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AN OPEN LETTER TO LOUIS MENAND, ON THE PUBLICATION OF HIS: óTOP OF THE POPS ï LIVING IN A WARHOL 

WORLD - DID ANDY WARHOL CHANGE EVERYTHING?ô (A CRITIC AT LARGE - THE NEW YORKER, JAN. 11, 2010.) 

or, SIMON HANTAI & ANDY WARHOL ï THE FATE OF MODERN ART IN THE POST-SECOND WORLD WAR ERA. 

ñThe grand compositions of certain painters express a desire to force the mind into accepting an official ideal.  The disappearance of 

academic construction in painting, on the other hand, opens a path to the expression (even to the exaltation) of psychological processes 

that are the most incompatible with social stability.ò Georges Bataille
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Dear Louis,  

Did Andy Warhol change everything?  I have been reading your essay, which seems to me to be in the best New Yorker tradition.  Itôs 

immensely enjoyable and, at the same time, provides a compelling, and fresh, overview of a story that has been told many times. This 

question may be simply intended to highlight Warholôs enormous influence on contemporary art.  However, it also cannot help but 

raise another question as to whether the great tradition of modern art, up to and including the mid-century American masters of 

Abstract Expressionism, Newman, Pollock and Rothko, has simply run its course?   Somehow, fatally linked to that proposition, is the 

notion that a profound shift of philosophical belief may have taken place and that art may no longer have the same meaning that it 

once had.  So the question might be rephrased to bluntly ask, is modern art dead, and has art, aside from its market index, quite simply 

been made redundant? 

 Warhol has always been, and remains, a most fascinating character.  There is no question but that he had extraordinary intuition.  He 

knew where the nerve center of modern art lay and he succeeded in bending it to his will in order to produce a body of work which 

was both at the level of his abilities and met the ambitions and expectations of his contemporaries.  Bend it to his will?  This has the 

ring of an oxymoron.  It would perhaps be more accurate to speak of an inversion of will, a vacuity, which can be felt at all levels of 

contemporary life.  How strange and subtle of Warhol to have felt this weakness in his time and to have built it into an ñofficial idealò
2
 

that today we call ócontemporary artô. 

I think you go to the heart of the issue early on when you say: ñThe essence of Warholôs genius was to eliminate the one aspect of a 

                                                        
1 In Georges Bataille, 'Architecture (from Documents)', 1929, Oeuvres complètes, Gallimard, vol. 1, p. 171. In the preface to the edition, Michel Foucault 
has written: "We now know: Bataille is one of the most important writers of his time ". 
2 See quote above by Georges Bataille, in which he contrasts academic and modern art. 
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thing without which that thing would, to conventional ways of thinking, cease to be itself, and then to see what happened."
3
  With this, 

his flying machine is up in the air and the crowd can begin to applaud.  From then on, the great óWarholianô themes unfold with a 

complacency that will, in due course, make Arthur Danto óa philosopher of artô.  What are those themes?  

#1  Well, first off, of course, identity with the artifacts of everyday life.  Baudelaire would have approved, or would he?  In any case, 

Warhol, as you point out, understands that he must not show his cards:  ñSoup cans, Coca-Cola bottles (é) did he paint this stuff 

because he thought it was great or because he thought it was junk?  Is his work a commentary on the shallowness, repetitiveness, and 

commercialism of consumer culture, or is it a celebration of supermarkets and Hollywood, a romp with the vulgar ï a commentary on 

the highbrow Puritanism of the fine-art tradition?ò  Johns, as you mention a little later, but perhaps not Rauschenberg, also understood 

this.  

#2   The second theme that Warhol explores, as you point out, is the debate over high and low culture.  Here Warhol knows that he is 

on solid ground.  He understands that American society is powerfully motivated by populist, democratic aspirations. He also 

understands that, as the 1960ôs are ushered in, a new clientele for contemporary art, knowing nothing of modern art and without any 

interest in learning, is emerging.  Bob Scull
4
 is the prototype. This is a clientele which understands the world in terms of the business 

model and cannot see why every aspect of life, including art, should not be covered by it. It can hardly fail to sense a deep complicity 

with an artist who will declare, as Warhol later did, that ñthe best art is business.ò 
5
 

Abstract Expressionism was perceived to be the enemy of this new emerging art world.  The 1960ôs detected and proscribed 

óintellectualismô, óintrospectionô and óelitismô,  all fatally contaminated by roots in óEuropean artô, and insisted, inquisitorially, that 

they must be stamped out.  In this connection, if the art world of the 1960ôs came to detest Abstract Expressionism, it is far from clear 

that it understood Cézanne, Bonnard, Matisse, Giacometti, or even Picasso, or any other modern artist, any better.  It is interesting that 

this antipathy did not affect the financial standing of these artists.  They, and along with them the Americans, de Kooning, Newman, 

Pollock and Rothko, had been listed on the ómajorô index and the price of their work has continued to escalate.  In this connection, we 

should notice the assumption on the part of our society that market endorsement of  art will buy its complicity.   Somehow society 

imagines that, because it has paid whatever millions for this or that painting, it has somehow passed the SATôs of art historical 

appreciation.  Nevertheless, to this day, in all popular critical accounts of Abstract Expressionism, the writer will feel an obligation to 

denigrate what he or she supposes to be its ódifficultyô, óself-indulgenceô, or ópretensionô. We are confronting a discourse of  prejudice. 

As you recount, Warhol played the game with great skill.  ñNo one did more to promote the perception that he was a naµve interloper 

                                                        
3 This and all further quotes by Louis Menand from "Top of the Pops," Louis Menand, The New Yorker, January 11, 2010, pg. 57. 
4In this connection, it is interesting that Aquavella is currently showing "Robert & Ethel Scull: Portrait of a Collection," Acquavella Galleries, April 13 - 
May 27, 2010. 
5 The Philosophy of Andy Warhol: From A to B and Back Again, by Andy Warhol, Mariner Books, 1977. 
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in the art world, a commercial illustrator who just didnôt get what all the high seriousness was about ...ò When Emile de Antonio asked 

him about how he became an artist, he replied: ñYou used to gossip about the art people and thatôs how I found out about artò.  Warhol 

positioned himself as the perennial outsider, even though he now appears as the ultimate insider in a world that he himself set up.  

 #3 Then, there is the issue of framing these themes at the level of ócriticismô and óphilosophyô.  What we encounter here is the 

óDanto-esqueô theory, as you point out, that ñPop changed everythingò.  This takes shape, you again explain, as a critical debate with 

Clement Greenberg, who maintains (your terms) ñthe historical necessity of abstractionò, ñart that explored its own formal 

possibilitiesò, in other words, ñart about artò.  His opponents argued for art as ña celebration éof what every American knowsò, 

namely that ñfine art is a commodity tooò.  Danto performs the sleight-of-hand of transforming this latter populist provocation into 

óphilosophyô, by arguing, in your words, that ñin the end the only difference between an art work, such as a sculpture that looks like a 

grocery carton, and a real thing, such as a grocery carton, is that the first is received as art and the second is notò.  The conclusion: ñAt 

that moment, art could be anything it wanted.  The illusion-barrier had been brokenò.   

It seems to me that a moment of pause is necessary here. You have described one instance of Danto-esque sleight-of-hand, with his 

notion that context defines art.  Is this conclusion not another?  Surely, this is not an argument that art could be anything ñitò wanted, 

but rather that it could be anything that anyone with the ambition to call him or herself ñan artistò or, maybe, ña collectorò, wanted ñitò 

to be. Henceforth, social value will define art or art will represent social value.  Aesthetic and intellectual experience will cease to 

exist.  This amounts to an immense grab, does it not, of aesthetic and intellectual sovereignty?  If it is already established that art is a 

commodity, then it appears that Dantoôs sophistry adds value, so that art becomes a 

ósuper-commodityô, a puppy dog, maybe, or a medicine cabinet. Henceforth, the 

financial value that the market of the social world affixes to works of art will be 

definitive.  However, surely an ñillusion-barrierò can only be broken, if there is indeed 

an illusion-barrier to break.  If what is valuable in art is not its capacity to be turned into 

a commodity, even if it can be, then where is the illusion-barrier? Maybe the only 

illusion to be broken is Dantoôs syllogistic óphilosophyô? 

Danto gets us to where he is thanks to Marcel Duchamp.  Here, of course, the general 

reader has some heavy-lifting to negotiate, which he or she is likely to delegate to the 

numerous specialist-commentators of that other artistôs immense influence on 

contemporary art. Very briefly, as you say, ñDuchamp eliminated the element of 

imitation in art, and Warhol imitated himò.  Duchamp did this with his óready-madesô, a 

snow shovel or a urinal, for example, industrial objects contextualized as art.  Warhol 

then makes a sculpture of a Brillo box that looks exactly like a Brillo box.  The óready-

Andy Warhol, Brillo Box, 1964  madeô allows Danto, or so he thinks, to maintain that óPopô is óhigh artô or ñart about artò, the ñnext stepò 
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after Abstract Expressionism, and that he is Greenbergôs heir.    Duchamp turned objects into art
6
.  Danto may have a point that 

Greenbergôs formalist argumentation about the essential properties pertaining to painting as a medium, such as óflatnessô, may have 

turned art into objects, and objects, it must be acknowledged, lend themselves to commodification.  However, in that case, Greenberg 

may be a disciple of Danto and not the reverse.  So can we just agree that both Greenberg and Danto conceive of contemporary art as a 

series of steps in a syllogistic argument towards a craven state of commodity exchange?   

Then, as you recount, Danto has his ñsecond epiphanyò at the 1981 Whitney Biennial, when he encounters the advent of the new, 

revisionist, fashion-art movement, óNeo-Expressionismô.  At this point, and I quote you: ñDantoôs response, he later wrote, was: This 

is not what was supposed to happen next.  But then he thought, so what was supposed to happen next?  He realized that nothing had to 

happen next.  All styles were now equally available.  And he decided that, with the Brillo box, the history of art had come to an end.ò  

Art had become, as Danto put it, óphilosophyô.  Another, more widely used term for this predicament, is óconceptualô.  Contemporary 

art has become óConceptualô.  Or, maybe, one could say, óconjecturalô?  The question is, of course, has an ñillusion barrierò grown up 

around óConjectural Artô, excuse me, óConceptual artô?  It has been interesting to read Denis Dutton, another óphilosopher of artô, 

writing recently in the op-ed pages of the New York Times, an article entitled ñHas Conceptual Art jumped the Shark Tank?"
7
 Dutton 

rhetorically states that ñsomewhere out there in collector land is the unlucky guy who will be the last one holding the vacuum cleaner 

and wondering whyò.  This is indeed the nightmare of art investment today. 

#4  The last major theme of your piece is the very important issue of the relationship of art to the means of industrial production in 

modern society.  You advance the following proposition: ñThere is no single narrative of modern art.  From one perspective, modern 

art can be interpreted as a movement toward formal purism, the way Greenberg interpreted it.  From another perspective, though, 

modern art is all about impurity.  Applied art, anti-art, art combining high and low elements, commercial and industrial design: they 

form a tradition that runs right alongside Cubism and Abstraction.  Pop art was a continuation of this second traditionò.  You then 

mention the history of Dada and the Bauhaus, the teaching of Moholy-Nagy, the influential essay by Benjamin ñThe Work of Art in 

the Age of Mechanical Reproductionò, which are all seen to culminate in Warholôs silk screens. 

Warhol called his studio óthe Factoryô and, it is true what you say, that he was ñfascinated by the boundary between the human and the 

mechanicalò.  Again, it is true that the arrival of industrial production methods raises an enormous question for the tenets of creative 

                                                        
6 #ÌÅÁÒÌÙȟ $ÕÃÈÁÍÐȭÓ ÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÈÁÓ ÉÎÃÉÔÅÄ ÁÎ ÅÎÏÒÍÏÕÓ ÁÎÄ ÏÖÅÒ-whelming response in contemporary culture, to the point that it might be worth the time 
to give it a second look.  There ÉÓ ÁÎ ÅÖÉÄÅÎÔ ȬÍÁÃÈÉÓÍÏȭ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȬÒÅÁÄÙ-ÍÁÄÅÓȭȢ  An object is introduced into the complex symbolic 
structure of culture.  The culture of art is abruptly over-turned in favor of a positive ordering of familiar artifacts.  At the same time, it is hard to over-
ÌÏÏË ÔÈÅ ÐÅÒÖÅÒÓÅ ÃÏÍÐÌÅØÉÏÎ ÔÏ $ÕÃÈÁÍÐȭÓ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇȢ  Far from the stand-ÕÐ ÅÎÄÏÒÓÅÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÍÁÌÅ ÖÁÌÕÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ $ÕÃÈÁÍÐȭÓ ȬÒÅÁÄÙ ÍÁÄÅÓȭ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÐÒÏÍÉÓÅȟ 
ÔÈÅ ȬÕÒÉÎÁÌȭ ÃÁÎ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÂÅ ÓÅÅÎ ÁÓ ÁÎ ÏÂÓÃÅÎÅ ÖÕÌÖÁ ÉÎÔÏ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÈÅ ÁÅÓÔÈÅÔÉÃ ÓËÅÐÔÉÃ ÃÏÎtemptuously urinates.  No doubt, ÔÈÉÓ ËÉÎÄ ÏÆ ȬÓÏÐÈÉÓÔÉÃÁÔÅÄȭ 
interpretation would have appealed to Duchamp himself  and can be taken as proof of profundity by his many admirers. Or maybe it seeks to strangle 
modern art in the archaism of the fetish.    
7 "Has Conceptual Art Jumped the Shark Tank?" Denis Dutton, The New York Times, Op-Ed Section, October 16, 2009. 
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art.  What would become of the mysterious passage of human experience into art, from the biological to the cultural, which had 

always been conveyed by the artistôs óhandô, when it found itself confronted by modern technology?  What would become of the 

artistôs vocation in a society that is based on the machine?  Would the artist of the future become a óconceptual designerô?  As you 

remark, Moholy-Nagy in his autobiography wrote: ñI was not at all afraid of losing the ópersonal touchô, so highly valued in previous 

painting.  On the contrary, I even gave up signing my paintings. (é) I could not find any argument against the wide distribution of 

works of art, even if turned out by mass production.ò  We might ask here, whom do we judge the greater artist today, Matisse or 

Moholy-Nagy?  Whatever! 

No doubt, Warhol was attentive to Moholy-Nagyôs arguments.  However, is it enough to present two sides of an argument?  On the 

one hand, we are asked to believe that we have óhigh artô, dedicated to formal invention, following the path of an óabstractionô which 

is divorced from, and indifferent to, contemporary human experience.  Thatôs óGreenbergô!  I think Iôll pass, thank you, we hear the 

reader murmur.  On the other, we have óPopô, taking its subject matter from mass media and every-day life.  Well, we all identify with 

a little piece of every-day life, right?  So, yes, Iôll go for that!  But arenôt there always at least three sides to any good argument?  

There certainly are in this argument, but it requires us to reshuffle the deck of the other two. 

Jackson Pollock, Abstract Expressionism and óAutomatismô  

If we look carefully, we will see a quite different source of engagement with this issue of 

mechanical production in modern art.  It does not come from outside the argument as it has 

been framed above but from within what you call the ñmovement of formal purismò, 

sponsored by Greenberg.  However, it does not align itself with Greenberg and it is neither 

óformalô, nor ópureô.  I am referring to the innovative painting technique of Jackson Pollock.  

Pollock?  He was Greenbergôs boy, right?  No. When Pollock moved his hand, holding a stick 

laden with paint, through the air above his canvas, allowing the paint to fall onto the surface 

below, without any physical resistance, this was no óformalô gesture on his part.  He was 

introducing a mysterious, doubtful new freedom into art and, at the same time, conceptually 

affirming the removal of his conscious mind from the process of painting.   Again, to confirm, 

this was not a óformalistô endeavor.  The removal of consciousness in Pollockôs technique 

equates with the human disconnect in working the production-line of a contemporary job. The 

difference would be that Pollock is seeking enjoyment and freedom, where the industrial 

worker can only expect a wage.  

 I surmise that Warhol also paid very careful attention to what Pollock had done. But, again, 

there should be no mistake here.  Pollock was not in pursuit of formal purity when he invented 

Jackson Pollock, in his studio, 1950  his new technique of painting.  He does not enter the bogus high/low lists of contemporary art 
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discourse as an adversary of óSt. Andyô Warhol, the dragon slayer of óelitismô.  Pollock was seeking to access some other experience, 

a corporeal experience, which had been repressed by conscious rationality.  We may scoff, but we do acknowledge, do we not, that 

Pollock is a great artist?  So how do we account for this enterprise, explicitly embraced by the artist himself?  Pollock clearly stated 

that he was in pursuit of óunconsciousô thought. The intellectual framework for this endeavor had been provided by Freudôs ópsycho-

analyticô philosophy and translated into art via the Surrealist technique of ópsychic automatismô.  There was nothing óformalô or ópureô 

about what was involved here.  On the contrary, it was about the force of sexuality and the dissolution and reformation of human 

identity.  How do we get around that? 

What must be stated at this juncture, and emphasized again and again, is that Greenberg does not represent the artists who have been 

collected under the name of óAbstract Expressionismô.  Greenberg, a pragmatic and brilliant reviewer of gallery exhibitions, early 

spotted the talent of these artists, most notably Pollock, but his proscriptive and teleological-minded ómodernistô theories of óflatnessô 

and ócolorô, and what-have-you, developed out of the theories of ósignificant formô by English critics Bell and Fry, do not represent 

the art of the Abstract Expressionists and were emphatically repudiated by those artists.  The Abstract Expressionists saw themselves 

as heirs to a great tradition of modern art that had grown up to engage the changed conditions of our world.  If we look carefully at the 

history of modern art, we will see that it specifically confronted the dimension of the new mechanical age, which had been ushered in 

by modern technology. All the instances of great break-through in modern art, for example, the Impressionist rejection of the division 

between line and color and the consequent abandonment of perspective, had been a response to this new reality.  Earlier still, it can be 

argued, modern art was born when Géricault took the destructive disaster of Napoleonôs wars as his subject. None of this content in 

modern art can be explained by óformalistô criticism. 

By the 1940ôs, when the Abstract Expressionists were coming to maturity, a new technological cataclysm had overtaken modern 

society. Quite contrary to Greenbergôs assertions of óart about artô, the formal invention in their work was aimed at making art that 

could address this experience.  When we read the writings and statements of the leading Abstract Expressionists, we see that they were 

continually struggling with this issue.  One response, given by Pollock in a radio interview in 1950, is enough to make the point: 

Question: ñMr. Pollock, thereôs been a good deal of controversy and a good many comments have been made regarding your method 

of painting.  Is there something youôd like to tell us about that? 

Answer: ñMy opinion is that new needs need new techniques.  And the modern artists have found new ways and new means of 

making their statements.  It seems to me that the modern painter cannot express this age, the airplane, the atom bomb, the radio, in the 

old forms of the Renaissance or of any other past culture.  Each age finds its own technique."
8
 

Formal innovation in Abstract Expressionism, it would appear, was a response to the destruction of human life and value at Hiroshima 

                                                        
8 Jackson Pollock, radio interview 1950, collected in the catalogue raisonné ed. O'Connor/Thaw. 
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and Nagasaki!    

It appears that these artists had much more serious business to address than what can be extracted from the accounts of critics and art 

historians.  Toward the end of his life, Newman stated: ñAbout twenty five years ago for me painting was dead. Painting was dead in 

the sense that the situation, the world situation, was such that the whole enterprise as it was being practiced by myself and by my 

colleagues seemed to be a dead enterprise (é)  I felt the issue in those years was: what can a painter do?  The problem of the subject 

became very clear to me as the crucial thing in painting.  Not the technique, not the plasticity, not the look, not the surface: none of 

these things meant that much.  The issue for me éwas: what are we going to paint?ò 
9
 Newman was here explicitly rejecting the 

formal approach to art that commentators routinely attach to his work.  For his part, Rothko stated: ñI belong to a generation that was 

preoccupied with the human figure and I studied it.  It was with utmost reluctance that I found that it did not meet my needs.  

Whosoever used it, mutilated it. No one could paint the figure as it was and feel that he could produce something that could express 

the world.  I refused to mutilate and had to find another way of expression."
10

  In 1948, a group of artists, including Newman and 

Rothko, formed the óSubjects of the Artistô school to explore the issue.  The way forward, emerging from this collective effort, it 

turned out, was to be into what is termed óabstractionô, but an abstraction engaged with, not separate from, the real world.  In fact, 

Rothko was to state: ñMy art is not abstract; it lives and breathes."
11

  

Acceptance of Modern Art  

Pollock died prematurely in a car crash in 1956 at forty four years of age.  Newman and Rothko worked on until 1970 when the 

former died of a heart-attack at the age of sixty five and the latter committed suicide.  These great Abstract Expressionist artists 

created modern art in America.  At the time that they were developing their aesthetic thinking, in the early 1940ôs, when the future of 

western civilization hung in the balance, it was not at all clear to many Americans that they should get involved in those stakes. The 

Abstract Expressionist artists, on their own authority, linked the destiny of cultural life in the United States with modern art. However, 

by the late ó50ôs, the American art world had already turned against them and abandoned any attempt to explore their vision.  It did 

this by embracing an entirely spurious óformalistô account of their work and by adopting óPopô art in its place.  

Why did this happen?  The Abstract Expressionists believed in the international vocation of modern art, but the American art world 

wanted its own national school.  The Abstract Expressionists considered art to be a new kind of visual óthoughtô and they associated it  

 

                                                        
9 Interview with Emile de Antonio, 1970, from Barnett Newman, Selected Writings and Interviews, by Barnett Newman, University of California Press, 
February 12, 1992, pg. 302-303. 
10 Lecture at Pratt Institute, 1958, taken from Mark Rothko: A Biography, by James Breslin, University of Chicago Press, April 18, 1998, pg. 394-395. 
11 Mark Rothko quoted in Mark Rothko: A Biography, by James Breslin, University of Chicago Press, April 18, 1998, pg. 276. 
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Jackson Pollock: One (Number 31, 1950) 1950, oil and enamel paint on canvas, 106 x 210 in / 269 x 533 cm 

 

 

 

 
Simon Hantaï: Cloak (M.a.1), 1960, oil on canvas, 90 x 77 in. / 229 x 196 cm 
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with contemporary philosophy.  Freud has already been mentioned, but there were also Kierkegaard and Nietzsche.  A later thinker, of 

central importance for modern art, Georges Bataille
12

, was not known to the Abstract Expressionists, but they would have been 

entirely attuned to his understanding of the world and his writings now are essential to understanding their art.  These thinkers 

understood that, parallel with transformation in the economic field, brought on by the industrial revolution, philosophy would have to 

rethink metaphysical and social value and, ultimately, art would have to shift human identity.  Viewed as a social entity, the art world 

that was taking shape in New York in the 1960ôs had no notion of, nor interest in, such issues.  Lastly, it might have been foreseen that 

an art, constituting itself as a kind of thought, would take a dissident stance in relationship to social value.  There is a profound 

dissidence of value in Abstract Expressionism.  In contrast, the emergent 1960ôs art world wanted to constitute itself on a commercial 

basis and so promoted an art that could adapt to the prevalent business ideology of American society.  The mind-set of the time was 

conformist.  Abstract Expressionism didnôt fit. Pop and Minimalism did.  

The question has to be asked as to whether modern art was ever accepted in America?  However if, regrettably, the answer may be no, 

we may also discover, when we retrace the history of modern art in Europe, focusing on its greatest practitioners, Géricault, Courbet, 

Manet, Cézanne, Matisse and Picasso, that these artists were equally at odds, not to say in total conflict with, the values of the 

societies in which they lived. In a letter to Pissarro, dated 2nd July, 1876, from LôEstaque, C®zanne expressed the predicament of the 

modern artist in France with the complaint: ñIf the eyes of the locals here could kill with their murderous glances, Iôd have been done 

for long before now.  My presence does not seem to sit well with them."
13

  There are further accounts that, for example, when 

Cézanne, late in life, would walk in the streets of his native Aix, where it should not be forgotten that he was a man of affluence, 

thanks to his fatherôs successful business career, the local children would throw stones at him.  It may well be that European society 

                                                        
12 Georges Bataille (1897-1962), French anti-academic writer and philosopher, whose enormous importance for our understanding of modern art and 
thought has become apparent only very slowly and with grave misgivings on the part of the philosophical establishment and his academic 
commentators. Bataille must be situated in the descendence of 'anti-system', post-Hegelian philosophers, such as Kierkegaard  and Nietzsche. Bataille 
attended the famous series of lectures by Alexandre Kojève on Hegel's Phenomenology of Spirit  at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes [1933-1939], which 
introduced Hegel to France. Bataille was a resolute opponent of Breton and the Surrealist movement, which contrary to many accounts, he never joined. 
Bataille was championed by the Tel Quel group from its inception in 1960. He enters the mainstream of American art, not through the academic 
translation of his writings, and accompanying commentary, which has progressed apace in recent decades, but rather through the work and thought of 
Robert Smithson, who owned a copy of Death and Sensuality: A Study of Eroticism and the Taboo, Ballantine, 1962, which was the first translation of 
Bataille into English. As a brief indication of how Bataille's meaning has been understood with great difficulty, it is perhaps worth remarking that this 
English title to his first translation contains a glaring error. Bataille notably did not employ the term "eroticism", preferring instead to adopt the term of 
"erotism." Bataille wants to distinguish between the general term of eroticism, pertaining to the sexual in a general sense and his own interest in the 
transgression of taboo, which seeks ȰÔÏ ÓÕÂÓÔÉÔÕÔÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌ ÉÓÏÌÁÔÅÄ ÄÉÓÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÉÔÙ, Á ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÐÒÏÆÏÕÎÄ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÉÔÙȱ ɉ%ÒÏÔÉÓÍȟ ρυɊȢ  %ÒÏÔÉÓÍȟ 
then, through the transgression of the taboo opens up the realm of the sacred. The transgression allows man to go beyond the profane, reveling in the 
feeling of continuity. For an early presentation of Georges Bataille in the American art world, see The Subject of Art, by Paul Rodgers, Artlog USA Special 
Issue, 1981, and the preface to the catalogue accompanying 3000°, an exhibiti on at Paul Rodgers / 9W, 2002, catalogue available online at 
www.paulrodgers9w.com. 
13 Correspondance by Paul Cézanne edited by Rewald, Grasset, 1978. 
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did not accept, nor acknowledge, modern art any more than did America.  Certainly, I can affirm that the society out of which I 

came
14

, did not acknowledge modern art. It just did not exist.  Modern art appears to affront the norm of social value.  Could one say, 

in a spirit of speculation, that there is an analogy between modern art and homosexuality, in so far as social censure is concerned?  In 

this connection, I read in the newspaper that finally American society, the military included, after how long, is ready to acknowledge 

homosexuality.  I donôt see any comparable evidence that it is ready to acknowledge modern art.  Nevertheless, accepted or 

acknowledged, or not, modern art has existed and it is the great art of our time.  The question that we apparently have to answer today 

is, does it still exist? 

There seems to be a universal assumption today that art should óreflectô society and its values.  Pop art certainly óreflectsô the 

glamorous image that our contemporary consumer society would like to see in itself.  Minimalism also reflects the industrial model on 

which the modern economy is based. Modern art, on the other hand, as already stated, has constituted a profoundly dissident culture.  

It does not óreflectô anything.  Perhaps the standard to be adopted, then, when considering our question of whether modern art is still a 

vital force in the contemporary art world, is less to ask whether contemporary society acknowledges and accepts modern art and more 

to answer whether there have been major practitioners of modern art at work in the decades following Abstract Expressionism.  If we 

can find no such artist, then let us just agree that modern art is over.  If, however, we can identify a major artist, equal in originality 

and achievement to Pollock, Rothko and Newman, who comes to artistic maturity in the 1960ôs and works throughout the following 

decades, then should this not be accepted as proof that modern art has not been dead during all this time?   

Already, in the 1950ôs, the word in the New York art world was that no such artist could possibly exist.  The argument ran that it 

would be impossible to paint after Pollock.  As the 1960ôs got under way, it was further indicative of this mind-set that those who 

endorsed Pop, Minimalism and the succeeding movements of contemporary art since World War 11, continued to assert vehemently 

that no such artist did exist.  By the 1980ôs the term of óPost-Modernô had even been coined in order to settle the matter, once and for 

all.  ñModern artô had become an historical entity, disconnected from the ócontemporary artô that had supplanted it.  The only problem 

is that artists have indeed continued to practice modern art.  I could mention a number, but, of course, a limited number.  Look back 

across the history of modern art. It is true that modern art has never had many proponents.  According to my criteria, it is enough to 

mention just one: the European painter, Simon Hantaï, who died in the night of 11th September, 2008, after a long career which 

spanned the second half of the twentieth century.  Hantaµôs case explicitly refutes the death of modern art. 

A Modern Artist after Abstract Ex pressionism  

The Hungarian-born artist, Simon Hantaï lived and worked in Paris, an exile from Communism, where the force of 

his personality and art gained widespread respect.  The Centre Georges Pompidou has the largest collection of his 

paintings, upwards of thirty, and has long considered him to be a major protagonist of modern and contemporary art.  

                                                        
14 Dublin, Ireland, 1951- 
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There is usually a room dedicated to his work in the permanent collection of the museum, in proximity to its holdings of Abstract 

Expressionism.  Paintings also hang on walls in New York and Los Angeles, and doubtless elsewhere in the United States.  However, 

his name remains obscure in the world of international contemporary art.  A recent 

study by the critic and art historian Carter Ratcliff begins: ñIn Europe, Simon Hantaï 

has long been recognized as a major painter.  In the United States, he is nearly 

unknown.  This is odd because he is one of the very few artists, European or 

American, who responded to Jackson Pollockôs poured paintings in a genuinely 

original manner.  Pollock invented a new way to paint and Hantaµ did the same. (é) he 

dispensed with the traditional process of picture-making as thoroughly as did Pollock, 

who exchanged his brush for a stick from which to drip and pour his pigments.  

Keeping his brush, Hantaï redefined his art by redefining the canvas."
15

  

Hantaï demonstrated a very clear understanding of the stakes of modern art and 

specifically set himself the task of extending its reach into the post-World War 11 era.  

Arriving in Paris in 1948, he quickly took a prominent position in the Surrealist 

movement that Breton had re-launched after his return from New York.  Breton 

curated the artistôs first exhibition and wrote in his preface: ñAgain, as it happens once 

every ten years, a great new beginning..."
16

 However, Hantaï quickly became aware of 

Abstract Expressionism in America and approached both Breton and Duchamp in 

order to learn more.  Both had come into contact with the Abstract Expressionists in 

New York during their wartime exile there, but Hantaï was surprised to discover how 

they were resolutely hostile to any mention of the American artists.  The account, now 

legendary, goes that when Hantaµ pressed Duchamp further, the inventor of the óready-

madeô, in exasperation, declared: ñAlright, if you insist, take Gorky, but above all, not 

Pollock.  If you follow him you will be lost."
17

                                                                               

                            
             Simon Hantaï, in his studo, 1973, E. Boubat 

It is interesting to note here that Hantaï was entering modern art in exactly the same way as had the Abstract Expressionists ten years 

earlier.  In an early essay óSurrealism and the Warô, from 1945, Barnett Newman had explained why.  ñWe must not overlook that the 

great contribution of surrealism was in its revival of subject matter, which had been deliberately avoided by the strong antirealist 

                                                        
15 Hantaï in America, by Carter Ratcliff, published by Paul Rodgers / 9W, 2006. 
16 Preface, by Andre Breton, to Simon Hantaï's first exhibition "Peintures" at L'Etoile Scellée Gallery, Paris, 1953. 
17 This and further remarks by Simon Hantaï,  unless otherwise noted, were recounted in numerous conversations with the present writer. 
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program of modern art. We can  now see much more: that the subject matter of Surrealism was the most important of our time and 

definitely linked to our time."
18

  So much for Greenberg.  However, Newman also stated that ñthe objections raised to the movement 

are valid.  Its use of old-fashioned perspective, its high realism, its preoccupation with the dream éò  It should be noted, that these 

were all aspects shortly to be embraced by Pop.  As you point out, Duchamp was entirely comfortable with Warhol, but here, I affirm, 

not with Pollock. 

 

The Abstract Expressionists were interested in Surrealism for the possibilities opened up by the technique of ópsychic automatismô, 

associated with the Freudian practice of verbal ófree associationô.  The aim of these techniques was to gain access to the mindôs 

óunconsciousô.  These ideas provoked virulent public hostility at the time. Has this hostility since diminished?  Surely not, if anything, 

it has continued to increase right up to the present day, becoming an ubiquitous, amorphous and implacable antipathy amongst the 

public.  One might wonder why Freudôs thinking remains so offensive?  Freud himself explained the situation with the concept of 

óresistance.'
19

 In any case, for the Abstract Expressionists, ópsychic automatismô became a graphic technique, which tended to dissolve 

the figurative outline of classical composition and opened up the inner experience of the body to cultural thought.  To the casual 

viewer, the painting might appear óabstractô.  For the painter, it was really that the eye of consciousness, preserved as fetish in 

Surrealism, had been replaced with a new creative force.  

 

The Abstract Expressionists had to break with Surrealism in order to achieve their mature work.  Already in the same essay of 1945, 

quoted above, Newman had asserted that: ñSurrealism is deadò.  Hantaï had to make the same discovery and he was helped by the 

example of the Abstract Expressionists.  Duchamp had told him to eschew Pollock.  However, Hantaï felt that the key issue was posed 

in Pollockôs innovative painting technique.  Pollock had spoken further of what took place there for him.  In a short piece, published in 

the first and only issue of Possibilities in 1947/48, he had stated: ñWhen I am in my painting, Iôm not aware of what Iôm doing.  It is 

only after a sort of ñget acquaintedò period that I see what I have been about.  I have no fears about making changes, destroying the 

image etc., because the painting has a life of its own.  I try to let it come through.  It is only when I lose contact with the painting that 

the result is a mess.  Otherwise there is a pure harmony, an easy give and take, and the painting comes out well."
20

  The Surrealists 

sought an objective presentation of psychic life.  Pollockôs technique sought to dissolve the status of the object. In 1955, Hantaµ wrote 

to Breton, declaring that he intended to explore ñthe non-figurative consequences of automatismò and formally announced that he was 

making a definitive break with the Surrealist movement. 

 

 

 

                                                        
18 Barnett Newman, Selected Writings and Interviews, by Barnett Newman, University of California Press, February 12, 1992.  
19 For a definition of "resistance", see Le Dictionnaire de la psychanalyse, Elizabeth Roudinesco and Michel Plon, Fayard, 1997, pg. 898.  
20 Statement from Possibilities Magazine, 1948. 
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Hantaï, Warhol and Mechanical Production  

As mentioned, Hantaµ was drawn to Pollockôs technique.  When we look at Hantaµôs break-through paintings in the óCloaksô series of 

1960-62, we see that he experimented with dripping paint.  However, Hantaµ was not interested in copying Pollockôs idiosyncratic 

painting technique as an end in itself.  He was interested in the same practice of automatism that had motivated Pollock and the other 

Abstract Expressionists. The suspension of the artistôs conscious mind in the act of painting and the sense that independent forces 

were at work in its composition were what compelled Hantaïôs attention to Pollock.  What interested him, perhaps above all, in 

Pollockôs technique, was how it shifted the relationship between artist and painting.  As mentioned earlier, it may be surmised that 

Warhol saw an analogy between Pollockôs discovery and the new mechanical means of industrial production that had come to 

dominate contemporary society.  Hantaï certainly did.  In any case, during the middle and late ó50ôs, with or without a connection to 

Pollock, both Hantaï and Warhol were attentive to the fall-out from mechanical production.  Both could see its alienating effect, how it 

  

 
                                                                                                Andy Warhol, Campbell's Soup Can, 1962 
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divorced the maker from the made, how the human subject found itself somehow ósuspendedô, or óbracketedô, by what we might call a 

ófailure to connectô in mechanical labor.  Hantaï and Warhol may not have been aware of each other during those years. Indeed,   

Warhol may never have been aware of Hantaï.  He had accepted a leading role in the Vanity Fair of the emerging post-war New York 

art world and this, no doubt, kept him busy.  On the other hand, very little escaped Hantaµôs attention and certainly not Warhol. 

 Hantaï led an increasingly secluded life.  He preferred to stand apart from the post-war  art world, given the terms on which it was 

developing, and maintain independence of mind.  This allowed him to consider Warholôs contribution to contemporary art with 

detachment. To this writer, he remarked years later: ñYes, I took note of Warhol, at some point.  Not the Pop subject-matter, which is 

local and incidental.  That didnôt interest me. What I remarked was his use of silk-screening as a technique to engage mechanical 

production.  It introduced anonymityò. However, it is crucial for us to distinguish the critical difference of approach between the two 

responses of Hantaï and Warhol to this issue of mechanical production.  In the case of Warhol, the artist adopted the technique of silk-

screening as an embrace of the mechanical model.  He accepted mechanical production on its terms and cultivated the alienation of 

personality that it generates.  It could be said that Warholôs approach had the one-dimensionality of mechanical production. Hantaï, on 

the other hand, invented his own painting technique, óthe folding methodô, in order to explore, through analogy, the troubled exchange 

between human experience and mechanical production.  The difference of outcome in these two approaches is monumental.  Warholôs 

embrace of mechanical production led him to abandon modern art in favor of Pop as a form of post-Surrrealism or a sort of vestigial 

classicism; Hantaµ found that, via óthe folding methodô, he had gained access to the rich tradition of modern art and had acquired the 

ability to channel its insight and experience, aesthetic and philosophical, into contemporary art.  Of course, Warholôs choice earned 

him fame and fortune.  The ultimate value of Hantaµôs position has yet to be measured. 

Simon Hantaµ invented his painting technique of ófoldingô, known simply as óthe folding methodô, in 1960.  As such, it pre-dates 

Warholôs silkscreens and also the beginnings of Minimalism and Process.
21

 From that year on, until his death in 2008, across an 

expansive body of work, organized in series, he explored the surprisingly broad range of possibilities that this technique afforded:  the 

Cloaks, the Catamurons, the Bandages, the Meuns, the Studies, the Watercolors, the Whites, the Tabula series, One and Two, the 

Tabula Lilas, the Left-Overs.  óThe folding methodô took shape as the practical synthesis of a ten year struggle with the intellectual 

issues contained in the history of modern art. Hantaï maintained the firm conviction throughout his life that these intellectual issues of 

modern art had contemporary validity and that artists today should pursue them in their work. óThe folding methodô quickly revealed 

itself to be capable of achieving that ambition.  It presented a new and original way of exploring the potential of óautomatismô, 

inherited from Pollock and the Abstract Expressionists; it engaged the colossal cultural issue of mechanization; it revealed the 

inadequacy of óformalistô criticism, with its untenable notion of ópurityô as a bastion against populism; it pioneered the notion of 

                                                        
21 There is an interesting parallel between Hantaï and Yves Klein. Hantaï was very aware of Klein in the Parisian avant-garde circles of the early 1960's. 
There is also a clear distinction to be established. Klein, like Hantaï, was processing the influence of Pollock.  However, the technique of the 
anthropometries enclosed him in a direct reference to an imprint of the body. The anthropometries continued the tradition of naturalist representation. 
Hantaï's  technique, on the other hand, as we have just seen in his letter to Breton, sets out to reinvent the figure in abstract form. 
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óprocessô, which would be taken up by leading innovators of post-war American art, such as Robert Smithson and Bruce Nauman; it 

opened up new access to the metaphysical dimension of space, finding its counterpart in modern science; finally, it gave modern 

expression to one of the most fundamental and abiding philosophical questions of our culture, that was laid down by Paul at the 

beginning of the first millennium; was argued by Augustine and Pellagius; motivated the elaboration of Catholic theology across the 

Middle Ages; and resurged again in the Reformation, the Enlightenment and the emergence of the Modern Age: namely that of the 

relation of free will to fate.  

I understand that such broad allusions will shock our assumptions about contemporary art.  We donôt expect, nor want, an artist to 

engage such issues.  However, no one can tell a modern artist what he, or she, can or cannot do.  Society abandoned artists at the 

beginning of the modern era.  They awoke to find themselves without patrons and in a world in which the old beliefs had been 

shattered. Modern artists, from that moment, have based themselves on a defense of the integrity of their intellectual freedom.  That is 

who they are and no one can take it away from them.  Rothko had made the monumental assertion: ñPainting certainly is a result of 

thinking.  It causes thinking.  It, therefore, can certainly be a form, or means, of thinking, a means of philosophic thought."
22

  

However, Rothkoôs views on art have been ignored or set aside.  Hantaµ continued to develop Rothkoôs insight.  In óthe folding 

methodô, Hantaµ discovered that the material of his canvas, or rather, his manipulation of the canvas material, in the process of making 

his painting, became a vehicle for philosophic thought. In óthe folding methodô the canvas thinks.  

The Folding Method: Matter thinks   

In inventing óthe folding methodô, Hantaï had the industrial process as his reference model.  There is a crucial 

exchange between artist and material that takes place in óthe folding methodô.  Given the transformation of the 

means of production in the modern world, Hantaï had asked himself whether the artist could continue to maintain 

the position of an independent creative mind, bringing his work into existence by an act of personal will.  Pollock 

had introduced a ósuspension of consciousnessô into the painting act, but to do so he had had to remove his hand 

from the canvas.  The canvas lay passively on the floor, as the artistôs hand passed over it.  The canvas remained 

an inert surface, requiring the creative act of the artistôs ñhandlessò gesture to give it meaning. For Hantaµ, the 

basic model of mechanization, transforming órawô material into socially useful products that no longer carry the 

personal trace of their makers, had rendered human behavior intolerable. When Hantaï considered Pollock, he 

could see that the American artist had courageously undertaken one immense step in breaking this relationship of the human 

exploitation of matter.  Pollock had reinvented the human side of the creative equation.  What remained now, for Hantaï, was to give 

life to matter itself, to incorporate the canvas as an active element in the making of the painting. 

                                                        
22 Rothko, quotes in, Mark Rothko: A Biography, by James Breslin, University of Chicago Press, April 18, 1998, pg. 260. 
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 To make a painting using óthe folding methodô, Hantaµ first spreads his unstretched canvas out on the ground, much as Pollock had 

done.  Commentators have remarked that the gesture of taking the canvas off the vertical axis of the wall and placing it on the 

horizontal of the studio floor, symbolically serves to overturn the hierarchical organization of cultural thinking.  In Hantaµôs case, as an 

artist who believed that painting was an analogue for human action and thought in general, this was certainly in his mind.  Hantaï, 

then, specifically understands that his ófolding methodô has the significance of removing art from the realm of the ósymbolicô and of 

placing it in the órealô.  This brutal ejection of painting from the ósymbolicô, in which matter is ódiscardedô into ónothingnessô, has the 

most shocking consequences, as we shall now see in two photographs of ostensibly very different subjects
23

.  First, I would 

respectfully refer the reader to the accompanying tragic illustration of the 

My-Lai massacre of 1968 during the Vietnam War and then compare it with 

the contemporaneous studio scene showing the artist surrounded by his 

óMeunô series, still under production.  The óMeunsô were painted in 1967/68 

and this photograph is from 1968. The impression of óentering the realô of 

the first photograph is perhaps one of the most singular elements of modern 

experience and must surely be linked to the culturally destabilizing impact 

of modern technology of which, of course, photography and the mass media 

are aspects. We need, therefore, to take stock of what is happening to 

modern culture, through technology, in this photograph.  The army 

photographer has brusquely come upon this scene of horror, which has 

happened moments before.  What we see is an image torn from the órealô 

and placed in the mass media.  Looking now at the photograph of the 

artistôs studio, we see the ófolding methodô under production with an  

My Lai Massacre, March 16, 1968   analogous transfer from the ósymbolicô to the órealô.  The irony of comparing these two photographs is 

overwhelming.  The image of the studio intersects and fatally overlaps with the scene of massacre.  However, Hantaµôs painting does 

not óillustrateô My-Lai.  That would be obscene and the artist would never have thought in that manner.  Hantaï is working in the 

medium of abstract painting, which we have been told by contemporary criticism is preoccupied with formal issues.  He is domiciled 

in a small village near Fontainebleau, perhaps the French equivalent of My-Lai, but many thousands of miles away in a country at 

peace.  However, as we have remarked, the logic of Hantaµôs folding method has led him to temporarily place the ósymbolicô activity 

of art in real time and space and this is the outcome.  Hantaµôs painting has endowed itself with the means to apprehend real 

experience even to a point of extreme horror. Two minor remarks are perhaps worth making here.  First, it was mentioned that 

Hantaµôs painting has been shifted ótemporarilyô into the órealô.  This is because, as we shall shortly see, it will be brought back into 

the ósymbolicô at the end of the process so that it can become a work of art.  Secondly, it was said that Hantaï was working in a context 

of peace.  However, in 1968 he would have been acutely aware, through modern media, of the events taking place in Viet Nam and at 

                                                        
23 The categories of the 'symbolic', 'real' and 'imaginary' are now familiar to all readers of Jacques Lacan. 


