons art affects us so 
deeply is that it calls us out of the means-and-ends 
thinking that has us reducing everything to a function. 
Oscar Wilde's infamous statement, "All art is quite 
useless," was more than a pithy remark aimed at 
ruffling Victorian feathers; as far as he was concerned, 
it was a plain statement of fact. For the Aesthetic 
Movement of which Wilde was a leading exponent, art 
stood in absolute defiance of utility. Which is to say 
that the Aesthetes saw works of art as things whose 
only purpose is to be perceived-and this may be as 
close to a catch-all definition as we are likely to get. 
Nevertheless, even the Aesthetes understood that in 
the day-to-day we treat art like anything else. Only 
when we encounter it on its own ground, out of any 
context that would allow us to make it serve a 
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calculable end, does its peculiar nature become 

difficult to ignore. 

One way to demonstrate the inherent power of art is 

to go back to its earliest beginnings. This is what 

Werner Herzog does in Cave of Forgotten Dreams 

(2010), his documentary about the paintings of the 

Chauvet Cave in the Ardeche Valley of Southern 

France. The Chauvet paintings include some of the 

oldest known at the time of this writing, dating back 

over thirty thousand years. Most are depictions of 

animals-horses, ibex, lions, owls, and others, the only 

human figurations being a series of handprints and the 

partial figure of a woman. A bull is given eight legs to 

create the illusion of movement, and a rhinoceros is 

shown with a sequence of heads, giving the impression 

that it is thrusting its horns into the air. The painters 

deliberately placed these dynamic images in parts of 

the cave untouched by the light of day, obliging their 

audience to see them by firelight, in a play of billowing 

shadows that brought them to life before their eyes. 

These details lead Herzog to speculate that the cave 

painters were engaged in a form of "proto-cinema." Be 

that as it may, there is certainly nothing crude or naive 

about the images, which on the contrary exhibit a high 

degree of technical skill, especially when we note the 

uneven surfaces and primitive materials. They are 

naturalistic yet highly stylized, strange yet beautiful. 

The obvious question is why a Paleolithic society 

primarily concerned with survival would bother to 

descend into the bowels of the earth to make movies in 

the dark. This is what the scientists in Cave of 

Forgotten Dreams are trying to figure out, though they 

do not seem quite convinced that they will succeed. 

Through Herzog's lens, we see them moving about the 

cave like pilgrims in a Gothic cathedral or space 

explorers in the ruins of an alien civilization, giving 

every detail of the environment the same meticulous 

scrutiny. To avoid disturbing even the dust on the 

floor, they severely restrict their access to parts of the 

cave, even to the point of impeding the very studies 

these measures are meant to facilitate. It is as though 

the most innocuous detail could solve the entire puzzle. 
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One scientist reports having had overpowering 
dreams during his first foray into the cave, dreams of 
supernatural lions, "powerful things" who showed him 
a new, "indirect" way of understanding the world. He 
had to withdraw from the project temporarily for fear 
of being overwhelmed by these nightly encounters. 
Later on, another researcher points to some flecks of 
charcoal on the floor, explaining that they fell from a 
cave painter's torch. Standing in awe before the 
smattering of prehistoric detritus, her expression 
recalls nothing so much as a baffled UFO witness 
pointing out the traces of the flying saucer she claims 
landed in her backyard. 

Incidentally, at several points Cave of Forgotten 
Dreams begins to feel more like a science fiction film 
than a documentary. The sight of the scientists tackling 
the enigma of art recalls typical scenes from that genre, 
among them Solzhenitsyn's image of the hunter finding 
an alien artifact, and the hominids approaching the 
black monolith in Stanley Kubrick's 2001: A Space 
Odyssey (1968). The science fiction analogy is 

appropriate because the discovery of the Chauvet Cave 
is closer to the hypothetical unearthing of 
extraterrestrial artifacts than we might initially think. 
These "memories from long forgotten dreams," as 
Herzog calls the paintings, seem to belong to "a 

familiar but distant universe. "2 The fact that they rival 
the great art of later ages in emotive power is at once 
comforting and disquieting. In the images this 
prehistoric people have bequeathed to us, we get a 
glimpse of something like a shared humanity, but we 
also gaze into a stranger part of ourselves, something 
reaching to the depths. Since we do not know the 
context in which the paintings were made, we cannot 
in good faith chalk them up to some clear pragmatic 
end. We are seeing art in its naked state, deprived of 
any discernible appropriation. This can trouble our 
secular sensibilities since it confronts us not just with 
the mysteries of nature, but more strikingly still with 
the riddle of the presence of such things as us in the 
otherwise coherent physical world. Given the fact that 
the molecular chemistry that makes life possible is the 
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same throughout the cosmos, would finding works of 
art on Mars or a more remote planet be any more 
uncanny than finding them here on earth? 

The Chauvet Cave is one in a long list of 
archaeological finds revealing the aesthetic genius of 
the Upper Paleolithic. The famous Venus figurines of 
the Rhine Valley were carved by the same people who 
made the paintings, though some are five thousand 
years older than the earliest images from Chauvet. The 
same lost culture also fashioned ivory flutes designed 
to play a full pentatonic scale, as well as statues of 
fantastical creatures, such as a humanoid being with 
the head of a lion. Based on these discoveries, scholars 
have had to make the extraordinary observation that 
artistic expression does not appear to have evolved 
over time. Quoting Herzog, "it rather burst onto the 

scene like a sudden explosive event. "3 As if to illustrate 
just that, the lead archaeologist in the documentary 
points out that the image of a female pelvis in the cave 
appears alongside that of a monstrous bull, a 
composition eerily reminiscent of Pablo Picasso's 

modern paintings of the woman and the minotaur. 
Incidentally, it was Picasso who, upon visiting the 
caves of Lascaux, sighed that the first artists had 
"invented everything." 

The irruption of art into time some forty thousand 
years ago signals much more than the invention of a 
new cultural practice. As Herzog notes in his bold 
narration, it marks the birth of the "modern human 
soul," by which I hear not reason so much as the 
imagination, the power to think in and through images. 
Without this faculty, human intelligence would 
distinguish itself from that of the higher animals only 
quantitatively. Many animals use tools, ratiocination, 
even language of a sort, but only humans are capable of 
the symbolic jamming that allows for the creation of 
works of art. Only humans seem able to drop the logic 
of immediate need to engage in an activity, which, from 
a purely evolutionary standpoint, can only be 
considered superfluous if not downright dangerous for 
our survival. 

So there was no evolution, no slow birth: the 
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aesthetic imagination sprung up fully formed like 
Athena from Zeus's cracked skull. Besides the obvious 
"Why?," the question that preoccupies scientists and 
thinkers is how. How can a life form evolved to survive 
and reproduce like any other suddenly interrupt the 
automatic drift of reflex and instinct to produce 
meaningful images in pictures, songs, sculptures, 
poetry, and dance? And why has it continued to do so 
ever since? The most puzzling thing about art may be 
that it leaves no one as puzzled as the ones who make 
it. In a sense, art is inseparable from puzzlement itself. 
"Right back in the early morning twilights of mankind," 
Solzhenitsyn continues in his Nobel lecture, "we 
received it from Hands which we were too slow to 
discern. And we were too slow to ask: for what purpose 
have we been given this gift? What are we to do with 

it?"4 It isn't just a flair for romance that prompts him 
to see art as a Gift; the choice of metaphor is as good as 
any. If its insinuation of a transcendent Giver is too 
much for some, then Herzog's phrase of a sudden 
explosion can serve just as well, for the point is that art 

was an event in the truest sense of the word, something 
that nothing coming before could have enabled us to 
predict, and whose causes remain as obscure now as 
they ever have, and perhaps ever will. 

It is a strange thing to catalog the conflicting theories 
as to what the first artists thought they were doing 
down there in the caves, because the truth is that, to 
this day, we do not know why we make art. In the end, 
art may not be our invention at all. It may well have 
appeared in history as it does in the life of many 
individual artists: as an outside call, a sudden flash of 
inspiration, an inner wanderlust exerting such a 
powerful pull that ultimately we would have to say that 
Picasso got it wrong: the early humans didn't invent 
art. Art invented humanity. 

The birth of the imagination gets a powerful retelling in 
Kubrick's aforementioned 2001, wherein a mysterious 
monument appears in primeval Africa to endow our 
evolutionary ancestors with the power to imagine. In 
the film's most iconic scene, one of the hominids who 
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encountered the monolith examines some animal 
bones in the desert. Whereas in the past the bones 
would have held no interest for him, now he finds 
himself seeing into them and trying to divine their 
meaning. In his mind the bones coalesce into an image 
amid the flux of the world, an image from which he 
catches a glimpse of the Big Picture. In a flash he 
becomes aware of the entire cycle of life and death, and 
of his place within that cycle as a mortal creature. It is 
through this sudden leap of the imagination that the 
idea of using one of the bones as a hunting weapon 
occurs to him. As he picks up a large femur and uses it 
to smash the other bones apart, new images come to 
him of tapirs falling in the hunt. The imaginative 
faculty has given him the power to perceive Self, Life, 
and World as separate parts of an ineffable whole, to 
formulate a gestalt of his total situation while 
projecting new possibilities that could be realized 
through action on his part. 

Samuel Coleridge described the imagination as "the 
living power and prime agent of all human 

perception." 5 It achieves its fullest potential in artistic 
expression because it is there that it transcends mere 
representation to bring forth unprecedented images of 
the world. Once freed from the bind of immediate 
biological need and mechanical causation, the mind 
acquires a kind of second sight. Thinking becomes a 
process through which the virtual potentialities of 
nature can be perceived and actualized. While a rat is 
unable to see a piece of cheese as anything but food, for 
a human being a thing as banal as a block of cheddar 
contains countless potentialities: it could be a gift, a 
projectile, a paperweight, a science experiment, 
material for a sculpture, not to mention rat bait. If the 
meanings we ascribe to things depend on the ends they 
can serve, then humanity has the power to generate a 
potentially infinite number of meanings for anything. 
Kubrick's monolith can be construed as a symbol for 
the blank canvas of mind itself, the interior movie 
screen upon which new visions, unprompted by the 
algorithms of sensory-motor reflex, are endlessly 
projected. It is the supreme imago, or primordial 
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image, that encompasses the vast field of the psyche as 
humans experience it. The Serpent wasn't kidding 
when it told Eve that by eating of the forbidden fruit, 
she and Adam would become "as gods, knowing good 
and evil." So far as we know, only the human mind can 
detach from the physical plane and think in the 
absolute terms of morality, extrapolating from the way 
things are, the way things ought to be. Small wonder 
the authors of Genesis wrote that human beings were 
created in the image of God. 

Today, the tendency is to eliminate the notion of any 
categorical difference between humans and other 
animals. Popular science and secularism have a stake 
in proving that the old idea of humankind's primacy 
over other species is nothing but an arrogant conceit. 
Insofar as primacy implies moral excellence, we can 
hardly disagree: after all, only humans are capable of 
true evil. There is also good reason for claiming that 
many if not most of our actions are prompted by the 
same blind instincts that govern other organisms. But 
even the arch-rationalist Richard Dawkins, in The 

Selfish Gene, admits that human beings make an 
uncanny exception to the rules of life on earth: they 
seem to have the ability to redirect the commands of 
instinct in ways no other animal could even conceive 

of.6 While it may be true that humans have a monopoly 
on evil, it is also true that only humans are able to 
speak in terms of good and evil to begin with. In the 
grand scheme we may be no more relevant than other 
sentient beings, but what other species has the luxury 
of being able to proclaim its own irrelevance in the 
cosmos? Whether we are superior or inferior to 
cheetahs and blackpoll warblers may be up for debate. 
That we are different from them in a fundamental way 
is not. Other animals do astounding things, but 
spinning free-floating images of possible worlds from 
raw psychic material isn't one of them. In the creative 
imagination, things are revealed to humans that are 
hidden from the rest of the known cosmos. 

This is not an argument for anthropocentricism. I 
am merely saying that by denying the human 
imagination the unique place it occupies in the theater 
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of nature, we are forfeiting the one thing that can 
bestow upon us the nobility we admire in other species. 
Homo sapiens is the animal that means something, or 
that desperately wants to mean something. 
Undoubtedly our thirst for meaning has a lot to do with 
our petrifying awareness of death, itself a side effect of 
the imagination, and one that makes our unique 
position as much a curse as it is a gift. 

As the prime fruit of the imagination, art is the 
incontrovertible sign of humanity's presence on earth. 
But what constitutes the human itself? The prehistoric 
paintings at Chauvet confront us with a dimension of 
ourselves that, though familiar in ways, remains in 
many respects unknown and may ultimately be 
unknowable. Human consciousness has access to a 
powerful otherworld, the place of dreams and myth, 
poetry and lunacy. I will refer to it in this book as the 
"imaginal," the name Henry Corbin gave to the 
intermediate realm, central to the cosmology of the 
Sufi mystics, between the rational mind of Man and the 
inscrutable mind of God. As a concrete manifestation 

of this imaginal realm in the public sphere, art calls us 
back to the source as a matter of course. 

We do not know why we make art, and yet we cannot 
subtract it from our self-image as a species without 
losing the thing that makes us what we are. When it 
comes to human nature, the Sphinx may have said it 
best with her riddle about the creature that walks first 
on four legs, then on two, and then on three. Oedipus's 
answer, according to the story, was Man, who begins 
life crawling, then walks upright, and ends his days 
leaning on a crutch. On the surface, the riddle amounts 
to a clever joke, but at the level of dream and symbol it 
shows us the human being as a protean entity, a shape
shifter whose nature must remain elusive given its 
capacity to become all things through the imagination 
-the human being as a human becoming. If 
Solzhenitsyn was right to compare art to an 
extraterrestrial artifact, then we are the aliens in the 
story. Art discloses our own mystery even as it lays 
bare the mystery of consciousness and the mystery of 
the world. It is paranormal, an anomaly casting doubt 
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upon our most cherished certainties about the nature 
of reality. We must therefore approach it as we would 
any other anomaly that simultaneously demands and 
defies an explanation, even if our faith in explanations 
is precisely the thing it asks us to abandon in the end. 
The painters of the Chauvet Cave may have worked by 
firelight, and their modern counterparts may work in 
the glow of spotlights or LED screens, but at the 
deepest level artists have always worked by the light of 
stars yet unborn. 

TWO 

In 1917 the ballet impresario Sergei Diaghilev 

commissioned a new libretto from Jean Cocteau. When 
the young poet asked for advice on how to proceed, 
Diaghilev replied with a simple directive: "Astonish 
me." The phrase would serve Cocteau as a mantra 
throughout his career, resurfacing, for instance, at the 
beginning of his classic film Orpheus. Not surprising, 
as few statements could better encapsulate the impetus 
that has driven artistic creation since the beginning. 
Astonishment is the litmus test of art, the sign by 
which we know we have been magicked out of practical 
and utilitarian enterprises to confront the bottomless 
dream of life in sensible form. Art astonishes and is 
born of astonishment. There is only one thing that it 
can be said to "communicate" more effectively than 
other mediums can, and that is the weirdness of the 
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Real. 
This does not mean that art can't accurately 

represent actual things and situations, only that such 
representations are secondary to the overarching goal 
of capturing a shard of pure reality with such force and 
immediacy as to rid it of all that does not conform to 
direct experience. A naturalist painter in nineteenth
century Paris and an abstract expressionist in 
twentieth-century Manhattan could scarcely differ 
more in terms of their style and interests; nevertheless, 
they are united in their drive to capture the raw stuff of 
immediate experience with arrangements of lines and 
colors. The particular attributes of their respective 
bodies of work are varying means for achieving a 
common end. Both are realists in the real sense of the 
word. Regardless of personal convictions or 
professional concerns, an artist's power comes down to 
two things: her sensitivity to the radical mystery of 
existence, and the artistry and craft with which she can 
channel that mystery into an object or performance. 
Neither existential awe nor a given metaphysical 

outlook need to serve as an explicit motivation. Simply, 
the emergence of artistic vision-and the need to 
express this vision without distorting or 
conceptualizing it-is contingent upon an underlying 
wonderment at being itself, a wonderment without 
which there would be no art. 

To be astonished is to be caught unawares by the 
revelation of realities denied or repressed in the 
everyday. Astonishment has an intellectual as well as 
an emotional component-in it, the brain and the heart 
come together. Far from distracting us from the 
strange and the uncanny in life, the astonishment 
evoked by great artistic works puts them square in our 
sights. The work demands that we feel and think the 
mystery of our passage through this body, on this 
earth, in this universe. We realize afterward that the 
world is not what we thought it was: something hidden, 
impossible to communicate though clearly expressed in 
the work has risen into the light of awareness, and the 
share of the Real to which we are privy is 
proportionately expanded. 
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Every great work of art constitutes a complete image 
of life, conveying in a palpable way the image maker's 
awe at the way things are. At the literal level, Edgar 
Allan Poe's "The Raven" (1845) features a bleak 
November night, a black bird, and a dead woman-only 
this and nothing more. But taken as a whole it 
embraces the fullness of life and death. Even in the 
case of less overtly mystical works, such as Edgar 
Degas's seemingly benign pictures of ballerinas, an 
attentive look can trigger effects capable of launching 
us out of the ordinary and into the Weird. ("Why this 
moment? That hand? That shadow?") Art calls to the 
surface of things their real and immanent strangeness. 

Virtually everyone has been astonished by at least 
one work of art in the past, even if for some it could 
only have happened in youth, before the world had 
strapped on the dream-stifling armature of responsible 
adulthood. Wherever or whenever the experience 
occurs, it seems to enjoy a kind of absolute reality in 
the minds of those who have it. Caught in the throes of 
astonishment, we feel as though we were experiencing 

something that transcends personal opinion and 
relative viewpoints, and that does so with such force 
that it would seem absurd, after the fact, to entertain 
the possibility that it was all just in our heads. As 

Immanuel Kant explained, aesthetic rapture is a 
peculiar kind of subjective phenomenon, since it 
presents itself as anything but subjective. It asks to be 
shared with others in hopes that they too might 
experience this thing that has had such a profound 
effect upon us. Naturally, the desire to share our 
astonishment is bound to be frustrated as we meet 
people who respond to our beloved work with 
indifference or even repulsion. We then remember that 
the affective power of works of art varies from person 
to person, and even from moment to moment within 
the same person's life, a fact we usually put down to 
personal taste, though little consideration is given to 
what that term might mean. People have their own 
inclinations, and given that the aesthetic is held, not 
just by Kant but also by common wisdom, to be a 
private affair, its variability across the broad spectrum 
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of human personalities can only seem inevitable. 
Consequently many people, from the Socrates of 

Plato's Republic onward, have warned us of the 
dangers of art, claiming that ultimately it comes down 
to emotional manipulation and sensorial trickery. In 
their view, which courts the status quo in a culture 
such as our own that judges art primarily on the basis 
of entertainment value, artistic works are inexorably 
"psychological," having no substance outside the brains 
they impact. After all ( we are told), artistic artifacts 
exist in specific cultural and historical milieus, and 
their perceived aesthetic quality is inseparable from the 
established sign systems in which they were formed. 
Inuit throat singing and Japanese Noh theater may be 
celebrated as high achievements in their respective 
cultures, but the typical Westerner is likely to find 
them inaccessible, if not repellent, on first encounter. 
The existence of profound cultural variants in the 
aesthetic realm has led to the widespread belief that art 
isn't only subjective but utterly relative, the whole 
show boiling down to cultural conditioning. Most 

educated people in the West subscribe implicitly to this 
theory, which might dictate, for instance, that the 
attachment Irish people feel to their folk songs has 
nothing to do with objective quality and everything to 
do with how the Irish have been taught to respond to 
certain tunes in a certain manner. While this may be 
true in some cases (it would be wrong, I think, to see 
popularity as proof that a thing is an artistic 
masterpiece-think of the latest stock pop on the 
radio), it wasn't until the mid-twentieth century that 
the theory began to be applied categorically and across 
the spectrum. Today, aesthetic relativism has become 
something of a dogma even in artistic circles. As a 
result, the term art has become a floating signifier, 
applicable to anything and nothing, while art itself has 
come to be perceived as a malleable concept shaped 
under specific circumstances between the Renaissance 
and the Enlightenment and destined to change-if not 
disappear-in the course of time. 

From this point of view, to speak of art as a universal 
aspect of the human ethos could only be construed as 
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naive. Be that as it may, that is exactly the view that I 
want to entertain here. From the position I adopt in 
this book, art is an objective pursuit with the same 
claim to truth as science, albeit truth of a different 
order. At the very least the consistency and universality 
of aesthetic expression throughout history and around 
the globe suggests that the undertaking that finds its 
modern formulation in the concept of art is a distinct 
sphere of activity with its own ontology. My belief is 
that what the modern West calls art is the direct 
outcome of a basic human drive, an inborn expressivity 
that is inextricably bound with the creative 
imagination. It is less a product of culture than a 
natural process manifesting through the cultural 
sphere. One could go so far as to argue that art must 
exist in order for culture to emerge in the first place.: 

Regardless of its essence and origin, one thing seems 
certain: art bears witness to the bafflement that the 
mere fact of existence elicits in our brains, which the 
imagination has cleaved from the rest of creation. It is 
the means by which we can express the imaginal 

realities that precede the divisions and reductions of 
the discursive mind. In a sense the first artist was not 
the painter in the cave but whoever dared give an 
answer to the enigma of the night sky with its million 
stars. No scientific answer could do justice to this 
enigma. The naturalist theory that would reduce art, 
myth, and religion to primitive forms of inquiry 
awaiting the arrival of the scientific method is the 
result of a gross misunderstanding. The wonder we feel 
when we look at the stars is not concerned with the 
mechanical how of things, but with their form and 
purpose-the why of it all. "Why?" is a problem science 
can't lick; in fact, the very nature of science prevents it 
from even framing the problem. What science does
and does beautifully-is to enrich the mystery by 
revealing ever deeper layers of the physical universe, 
which becomes more puzzling with each new discovery. 
Any adequate response to the mystery of existence 
must be poetic, for only the poetic can take on the 
"why." If poetic answers are always figurative, never 
literal, it is because no sooner has the question of being 
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been raised than we leave the world of determinate 
things to travel in a far stranger country. Rather than 
solving the riddle, art frames the riddle in such a way 
that its insolubility becomes splendidly evident. In the 
aesthetic dimension of vision and dream, the question 
in itself is an answer. Art as manifested in myth is a 
way for human beings to share and celebrate their 
unknowing. 

Yet the question remains: Why does art elicit such 
divergent reactions from us? How can a work that 
bowls one person over leave another cold? Doesn't the 
variability of the aesthetic feeling support the view that 
art is culturally determined and relative? Maybe not, if 
we consider the possibility that the artistic experience 
depends not on some subjective mood but on an 
individually acquired (hence variable) power to be 
affected by art, a capacity developed through one's 
culture in tandem with one's unique character. For 
evidence of this we can point to works that seem to 
ignore cultural boundaries altogether, affecting people 
of different backgrounds in comparable ways even 

though the specific articulation of their personal 
responses continues to vary. Consider the plays of 
William Shakespeare, or Greek theater, or the fairy 
tales that have sprung up in similar forms on every 
continent. We could not be farther removed from the 
people who painted in the Chauvet Cave, nor could we 
be more oblivious as to the significance they ascribed 
to their pictures. Yet their work affects us across the 
millennia. Everyone responds to them differently, of 
course, and the spirit in which people are likely to 
receive them now probably differs significantly from 
how it was at the beginning. But these permutations 
revolve around a solid core, something present in the 
images themselves. 

If the basic power of a given artistic work is 
objective, then it exists whether or not there are people 
there to experience it. The Rothko Chapel in Houston, 
Texas, may be empty as you read these words, but the 
dark paintings are hanging there even now, as 
hauntingly present in your absence as they would be if 
you were sitting in front of them. Incidentally, Mark 



RECLAIMING ART IN THE AGE OF ARTIFICE: A TREATISE, CRITIQUE, AND CALL TO ACTION (MAN ... 

Rothko is a painter who has been described by some as 
an artist of universal appeal and by others as 
pretentious or inaccessible. Speaking personally, it was 
only after several exposures that I finally got Rothko. 
When that happened I felt that I was finally seeing 
something that had been there all along, only I had 
been blind to it until then. Similarly there are many 
people who, while initially perplexed by Inuit throat 
singing, have since come to appreciate its strange and 
sensual beauty. Is it not possible that these people 
aren't fooling themselves and have in fact learned to 
apprehend new forms of beauty that are potentially 
accessible to anyone? We tend to see our "personal 
tastes" as positive personality traits, whereas they 
could just as well indicate limitations that we might 
overcome given the right opportunity, the appropriate 
context, and a little courage. Each person's unique take 
on reality will no doubt favor certain aesthetic 
experiences over others, but it may be that the world is 
filled with potential aesthetic experiences that our 
"tastes" prevent us from having for no good reason. 

What I mean by the "power to be affected" has 
nothing to do with enjoyment. Ultimately, whether we 
judge an artistic work to be enjoyable or not may be 
immaterial when we consider the effect it has on us. A 
film might affect us in profound ways even though we 
found it difficult to watch or failed to grasp the point, if 
any, that the filmmakers were trying to get across. 
Most people have experienced artistic works that, 
although their own egos may have found them lacking 
in certain respects, continued to work on them long 
afterward, subtly altering them whether they wished it 
to or not. The crucial factor isn't whether we have been 
amused or delighted by a work but whether we have let 
the forces within it penetrate the closed perimeter of 
our lives and expand our horizons. True sensibility, 
real good taste, involves the ability to recognize when 
such forces are present, and to distinguish between 
superficial reactions and the deeper affects these forces 
elicit. 

Today, the propensity to be affected by anything is 
often perceived as a weakness. Given that we are 
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constantly besieged by aesthetic objects looking to 
manipulate us (advertising, rhetoric, and all the rest), 
our reservations may be understandable. But 
unfortunately the guardedness that is so essential to 
our mental wellbeing in this media-saturated world 
also contributes to the rampant apathy that is frosting 
over the globe like the beginnings of an unprecedented 
psychic ice age. Wherever apathy reigns supreme, the 
"strong" are those who can boast that nothing affects 
them. Numbness and dumbness become positive 
qualities, and any passionate engagement with life 
becomes a cause for embarrassment. How many 
hipsters out there consider passionate commitment of 
any kind to be a sign that one has been duped? 
Fortunately this attitude can only go so far, because 
everything in actual experience suggests to the contrary 
that passion and sensibility are necessary for anything 
meaningful to happen to anyone. They are the vital 
signs that make the difference between an existence 
that is truly lived out and one that is merely observed 
from the stifling security of a castellated self that 

falsely imagines that it can remain detached from the 
rest of the universe. 

If the majority of aesthetic works fails to astonish us, 
then, it may have something to do with the ingrained 
insensitivity that is part and parcel of contemporary 
life. It may also have something to do with the fact that 
art, as Solzhenitsyn said so eloquently, is constantly 
being put to uses that are at odds with its essence. 
Indeed, the moment a work of art appears, all kinds of 
other factors come into play. Cultural institutions, 
social pressures, laws, customs, fashions, and trends 
pull it in every direction. Fame, money, conformism, 
attention-seeking, and knee-jerk rebellion can lure 
artists to abandon their own vision in order to emulate 
those of others, to adhere to formulas and paint by 
numbers, or to value external convention over inner 
vision. The inevitable result is a lot of bad art that 
couldn't truly astonish anyone. It should come as no 
surprise, when looking over the glut of aesthetic objects 
that proliferates around us, if we feel the need to 
distinguish between authentic and inauthentic art-
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which is to say, between art that astonishes by attuning 
us to the radical mystery of being, and art that 
attempts to reinforce our shared illusions, comforting 
or intimidating us with the notion that there is nothing 
to wonder at since everything has been figured out. 

Such a distinction is precisely what James Joyce 
attempts in his novel A Portrait of the Artist as a Young 
Man, published the same year Diaghilev gave Cocteau 
his piece of advice. Toward the end of the novel the 
protagonist Stephen Dedalus (Joyce's alter ego) 
outlines his personal theory of art to a group of 

friends. I Derived from the philosophy of Thomas 
Aquinas and the medieval Scholastics, the theory posits 
that the most fundamental power of art is to reveal the 
quidditas or "suchness" of things-and to do so without 
the percipient having to act in any capacity but that of 
witness. The coming chapters involve interpreting and 
developing this idea. Before we can talk about what 
authentic art is, however, we are better to go by way of 
negation and discuss what it definitely isn't. 

For the young James Joyce, true art is "static," while 
false art, which I will here call artifice, is "kinetic." 
These qualifiers, static and kinetic, refer to the effect of 
the work on the percipient, not to any property of the 
work itself. Proper art stills us, evoking an emotional 
state in which "the mind is arrested and raised above 

desiring and loathing." 2 Improper art does the 
opposite, aiming to make the percipient act, think, or 
feel in a certain prescribed manner. Artifice foregoes 
the revelatory power that is art's prerogative in order to 
impart information, be it a message, an opinion, a 
judgment, a physiological stimulus, or a command. 
Whether the information is good or bad, true or false, 
pleasant or not is unimportant: artifice isn't improper 
because it is immoral but because it hitches the 
aesthetic on intentions originating from outside the 
aesthetic realm. In other words, where art inheres in 
autotelic expression (expression for its own sake), 

artifice inheres in practical communication. 3 Proper art 
moves us, while artifice tries to make us move. 

All artifice seeks a univocal effect, a single meaning 
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in every instance. It is therefore naturally implicated in 
the creation of Consensus, a term I am using to 
describe the cloud of received opinions and ideas in 
which we all live and that claims authority over our 
own direct, immediate experience of the world. 
Consensus is the statistical world of useful knowledge, 
generalization, habit, custom, and ideology. Works of 
artifice reinforce Consensus ( or doxa, as Plato called it) 
by representing reality as though everything had 
already been mapped out. They bolster up the opinions 
that float in the air, the stuff "everybody knows." There 
is no room for genuine conception in Consensus, but 
only preconception, pre-thought, all things having 
been packaged prior to delivery. 

As an example, consider Avatar (2009), James 
Cameron's blockbuster about a race of aliens fighting 
off a human invasion. Every element of that film, from 
script, sets, and performances to animation, direction, 
and editing, is geared to prevent the slightest whiff of 
ambiguity to enter the picture. The motives of the 
villains, the virtues of the good guys, and the 

appropriate objects of our sympathy and animosity-all 
is crystal clear. The audience knows from start to finish 
what the right and wrong answers are: not in a single 
frame of Avatar is the prearrangement of moral forces 
to be questioned or doubted. The film has done all the 
thinking for us, and we are presented with an opinion: 
humans = bad, nature = good. If this opinion took the 
form of an academic lecture instead of a 3-D 
extravaganza, most members of the audience would be 
put off by its facile analysis. Yet because Avatar is an 
aesthetic spectacle, it surreptitiously converts our 
emotions into vectors for its ideas. In the resulting 
state of passive receptivity, we perceive these ideas as 
given when they are really oversimplifications of highly 
complex truths-as many realize when the spell 
eventually fizzles out. A great film might present us 
with a feeling for the uncertain in all situations. 
Generic blockbusters like Avatar, however, furnish us 
readymade opinions, judgments, and conclusions. The 
viewer's sensibility, her distinctiveness as a singular 
consciousness, is brushed aside to make way for the 
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abstract generalizations that the filmmakers have 
chosen to impart by aesthetic rather than discursive 

means. 4 
In the preface to The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890), 

a text to which I will often return, Oscar Wilde wrote, 
"When critics disagree, the artist is in accord with 

himself." 5 Variance of opinion is an inevitable and even 
beneficial outcome of what Joyce calls proper art. The 
last thing artificers want, however, is to divide their 
audience. Their competence as creators hinges on their 
ability to replicate the same emotional response in as 
broad a demographic as possible. The perfect artifice 
would evoke exactly the same emotional state in 
everyone regardless of who they were. In all that is 
peculiar, unexplainable, or strange in life, the artificers 
see an obstacle to overcome. Anomalies must be ironed 
out of the work, which for its part must exhibit 
seamless continuity and smoothness. In Hollywood, 
new films are screened for test audiences in order to 
locate points in the story where viewers may become 
bored, confused, or conflicted. Since such moments 

make for a less amusing experience, market logic 
dictates that they be excised from the film before it is 
released. As we shall see when discussing the role 
anomalies play in artistic expression, what commercial 
cinema loses through this practice is more than minor 
details-it is art itself. 

Joyce describes two types of artifice. The first, which 
he calls pornographic art, induces in the perceiving 
subject a state of desire for the object perceived. In 
pornography (not necessarily sexual), things are 
presented in such a way as to make us want to possess 
or consume them. The second type of artifice, didactic 
art, induces by contrast a state of repulsion for the 
object in the percipient; the didactic work presents the 
object in such a way as to make the subject loathe or 
despise it. Both types of artifice are "kinetic" because 
they move us in a specific direction by appealing to 
physiological urges rather than individual sensibilities. 
"Desire urges us to possess, to go to something. 
Loathing urges us to abandon, to go from something," 

is how Stephen Dedalus puts it in Portrait. 6 The kinetic 
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emotions provoked by works of artifice manifest at the 
sensory-motor level of twitch, reflex, and blind drive. 

Attraction and repulsion are natural biological 
reactions, essential to the survival of any organism. As 

riots, witch hunts, or fascist rallies make terribly clear, 
however, they can come on with enough force to 
override other faculties. When this happens, blind 
instinct overtakes the mind, resulting in a 
semiconscious state that reduces those affected to a 
mere quantity proportionate to the force of the 
stimulation. Once I am completely caught in the pull of 
purely physiological attraction, for example, the object 
of my desire becomes all that exists for me. The value 
of the object, even if it is a person, is degraded to the 
uses I can make of it, and all else matters only to the 
extent that it aids or hinders my ability to satisfy my 
desire. At their most potent, kinetic emotions can strip 
other people of their humanness, turning them into 
things to be exploited and then thrown aside. Sexual 
pornography uses the aesthetic to turn people, usually 
women, into playthings that exist solely to please the 

viewer. Paradoxically, the more a pornographic work 
succeeds in turning the people it depicts into things, 
the more the viewer himself is objectified in turn. This 
is because the kinetic power of artifice inheres precisely 
in replacing concrete individuality with an abstraction. 
Artifice compels us to judge all things solely against the 
needs and wants it imparts. As we are led to judge, so 
we ourselves are judged, because we have made the 
universe itself a grand tribunal where the significance 
of all beings, ourselves included, is reducible to 
instrumental value. 

Of course, no one has ever needed artifice for such 
leveling to occur. It is just an extremely efficient way of 
bringing it about. It would be perfectly possible to 
persuade, say, a group of men that women are 
subhuman using rational arguments rather than 
aesthetic illusion. The medieval theological belief that 
women do not have souls, just like the Victorian 
scientific belief that women are incapable of thinking 
straight, were rational ideas even though they were 
rooted in irrational emotions. Those who advanced 
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such ideas did so by appealing to reason, presenting 
their evidence in hopes of winning others over. 
Intellectual discourse is tricky, however, because there 
is always the danger that the desired conclusion will 
prove untenable over the long term-especially if it is 
absurd. A much more effective means of imposing 
general judgments, especially in a mass society, is to 
bypass reason altogether by administering them 
aesthetically to people who would likely refute them in 
a discursive context. This is what artifice makes 
possible. Imagine a susceptible male in front of a 
screen showing a naked woman on all fours gazing 
wantonly at the camera. There is no need to persuade 
the man that women are sexual objects, because the 
aesthetic image presents the figure in such a way that 
she really is a sexual object and will remain so for as 
long as it exerts its power. The video deliberately 
avoids providing any the context by which the woman 
could be known beyond that; it limits the elements of 
representation to the bare minimum, preventing any 
question as to what this woman could be doing there 

on the floor besides waiting for the viewer to have his 
way with her. Assuming this viewer is an average 
person with a sense of right and wrong, he would 
probably disapprove of this reduction of another 
human being. But unless his personal beliefs were 
strong enough to modify the behavior dictated by the 
work of artifice, they would not matter very much until 
the porn reel stopped rolling. 

Artifice can lead us to acts of self-betrayal. It is not in 
the least concerned with who we are or what we 
believe, only with what we do, and how we behave. 
This, of course, is the supreme logic behind marketing, 
which is fundamentally pornographic in Joyce's view. 
The marketer's goal is to have us act in certain ways 
whether or not we personally approve of the prescribed 
behavior. Marketing and advertising exemplify the 
basic principle of the consumer culture that William S. 
Burroughs dissects in Naked Lunch (1959): "The junk 
salesman does not sell the product to his consumer, he 

sells the consumer to his product." 2 The product itself 
is secondary, all products being junk from the 
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salesman's cynical viewpoint. What matters is that it be 
captured in an image, a "brand experience," which the 
target can identify with and consume. As the marketing 
guru Clotaire Rapaille told Douglas Rushkoff in an 
interview, the most effective feats of the marketer's 
craft go straight to the "reptilian brain," the most 
primitive part of the nervous system. "The reptilian 
always wins," he says. "I don't care what you tell me 

intellectually-give me the reptilian. "8 

So pornography is about pulling strings, be they 
heartstrings, purse strings, or G-strings. The other 
form of artifice, didactic art, is essentially pornography 
in the minor key. Its goal is to trigger repulsion for the 
object, to turn the viewer away from it or intimidate 
her into adopting to a particular opinion about it. Its 
most overt manifestation is the classic propaganda 
film, which unites its audience by opposing it to an 
Other deserving fear and hatred. But it needn't be so 
obvious. Social criticism, vicious satire, moral fables, 
shock art-any aesthetic work designed to make us 
judge, even as it arranges things so that only one 

judgment is logically admissible under its terms, is 
didactic. This form of artifice therefore includes all 
works driven by ideology, as well as all works designed 
solely to convey a message or moral. 

Although didacticism is used extensively by 
authoritarian regimes, it is also a favorite of interest 
groups operating within open societies. In the video 
spot recounting the thirty-second morality tale of a 
hitherto upstanding citizen who kills a child while 
driving drunk, in the PSA comparing "your brain on 
drugs" to an egg in a frying pan, and in the photograph 
showing a bent cigarette alongside the factoid linking 
smoking with impotence, the objective is the same: to 
use the aesthetic in order to make the audience feel 
rather than think a moral directive. These flagrant 
examples exist alongside more subtle ones. The better 
part of popular fiction genres, for instance, often rest 
on a didactic foundation. Critics have written 
extensively of the ideological underpinnings of generic 
horror, science fiction, fantasy, romance, and so on. 
Didacticism exists in the "high arts" as well. 
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Conceptualism, to cite just one example, is art that 
gives the concept-that is, the intellectual idea
primacy over the affect. While it can produce works 
that make important political points, often in clever 
and ingenious ways (think of Banksy or the early 
Damien Hirst), it seems to achieve the aesthetic 
emotion that Joyce ascribes to proper art only in very 
rare cases. That is, it tends not to astound us with the 
ineradicable mysteriousness of things (in fact, many 
conceptual pieces come with a written explanation that 
spells out the meaning of the work). Invariably, all 
forms of didacticism place art in the service of moral 
judgment. Their purpose is to teach us how to act, tell 
us what to think, and show us how to feel, all by giving 
us something to judge. 

Again, my intention is not to claim that artifice, 
didactic or pornographic, is invariably "wrong," only 
that it falls short of the effect that art alone can 
achieve. It fails because it subordinates the aesthetic to 
interests that are foreign to it. Considering the 
fallibility of human beings, it is probably true that 

artifice is necessary for maintaining the social order. 
Certainly political rulers have always resorted to it: the 
examples range from the national anthems blared at 
sporting events to the rows of severed heads 
proclaiming a military victory. And if an oil company 
can put out a slick ad full of blue skies and lush forests 
in an effort to convince us that it is a paragon of 
ecological responsibility, it seems only fair that an 
environmental group might respond with an equally 
compelling video revealing the truth in the form of tar
covered sea birds, lunar landscapes, and chemical 
rivers. Likewise, the fables of an Aesop, a La Fontaine, 
or a Disney may not rival Shakespeare in 
transformative effect, but they are certainly useful tools 
for preserving a cohesive moral code (regardless of 
what one might think of that code). But all of that is the 
stuff of history, the ebb and flow of rival forces vying 
for dominance in the world. Suffice it to say that 
aesthetic power diminishes to the degree that a work is 
placed in the service of an opinion, a judgment, or a 
notion-that is, to the degree that it gets mixed up in 
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history's incessant fracas. 
The ends of art and artifice differ fundamentally, 

even though the means by which they achieve them are 
the same. Nor are the two always easy to tell apart in 
the real world, where a given work can contain traces 
of both. There are works of artifice that in some 
elements forgo their stated objective to produce 
moments of mystical brilliance. Likewise, a critic so 
inclined could probably find hints of artifice in even the 
greatest work of art. Theory is too abstract to apply to 
anything but the most obvious cases. It can, however, 
serve to boil things down to their essentials, and the 
essential thing we are left with when we subtract 
artifice from the sum of aesthetic works is 
astonishment, a sense of the numinous. 

~ I am not objecting here to the view that the class of 
objects we call "art," which can unite things as different 
from one another as paintings and dance pieces, was a 
modern development. The question is whether the 
development constitutes an invention or a discovery. 
People were making artistic works as potent as those of 
the greatest postmedieval artists long before the concept 
of art arose. That they did not call these things art does 

not mean that the term does not apply in retrospect. By 
analogy, ancient societies practiced a host of activities 
whose reliance on empirical observation and 
experimentation could lead a modern observer to 
describe them as scientific pursuits. The fact that these 
societies never thought of such disparate activities as 
belonging to a single enterprise called "science" does not 
take anything away from their scientific value. 
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