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BOOK REVIEWS

live in the abstract, how can we be creating a sublime ar-'t?'f (p. 173). Such’a
monumental interrogation of one’s art strikes me as similar to Adorno’s
statement, which we should rephrased as a question. How do we write
poetry e art) after Auschwitz? :
Nempmt the rest of his life, until he die.d in .197(?, attempting an
“authentic answer” (as Adorno would phrase 1t} via his painting—an
encounter with the canvas that became an almost Slsyphl}s-hke experience
for the artist. And if Newman’s paintings seem pedantically similar, we
should remember his often-repeated assertion that he approached each
as if the history of painting did not exist. .
canv';(s) what extend rt?e wgsm;:lccessﬁ.ll is arguable. I see in these stubborn
paintings the futile heroicl alsofindina Gnacomettl sculpture ora sentem:;at
by Beckett. Perhaps Newman was discovering at the; same time as Becke
that the role of the artist after the Second World War1is nq}onggr to create a
successful work of art, whatever that might be, but rather “to fail as no other
fail.” e
dalreNewrnan was fond of saying that he was painting thg true sle]ect
matter,” rather than the “object matter” of decorative art, reviving art_ from
the making of pictures to the making of painﬁr}gs” (p- 253_). This was
Newman’s most subversive act—offering up paintings that resisted almos;
any language of interpretation. To understat}d them was indeed to dispe
power structures because it mean also rejecting the grammar of new
ologies. i
th}]:Zdit(%:' John P. O'Neill divides SelectedmAl;Vhrsitt}ggzzznd (InhatemavstNe wrl:at;)l
metimesarbi categorical epithets: i n” (w
iglled himselft;:al:y’lhfgoArﬁst-egritic,” “The Artist-'['lﬁnkt_er," and then
“Statements,” “Correspondence” and “Colloquies.” The 'dxsadvantage qf
this division is that the writing does not proceed chromlog.lca]ly, or rat‘h.er it
proceeds through five chronologies. Thedistinctions of critic, thmk:er, citizen
(painter?), however, hold up for the most part and show us an artist whose
“job” did not end when he left his studio. gt ol oW te
Thebookisif anythingtoolong.Newman’svmlon,hke.tuspmn-hng, was
so focused, that readers will find themselves crossing familiar terrain su'n.ply
because the artist was addressing different audiences. Much better, I think,
would have been to preen some of the prose for a color plate or two of some
paintings—abadly needed exampleof whatNewmanspendhlshfede.fmdmg
in prose. It was, finally, the vast oceans of monochrome color in hlS larger
canvases that Newman believed most closely approached the sublime.
And of course the book comes much to late. Had the essays been
collected 30 yearsago, aswould have been chronologically appropriate forthe
history of art, Newman’s prose might have appeared as an important
precursor tomuchof theaesthetictheory thathasappeared over thelast three
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skeptical view of personal or populist mythologies, anticipates much of the
best contemporary criticism—from Terry Eagleton to the OCTOBER critics
(feminists pass by).

Belatedly, wecanonly situate Newmaninan historical perspective. Both
his philosophical proseand his painting projectan outriderof High Modernism
at the advent of the postmodern era, which would usher in the likes of Pop
Art, Op Art, Screen Printing-pastiche, et al. He insightfully articulated the
end of an aesthetic driven by mythos, but was not ready to reject the
possibility of an expressive sublime in exchange for the consumer-driven art
of mass culture. i '

His prose reveals a restless and relentless mind at work. Yet for all his
adroit ripostes, manifestos, and critiques, the nature of the sublime is that it

isinarticulatable. Newman was never ata loss for words when defending his
art, but the final “understanding” of it relied on the viewer’s sensitivity.
Finally, Newman’s prose simply points to the paintings, and offers the caveat
that to understand them is to understand an autonomy independent of
capitalism. One could argue that capital has since commodified Newman's
canvases, yes, but the paintings still, stubbornly as ever, resist the fetishizing

gaze bestowed on the “beautiful” in the contested realm of contemporary
arts.

Erik Reece, Lexington

Richard Rorty. Objectivity, Relativism and Truth. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1991.

This volume contains lectures by Richard Rorty, in which he explores a
variety of topics, from natural science to political theory to textual criticism
and philosophy. Rorty confronts the myth that science and philosophy are
capable of discovering truths about the world or reality that are based on
objective criteria. He defends an anti-representationalist view against the
correspondence theory of truth which has dominated philosophical and
scientific thought. Knowledge is not a matter of rightly understanding
reality, rather itis a matter of coping with reality by acquiring the right habits
of action. :

This book is written for the academic community andit presupposes the
reader’s familiarity with certain issues and thinkers such as John Dewey,
Donald Davidson, and Thomas Kuhn. However, if the reader is not
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