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INTRODUCTION

1930’s Mi khai1 Li fshitz,theDuring working in Moscow at the Marx and
Insti tute, f i rst edited material by Marx and EngelsEnge 1 s art andon

He also produced the first study of Marx’s aesthetics,1i terature. ' The
Philosophy of Art and Karl Marx' (1973).

communist writers had not thought of aesthetics as a vital part ofEar 1i er

and had drawn instead on other non marxist ideas as the source ofrnarxi sm,

their aesthetic theory.

writingMarx's on art are thin and fragmentary, and enti relynotown

equi pped to address the problems of twentieth century life. As a resu 11

the scattered comments have been divided into themes. observati ons and

'remarks'. It is here that the starting point for an i nterpretati on of

rnarxi st begins in all i ts divers!ty and ofaesthetics theory an

inconclusive groundtheory has proved a r i ch formarxistbutnature,

i nterpretation It brings with it Marx's humanistand theoretical debate.

and i ndustr i ali smand Hege1i an i nf1uences, economic and social problems,

all in relation to aestheti cs.and in the twentieth century.capi ta1i sm
has brought many into confusion and disagreement as to what the trueThis

socialist aesthetics should be.concept of a

i nd!vi dualprompting some of the mostThis has proved to be a catalyst,

thought from twentieth century critics.

these seerni ngThe debates wi11 centre mostRussian and German thought,on
In a wider perspectiverelevant in the groundwork for a marxist aesthetic.

personal emphasis as the individuals come to thethe debates take on a more
forefront.

A



of this thesis deals primarily withSection one the ideological stance
leading UP to the debate. The main cornerstones are exposed in attempting
to surface only the main areas open to discussion in the Marxist theory and

prominent issues rather than concentratingraising whi lesecti on
minimising the rest.

thesis is an attempt to put in perspective the marxist theory of art,This

and the debates which ensued in trying to pursue this theory. It does not
come to a gradual conclusion.however Marxists signalled problemsmany
than solving them,rather leaving it instead to the many individuals who

dedicated their time and effort, (in Benjamin's case his life), in pursuit

of a socialist art. There is not enough scope in this discussion to convey

all perspectives though it is hoped that some pattern will emerge from the

debates to what the aims of these i ndivi duals ach i ev i ngas were an

socialist theory of ar+.
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CHAPTER I

(1)

aestheti cs notview wi th ti nted g1 asses, loftyTo not, w i throse

sentiments, out of step with 'pedestrian vision’ credited to the 'ordinary'

i ndivi dual, bit to try and grasp the necessity of aesthetics.

try and realise that it is an integral part of the whole structure of life.

Not alone a fulfilment in a personalised schemata, but to see aesthetics as

part of a whole strata in daily life and society.

whether George Orwell would have written 'Animal Farm’ thatnot oror

Picasso would have painted 'Guernica'. There would be science of only the

Difference of opinion has alwaysand individuality unheard of.necessary,

abounded however. and al 1 that has discouragedthrough dictatorship, war,

freedom of mind.

is inseparable from its being embedded inThe uniqueness of a work of art,
An ancient statue of Venus, for example, stood inthe fabric of tradition.

who made it an object ofdifferent traditional context with the Greeks,a

with the clerics of the middle ages who viewed it asveneration. anthan

ominous idol.

There Plato in hishas always been a distrust in relation to art model

in the public interest.state dealt with poets by banishing them from it,

He had a high conception of the power of poetry. He, however, believed it

harmful, superfluous: (2)'perfect' community of course.i n a

6

The world is narrow, broad the mind 
Thoughts dwell easily side by side 
Things collide violently in space.

That is, to

If it were not for opinion, or individualism, it is very questionable as to



of historical1 i ne concept1 ong interwoven i nto aesthetics inThe
fundamental to its progress.

'Popularity and real ism'.

However he
stresses the importance of moving on, of progression.

There is no one ideology, isbut only ideologies in the same way as there

as there are several relevant artisticnot one art but the various arts, or

trends distinguished corresponding with the vari ous i nfluenti alto be

This does not alter the fact that in any historical periodsocial strata.
but it reminds us that this predominance does notclass predominates,one

that inby competitors in the spiritual realm anyuncha11enged morego

self-contained andWorks of art are not closed.economics or politics.
entities but are the product of specific historical practicestranscendent

Thereforeon the part of identifiable social groups in given condi ti ons.

the imprint of the ideas valves and conditions of existence inthey bear
those groups.

there is alsoThere andwhat ideologiesabout are,is disagreement
ofabout how ideologies are related to other aspects socialdi sagreement

In marxist theory, Raymond Williams identifies three common versions1 i f e.
discovered thirteenGurvitchof Hunt recalls thatthe fl 1 anconcept.
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Nothing comes from nothing, the new comes from the 
old, but that is why it is new

In it he acknowledges the fundamental importance of tradition.

The above quote comes from Brecht in his essay,

must have at least a little historic vision, at 
understand that between our present-day economic 

the fusion of art with 
such 
More 
for 

years 
social

But one 
least to 
and cultural poverty and the time of 
life, that is, between the time when life will reach 
proportions that it will be entirely formed by art. 
than one generation will have come and gone, whether 
good or bad, the lathe like art will remain for many 
more and will be the instrument of the artistic and 
development of the masses  (Trotsky)



meani rigs of ideology in Marx,different and Co 1i n Summer 1i sts ten ma i n
definitions of the concept. Put most simply the theory of ideology in Marx

states that the ideas and beliefs people have are systematically related to

their actual and material conditions of existence. (4)

speaks of the ideology of art in a similarHauserArnold view, when he

writes that the evaluation and revaluations of art history are governed by
not logic. That they relate to the same living conditions.i deo1ogy are

thebased contemporary artisticupon

tendencies and, like these express and reveal a definite world view.

philosophical writings of the 1840's art tendsIn Marx' s to assume a

be i ng ',role in discussions of 'man' in general as a 'speciespr i vi1eged

aesthetic sense or the creativity of the artist prefigureswhere the or

Art is seen asguide to the nature of unalienated existence. a

particular sector of the ideological level of the superstructure.

then refers to a system of beliefs characteristic of a particularIdeo1ogy

Marx elaborates to include 'legal,

In the same passage Marx’s usesaesthetic or philosophic considerations'.
wi th the generalthe to these formsreferterm to'superstructure'

that the legal and political superstructure and forms of soci alstatement
to the economic structure of society. the rea 1consci ousness 'correspond'

is the origin of the base-superstructure metaphor whichThis
and culture. Thehas of i deo1ogyand confused the studyboth a i ded

structure.the socialhas his or her own location incultural producer
ideological forms arising out of the general

and the mode of production of that society. Art iseconomic condi ti ons
ideological product.c1 early

8

f oundation.

the same social foundation as are

acts as a

class or group.

Potentially generating its own

an ideological activity and an

political, religious.



theory of base-superstructure, although taken by some to be too rigidThe
has been moulded to allow more flexibleits meaning, def ini ti ons. Ain

example would be ofgenera 1 He or she
is a productive worker, as is the individual who delivers them. He or she
would be considered as the base,

of the base. but the superstructure.partnot Many have added to the
theory: Althusser, for example, with the notion of relative Autonomy. This
being that the elements of the superstructure are not always determined by

Cu1tura1 product!on then,base. encompassing both ideology andthe the

superstructure, is relatively autonomous, and at certain historical moments

in certain conditions can also be historically effective andand forcea
for change.

The di sti net! on is notbetween materi al base and superstructure a

distinction between matter and spirit, but between conscious human activity

a i med life.the creation and preservation of the conditions of humanat

Human consciousness rationalizes and creates modes offurnishes reasons,

and moral justifications for the specific forms that activity

takes. Extending this distinction, we may say that art may partake of not
Works of art may be part ofmerely 'base' but both.

human which would i nc1ude theconscious productive activity (the base),

art in all physical and mental appropriation and remaking of therole of
ideological 'falseofexternal aspectbei tAlso,worId. anmay
consciousness andhumanAsuperstructure!.consciousness', which is
whi ch reflectcultural superstructureso-called anact!vi ty theare

economic foundation.

Marx discusses the relationship between art and the society which produced

it:

understand!ngin1 i enotdoesBut difficultythe
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legi tirnation

yet the individual who plays the piano is

an individual who produces pianos.

or 'superstructure',



phi 1 osophi ca1own
past? he wrote:

There have been criticisms of Marx's suggestion that the enduring appeal of

may be due to the fact that human kind perenniallyartGreek enjoys the
and spontaneity of childhood,freshness and that the Greeks normalwere
But Marx seems to be describing childhood in a biologicalchiIdren. sense

as part of the ageing process. The argument from biology fails because it

is reductive.

in itself a mode of social production.

There two k i nds positive wh i chof later marxists haveare answers

presented; one being that Greek society possessed certain features superior

to the European class societies which succeeded it. retainedIts' art

certain essential human values missing from feudalism and capitalism, where

the commodity form is dominant (Lifshitz).5 Another is that the great art

of any period inherently retains the ability to out-live its origins.

Arnold Hauser has written very interesting paragraph in 'The Sociologicala

Approach', of which states that Marx stumbled upon the discrepancypart
and validity in the Greek question:
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should the historical childhood of humanity, 
obtained its most beautiful development, 

never return

where
not exert

i t
an

between Genesis

Why 
had 
eternal as an age that will

Echoing an idealist admiration for the Greeks and his

that the Greek art and epos are bound up with certain forms 
of development. It rather lies in understanding why they 
still afford us aesthetic enjoyment and in certain respects 
prevail as the standard and model beyond attainment

The so called superstructure has a vitality of its own, that 
spiritual structures have both the capacity and the tendency 
to cast loose from their origins and go their own way. In 
other words they become the origin of new structures that 
develop according to inner laws of their own, which enjoy 
more than ephemeral validity. This phenomenon by which the 

structures that were once vital tools and weapons, 
means for mastering nature and organising society, 

became formalised and neutralised and finally an 
is no doubt closely akin to the process

cultural 
were 
gradua1ly 
end to themselves,

Art is not a biological experience, socially mediated, it is



Hauser here refers to art.By alien forces, treated as pure form ' a mere

play of lines and tones without relevance to anything historical’. This he

felt was closely connected with fetishism. And that which Marx felt to be

rei f i cati on. The begi nni ng of capi ta1i srn, of humanthe endtoakin
innocence.
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The 
autonomy 
values,

their 
formal 
’a 1ien

structures with 
their 

many

of reification, 
i ndependence, 
superhistorical 
natural forces' as Marx terms the institutions of capitalist 
soci ety

spi ri tual 
and immanence, 
confront us as so



FOOTNOTES
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jAestheti_cs_and_Poli_ti_cs)_,

Extract from essay 'The Author as Producer', Benjamin Walter.2)

Trotsky,3)
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The passage i s i n The_Gundr i_sse (Marx 1973) 110-1115) PP-
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Wolff, 
(1931)

(The 
p. 50

Schiller's WalJenstejgjs_Tpd (Act II sc 2) 
'Montage can now work wonders; in the old days

in reference to Blochs 
it was only

From 
quote 'Montage can now work wonders; 
thoughts that could dwell side by side’ 
Lukacs essay 'Realism in the Balance', 
(Verso Publications), (1930) P. 35

Leon
(1982) , p. 209

Extract from essay 'Literature and Revolution', 
in Modern_Art_and_Moderni_sm, (Harper and Row),

Extract from The_Theory_pf -Ideology, 
Production of Art), (Mac Millan Publishers LTD.)



CHAPTER II

Prometheus was a culture hero for the Greeks at a time when art had not yet

separated from the crafts. The Titian who at first sided wi th thebeen
thengods, proceeded to betray them by stealing their fireOlympian and

it as a gift to mankind. It is long before the crucial break whichbringing

during the fifteenth century between the arts andoccurred crafts, Greek

prefigured the possibility of such a division in the legendmythology, of
Daedalus There i s asharp

difference between these two early heroes of culture, and their respective

syrnbo1i se two distinct phases in the history ofmyths early techno 1ogy.

The art of prometheus is not for himself but. for mankind. He is the primal

cu1ture hero symbolising a time when the craft skills were for the first

ti me beginning to produce a surplus. It is Herakles the hero of labour,

who rescues Prometheus from the wrath of Zeus. With Daedalus we are in no

doubt nobly born he hangs abouthis art was intended for himself:that

keen on noveltiescourts. andconcept!onal artist, a happenings man,a

i nnovati on. (1)He is the hero, both of a high art and a high technology.

This legend has had repercussions in later theory in relation to art. The

was that of the artistsNietzche proposed,romantic notion of the artist,

being an entity in themselves, divine-like in both their persona and their

outside soci ety.creati on. in their isolation are seen asThe arti sts
removed from the visual conditions of ordinarymarginal, eccentri c and

Theypeople of the gift of artistic genius.by were seenvi rtue as

martyrs. leaving 'the warm foothills of humanity, for the cold white peaks

art'. (Clive Bell)

The who couldartist,thewealthy insurance for someonepatron was
During the quattrocento there was a veryguarantee a continued existence.

13

a later more specialised form of artist as hero.



communa1 force evident in order todomi nant wi th extensivecope

Factory-like organisations were started with many assistantsundertakings.

The artists studio often took on minor orders of a purelyand apprentices.

From the records of Nerr di Biccinature.techni ca1 it is realised that
there was a vast amount of hand craft goods produced. The emancipation of

the guiIds was not because offromartists their hei ghtenedthe sei f-
results from the fact that their services were needed and hadbutesteem,

be competed for. expressionto of

their market value.

sh i f t from patronage to market systems in the arts had begunThe i n the

century.eighteenth By the mid-nineteenth century, the dec line of the

patronage system and the conditions of salebility in a crowded competitive

market had placed a new emphasis upon originality and innovation, and rapid

fortune On the other hand,fame were the reward for creative work.and

however, pub 1i cthe uncertain response of a new distant mass middle-class

consi derati ons encouragedsheer impersonal businessdependencean on

feeli ngs writers and musicians as it renderedof martyrdom among artists.

them impotent in Earlier feelings of isolation

large.qu i teand between artist and public had not loomedthe gu 1 f so

before, theirthe the 1880s and '90s many were thrown back uponbut own

or their own crafts as a central object of their work with onlyselves an

avant-guard circle to share it with.

It has been argued that it is necessary for the individual to be separate

from Theresociety so they have a vantage point to see that society. is

the starving inoutcast,that the artist is a socialromantic avi ew
It is this notion of the artist and art, which makes both them,garret. an

object of curiosity, and the art product a possible fetish.
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Their self respect was in a sense an

a crass and hostile world.



if we look at the way art is presented there is a notion as to how artYet
became, in most aspects, a collector's item to be revered rather than taken

The museum or the art gallery,hand. wh i ch incarcerate works, isin
with an invisible notice screaming in their frigid formsembossed do not

touch objects segregated for scrutiny.

We have firm boundaries around the objects we have projected into being, as
learned and decided to justify why we havehave framesset aroundwe

By doing we have made thempaintings. i nto speci al objects. Theso

treated as self enclosures,objects as totalizations with selfare a

fulfilment that raises them above all non-aesthetic human fabrication. In
this way objects of art have become elite. unconcerned with these tangible

e 1 ernents.

Marx the idea of fetishism in a critique of Christian art byencountered

the In contrast to the reflection of nature andart historian. Grund.
beauti ful character ofthe fetishisticis Greek sculpture,human mores

aspectis demonstrated by the fact that it worships the materialreli gion
Thisbei ng.of them with the qualities of the livingthi ngs. endowing

concept oflatertheofconcept clearly one sourceof feti shi sm is
po1i ticalMarx’stobecome central1844,wh i ch inwould,

■The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction',phi 1osophy. In,
Walter Benjamin speaks of the cult:

works

fetishBenjamin ofthat instead of seeing thethoughtat stage,one
i mmediateit was subjectivised as'-ommodi ties an

fact of consciousness, present in an archaic collective ego.
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va 1 ue 
in

the
The

a 1i enation

as a material reality.

that 
of a ritual, 
.in other

work

We know that the earliest art works originated in the 
service of a ritual. First the magical then the religious 
kind in other words the unique value of 
'authenticue' work of art has its basis in ritual, 
location of its original use value



own pressure of economic aggrandisement has reducedSociety's qua 1itati ve
distinctions to quantitative Society has reduced the question of howones.

much better one item is than another, to the question of how much more must
If this is thebe paid for it. is it not society that has corruptedcase,

and materialised the concept value? The function of connoisseurship in the
reducedbeen from the recognition ofhasarts aesthetic loftiness in

objects to investment counselling.

realised that art went beyond physical necessity.Marx The appea1 was to
notarid justthe to phi 1osophi cal, ethical po1i ticalsenses a or

intel 1igence. abstract of form. Marx i nsi sted theor- an sense on

importance of aesthetic activity for the full education and emancipation of

the human made necessary by the capitalist debasement of humansenses,

desires to the one of possessing or having

Marx felt the fetishes of commodity were one of the causes of ali enati on.

of capi ta1i stunhappiness underwork i ng sensual deprivation andc 1 ass
art has become to an important degreeconditi ons. to Marx,According a

form commodi tyof alienated labour because of the reduction of it to near

status. of theanalysisof art in hisproduct!onMarx thei nc1uded
modernunderlabourestrangedal 1reversal ininvolvedof purposes

He emphasised that the process of alienationcapitalist wasconditi ons.
intensified by the spread of market conditions. Previously there had been

arti st andbetweentastes and valuessome degree of shared interests.
Mow what connected them was depersonalised calculations.audience.
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a 
of 
of

whi ch 
of

the lack
measure

There is in art always an element of self purpose in 
the creation of formal attractiveness is an exercise 
human capacity for playful material activity, 
which in modern capitalist labour is a prime 
a 1i enati on



Marx did not view art, even in the nineteenth century, enti relyHowever,
reduced to exchange values which reflected the pervasive alienati Evenon.

its halo removed. art was capable of diagnosing and pointing beyondwi th
social and economi c condi ti ons.alienation The beston art served

functions of piercing through thecognitive ideological c1ouds whi ch
enshrowded social realities. By embodying this relative freedom from the

reflective of external circumstance, aesthetic creations could developmore

the desire for greater freedom from a dehumanising, alienating society.

there was an increasing dehumanisation of humanfelt 1abour whi ch,Marx

the relation of production in capitalist society.under had observed the

real nature of work by its perverted form. In Grundisse Marx writes of the

of labour's character of specificity under capitalism both fore1imi nati on

the and he contrasts th i s wi th 1abour ofworker and for capitalist,

Thus the work done by artists, musicians andcraftsmen and guiId members.

wr iters not yet integrated into capitalist relations, becomes seen as an

i ti dea 1 speaks ofVasguezlabour,form. ofthe divisionIn as

intoof people who did not needprogress!vely creating engagegroups

increasingly dividing the tasks performed bymanual work directly. and so,

those In this we have the separated theory in which thought canwho did.
be aspect ofOnecompletely removed from immediate practical activity.

this with the division of labour and the ability of the generalis that,

to be fed by the work of a section of that population.populati on a group

in manual labour, and who live asof people exist who do not need to engage
Thus the connection between material activitythinkers and intellectuals.

has become at least indirect and tenuous.
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this 
that

from now 
itself from 
pure theory.

to emancipate 
formation of

and consciousness

From this moment onward consciousness can really flatter 
itself that it is something other than consciousness of 
existing practice, that it really represents something real, 

on consciousness is in a position 
the world and to proceed to the 
(2)



points beyond art as alienated labour. It is almost anticipatingThis a
utopian state where, in non-alienated conditions, people have the ability

potential to act consciously and with the use of abstract thought andand
imagination to change nature and their surroundings.

It is a view taken by many rnarxist writers. but in his later writings Marx
abandoned such notions as 'creative labour' and 'practical activity' seeing

to be unscientific abstractions based on a human essence whichthem could
not be sustained, and which was in the end as metaphysical as the Hegelians

he was cr i t i ci si ng.

With the division of labour it became obvious that although art was not in

the category as manual labour, i t had never the less, thesame same

dependency tendenci es. Although in most ways it was a lot more di ffi cult

for the artist to gain ground in the relation of survival, is it any wonder

that reali sti cnotion of art had soon to make way forthe i deali sti c a

theory Thrown upon themselves inif not for ideology, then for survival.

largely capitalistic society, the theme of alienation was to crop up timea

then to theand time again, if not in relation to the work they produced,
if not for self fulfilment thensociety that necessitated that production

for an existence.

The artist, longer in the safety net of patronage, to a large degree hasno
to see things in relation go his/her products and their consumption. The

art wi thout the act ofthatthe consumer inwork i s dependent on

18

our
The 

more 
need.

But

Does 
tonal 
pi ani st 
active 
But it 
consumpti on 
the need for new production.

not the pianist as they produce music and satisfy 
sense, also produce that sense in some respects?

stimulates production either by making us
and lively individuals or by arousing a new
also supplies a need for the material.

also mediates production. Consumption creates
(3)



of seeing consumption as passive,Instead unaltered by what is produced,
it the active transformation of whatdef i ned isMarx aesthetical ly and

economically supplied. Vasguez, speaks again of the artist's independence

of the market when he writes:

W

faced with particular conditions or work

affecting what kind of work they produce and the manner in which they can

do product!onthi s. In what is referred to as materialist aesthetics or
The author is notaesthetics, the emphasis is on the author as producer.

free creative spirit but precisely as someone with aconceived as an ideal.

given social and historical situati artistic

The author is seen as producer, whoseproduction external to him/herself.
work it is to use the technical and material tools available and to fashion

these into a literary work.

The confront theartistic production situate andexisting techniques of
thesebasedartist. artistic production onThe ofrelationssocial

19

The artist is subject to the tastes 
aesthetic

like 
means

i n as 
that

Consumption produces production because a product 
becomes a real product only by being consumed for example a 
garment becomes a real garment only in the act of being 
worn; a house where no-one lives is in fact not a real 
house; thus the product, unlike a mere natural object proves 
itself to be, becomes, a product only through consumption

recepti on/consurnption the cultural product is incomplete.

preferences, ideas and 
notions of those who influence the market, 

much as he produces works of art destined for a market 
absorbs them. The artist cannot fail to heed the exigencies 
of this market, they often effect the content as well as the 
form of a work of art thus placing limitations of the 
artist, stilting his creative potential, his individuality.

Artists and cultural producers are

on confronted by conditions of

produces production... because a
a real product only by being consumed for example 

, becomes a real garment only in the act 
a house where no-one lives is in fact not 
thus the product,

Literature like any other social practice employs 
determinate means of production to transform a determinate 
raw material into a specific product



artist more adequately within the totalthe socia1 structure,and and
within their historical context.

see aesthetics as part ofbei ng canso we wholeThis monopoly ofa
production and consumption? It is not only a reality. but necessity, as

who le scheme whichtheof sets the ideologicalpart Theprocess.
individual needs also to have economic sustenance. Perhaps the theory is

ini dea 1 i sti c that artalmost is not realistically thought of a
fundamenta1 necess ity. There are few patrons, and not enough sponsorship

al 1 artists. Given this. and the individualto tastes of thecover

difficult to satisfy everyone.i t i s Art is also di rectedconsumers,

towards the areas where finance is readily available. It has been said

that i t wou 1 d not matter if art works cost only two thepence. poorer

secti on of somethingthe buy else.communi ty would use the money to

something more necessary. 'The care burdened man in need has no sense for

the finest play'. (6)

Aesthetics productIt is notis a

whi ch Art does have a use,it may be thrown away and replaced.one uses.
and not in such sphere of subjectivity where meaning is obscured. and nota
so elevated that the receiver cannot grasp its essential content.

large extent. It is

the in that i tmarxist belief that ideology influences society's present,
forms certainpreferenceunconscious base for orourconsciousa or
elements of this society. carried through to aesthetics.isThis belief.

In di fferenttakewi 11the ideology aThe theory ofnext chapter.
the perspective of marxist theory.Perspective wi thinchailenged,and

20

techniques and institutions also form the conditions of artistic production

The previous two chapters have emphasised ideology to a

more or less at odds within itself.



under the heading of social r ea 1 i srn However it takes on a
more

title. The ambiguity
of Marx's theory is exposed here. However,
this ambiguity, into something more definite. Not one theory,
equally rich in content and di versity.

21

versus modernism.
complex debate that transcends this ostensible

but many,

there is also the bridging of
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(Death of the Artist1)

Lawrence and Wishart),2)

3)
New Left Review,

^Lt_ElOd_Sgc i_e ty:4)
(1973) , p. 84

from Eagle Ton Terry, "Marxist literary criticism" in Schiff5)

essays of Bertoid Brecht againstQuote6)
1980.
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Marx and Engels: 
(1970) ,

Quote
(1977)

It|e_Serman_IdegJogy (London: 
(p. 51,52)

from Aesthet i_cs_and_Pglltlcs,
Lukacs, Verso,

Quote taken from Williams, Raymond, Base_and_SuEerstructure in Marxist 
Cultural_Thegry, 
1982, p. 6
Quote from Vazquez,
Essays_ln_Marxist_Aesthetics,

In reference to Greek mythology: Smith, Bernard, 
as a Hero), (Oxford University Press), p. 10
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CHAPTER III

Modernism_ar.d_the_ReaJist_Tradi±ior,s

(1)

In dea1ing with proletarian art. there was i n the precedi ng theyears
Russian revolution in 1917, a value system. in direct accordance with the
rnarxi st doctr i ne of i deo1ogy. This ideology was to thebe bone of
content!on in certain circles related to and concerned wi th aesthetics.
Marx's explanation for the endurance of Greek art. although notown an
orthodoxy, was subject to manipulation to keep the art of the past intact.
At poi nt does marxism investigate the historical nature of artno as a
conceptual practice. The pretensions to a historical materialist analysis

of art are confined to explaining individual works of art as forms and and

genres of art as the product of historical circumstance.

There was little time for a party programme on aesthetics after the Russian

of affairs seeming ofeconomic si dethe pressingrevoluti on, more a

there had been a party programme, Lenin and with himifEvenconcern.
Trotsky felt that the cultural level of the masses was too low, for there

Lenin with his prosaic view statedto be
that the party should worry about proletarian literature when there was a

There was also a dismissal of such a segregated art,literate proletarian.
classless society basedrevolution was to have a onthe theai rn of

pro letcultwriters knownwingleft as wereTheevoluti onary means.
accused of being 'communist elitists' in their refusal to involve themselves

The formalists who had come into being prior to thewith bourgeoise art.

28

Some tell us we're leaders
Puppets on strings, behind the mask of words 
See what is said!
Let's have leaders great in little things - 
straighter than rails, simpler than bread

(Mayakovsky)

a successful proletarian art.



revo1outi on were also rejected, being involved in the structural basis of
aim rather than on an ideological stance.

revolution had providedThe a new audience for these writers and arti sts:
semi - 1i teratethe whosemasses objective needs demanded offormsnew

communi cation. They set up a group and journal L.E.F., Left Front of Arts.
The consisted ofgroup elements. themany futurists, constructi vi sts,
product!on workers,and i nvo1vi ng Sergei Gisenstein

El Li sitsky (designer) and Mayakovsky (writer and(f i Im) , artist) . (See

1, 2 and 3) .Ills.

This of individuals brought a new level in understandingnew group

aestheti cs. It thought of as a production of a very difficult andwas

production none the less. Their presenting thecomplex k i nd. but a

familiar in an unfamiliar way (making strange) would. they hoped, make the

It againstrather than recognising it.audi ence rea1i ty came upsee
Virginenti tied, 'Red Soil',journalinfluentialcri tici sm from an

for reducingL.E.F. artcriticized theVoronskyits editor. A1exander

that art possessed spec i a 1vi ewthehe 1 dalsoHeto craft.merely

mundane activities. He saw i ncharacteristics which separated it from more
direct assault on such a view.L.E.F. correctly a

brought into beingWi th their work L.E.F.
Mayakousky dismissed the sentimentalist'How are Verses Made'.his article

who waitthosedismisseshepoetry,ofwritingpoetry,approach to
feeling that:patiently for inspiration

method
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a production element in art in

independent groups,

The only method of producing it is to gaze skywards in 
search of inspiration while waiting for the celestial spirit 
of poetry to descend on the bald patch in the guise of a 
dove, a peacock or an ostrich



His loyalty to the revolution and to Lenin was obvious (see Ill. 4) In
his production of such Poems as 150 million', Lenin spoke of this type of

'Hooliganpoetry as communism', of this poem Trotsky too di srni ssed it
stating that Mayakousky wrote powerfully before alligning himself with the
proletarian. But when he decided to swing round to the proletarian 1 i ne

wrote ' 150 mi 11i on'and he suffered most frightful rati ona1isti ca
downfall, that, in his logic, he had (2)

1 ?.JO Mayakovsky had died and the L.E.F Journal had dissolved,By and i ts
officiallyi deas sensered. By theseen as

official socialist art. It was a single perspective that all artists were

th i sadapt.to perspecti ve being determined by the nature of society.

theAazhadanov began his domination of soviet cultural life as soon as

A dominant style soon emerged, hai1i ngrealism was instilled.socialist
tempered'.(1'932) and Ostrovskys 'How the steelFadeyeus 'Chadayev' was

real ism and bothpsycho 1ogi calofnovelsautobi ographi calBoth were
The modelcontributed to the model of the positive hero in Soviet fiction.

the democratic artist of the Tsarist eraRepin (see Ill. 5)in painting was
Anything6) .Ill.Tolstoy and Gorky (seei n literature the heroes were

psycho 1ogi calofnovelwhich distorted theandwhi ch pessi rni sti cwas

rea 1 isrn was anti -humanist.

ofGerman aesthetics wasto have onimpact the Russian revolution wasThe
to have on the work ofideology wasthe emphasisessence, especially in

w i thart work was in keepingwhether thedeterminingart. That inis,
and decadent.one-dimensionalMarxist theory o r was
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Revolutionary art
Revolutionary art
Revo 1uti onary art

i nternati onal 
revoluti onary!

(3)

is constructive 
is 
is
(Herbert Read)

outrun his creative condition.

1934 'social realism' was



this German debateIn or, culture four writers, George Lukacs, Berthold
Brecht, Walter Benjamin and Theodo Adorno are most prominent. Although the
main debate was that involving social realism versus modernism, there were

untoldof course on other subjects of wi thi n theconcern
debate. and fragmentary opened the field of
debate by his very ambiguity.

offour theseAl 1 wri ters to marxismcame only after having been
sophi sti cated cri tics practitioners of theor modern arts, and after
developing strong cultural aesthetic and social views. Lukacs, w i th his
knowledge of 19th century culture, contributes an understanding of the
differences between literary realism and modernism. Brecht, Benjamin and
Adorno bring their understanding of cubist, symbolist, and expressionist
aesthetics (respecti vely) to bear the sympathetic marxi stupon more

analysis of the arts in this century. There has been a rich diversity in

their contrasting approaches in terms of the wide variety of marxist stands

which they reworked in the controversies betweenand modernist currents,

them. These contrastingbyor criticisedthe revisedfour f i gures,
to clarify not only the work but the relation betweenrelati onships he 1 p

debates. Herbertthesethe four. There
all of fundamentalMax Horkheimer,Ernst Bloch,Marcuse, Korsch,Kar 1

importance in interpreting the marxist cultural theory and developing it to

the needs and concerns of the twentieth century.

essays on social realism.prompted the debate with hisGeorge Lukacs first
he had been very much preoccupiedto Lukacs's aesthetic theory.

His return was thought to be byof that time.with the political questions
‘History and Class Consciousness',His booksome a retreat from politics.

His self-criticism maywritten by the author.was repudiated by the author
to retain an active posi ti onfact that if he washave been prompted by the
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Previ ous

di scussions

were many others involved in

Marx's own theory being thin



in the communist movement, he had to abandon al 1 'direct opposition'.

risetheW i th of fascism lukacs sought to establish defeti shi seda
humani stic outlook in 1i terature Lukacs did not have the same
determinati on Zhadanov,as the latter not holding the same thoughts on

and humanism as Lukacs.Hegel Lukacs s rejection of modernism made this
stance clear as he accused modern forms of dehumanising art.

Lukacs blamed the 1848 revolutions which brought about an ideological shift

regressi onand of classicala reali st traditi on. The ofemergence

capi tai isrn brought about a negative aspect of society and feti shi srn ofa
commoditi es. His main concern in regard to aesthetics was the necessary
defeti shi sation of the reader's outlook, and the totality that should be

inherent in all works. He felt that the modernist literature should have

the same totalising aspect of the classical realist tradition, repudiating

life.them for having, in his opinion,

feti shedof human existence were taken from a surfaceThei r conceptions
Lukacs feltModernization represented alienated subjectivity.appearance.

completeness, a social truth in keeping with
touchedonlyhe felt,Lenin's theory of totality whereas the modernists,

the surface.
it

modernistthecomprehendinginrequi redHe knackspoke of a
1iterature beyond the 'ordinary people .

inexhaustibletheof modernism toHe contrasted the
work can be seen from so manyrealist'sdiversity Becausereali sm.of

and prepare the-section of people,broad crosslevels, i t can appea1 to a
hadmodernistsspoke of words thatHefor revolutionary democracy.way
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one-di rnensi onal i ty

a fetishised view-point of daily

the realists had a totality, a

When the surface of life is only experiencedimmediately 
remains opaque, fragmentary, chaotic and uncompreien e



in the past,used in relation to history - 'plunder' 'useful legacies'
the inand wh i chway they 'rummaged around at will', in what they

consi dered to be a heap of lifeless objects. He writes of the rnarxist
that of appropriation and assimilationtheory, of all that was of value in

the past era despite its origins' (4) and use it in defence of hi theory.s

Lukacs was to be challenged on his theories, however. Many of these were
defensive nature,of and did not provide a solution ora alternativean

method i n their ideas for bridging the problems that clearlywere on a
loose footing.

Lukacs was in a strong position being on the editing board of 'Das Wart',
since the fascist rise, and the entry of the popular front. Lukacs found

his posi ti on one of great influence, in the attempt to defend left wing

culture from the forces of totalitarian dominance. Br echt pub1i shed some

His more influential essaysessays in his disagreement on Lukacs's theory.
theseofw i th the pub 1i sh i ngleft unpublished until 1969,howeverwere

He is seencritiques and Brecht's position in Marxist culture was revised.

and his alternative interpretation of realisman influential essayist,as

is valid in its productive approach which would be obvious in his works as

an artist.

attackedfirstarticle published in "Das WartBrecht, inin 1938, an
forward was not linked to

Hethe good old days but the bad new ones.
literary style ofconformity with any particularriot a matter of the work's

andsciencework is that which usesthe realistthe Brecht,past. For
True realismnature of capitalism.the truth and innertechnique to expose

andpoliticali t awasaesthetic option.in not anhis opi ni on was
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theory of totality, feeling that the way
stated that realism in art, was

Lukacs's



philosophical vision of the world and the material struggles that divi ded
it.

being more influenced byBrecht, theatre than literature, (which seemed to
Lukacs' sdominate thoughts) , brought the argument within the rea1 ms of
Histheatre. sympathy towards experimentation wi thin the rea1 ms of

reali srn Larne under attack from the social realists. In relation to this
is an essay written by Brecht entitled "Popularity and Realism"concept he

' Ourstates.

all conventions'

Rea 1i srn discovering the causal complexes of society/unmasking themeans:

prevai1ing vi ew of things as the view of those who are in Power/wri ting

from the stand point of the class which offers the broadest solutions for

society is caught andwhich humanthe indi fficultiespress!ng up
the concrete,element of development making possible andernphasi se the

making possible abstractions from it.

'The Three Pennyevident in his theatre plays such asThis isconcept

disintegratingHe worked with the audience inand 'A Mans a Man'.Opera'
thought of reading the audience only by the ernoti ons.the tradition which

his opposition to the positive hero, andattacked Brecht forZhdanovites
Brecht felt that the classical plays merelynotion of epic theatre.his

in everyday life, for instance, classical theatrebrought about a fetishism

from

stagereal life, and what occurs on
of the social environment.the obvious characteracceptance of

Brecht's innovating techniques.
'Understanding Brecht' (publishedbook entitled.to become the subject of a
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concept of realism must be wide and political sovereign over

involving tecnhology in radical ways, were

uhat happens on stage is a genuine incident gives the impression that wnax riapperi=>
reinforces the audience's unquestioning



by a renowned1973) theorist/critic, Walter Benjamin. He also brought
Brecht's position to the forefront in his essay 'The Author as a Producer",

which he brings to mindi n the new importance of technology in the art,
serve in a progressivewh i ch way in bringing the masses closer to the art

form.

'What matters therefore is the exemplary character of production, which is

first to induce other producers toable produce, and second to put an

i mproved apparatus at their disposal and this apparatus is better the more

consumers it is able to turn into producers, that is readers or spectators

into col laborators'.

In the context of The Epic Theatre which Brecht had adapted. Benjamin felt

that Brecht's attempts to exploit the disintegration of 'Aura' caused by

The Montage Techniques of the camera were invaluable for the structures of

reflecti on of thecriticalconsci oushis forP1 ays to strive a

characteristics of the social environment.

surroundsthat i tAurathe classical work and theBenjamin ofspeaks

The privatebecoming an object of contemplation rather than participation.
undermined by the publicclassical work of art iselicited by theresponse

Whi le theworks.ArtTechnicalreception of The Newcontext of the
i solatedaudience of particularPai nting and the novel are

collection of individuals united by aindividuals, The Cinema Audience is a

common experience.

society and its relation tocentres onBenjamin's term 'Shock Experience ,
continuallybe i ngtowards shockorientati onsociety'scapi tai ism, and
repeti ti onThisincidents.of particularwith the repetitionconfronted
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directed at an



providecannot us with any insulation against shocks in the next event.
feltBenjami n that only the art which the techni quesuses of modern

istechno 1ogy able to produce an attitude appropriate to the need for
surmounti ng shock. The montage technique of modern technical art exposes
the audience to the shock impact of the particularity of the instance. The

shocks radi o and newspaper

have a distracting effect on the recipient. The use of montage techniques
thisin prevent the viewer from attempting toway insulate hi m/herself

against the shock impact of the particular image. For Benjamin, the films
impact activates the viewer's impatience to assume controlshock theover

next event. This theory could be said to identify with Brecht's notion of

epic theatre, and the montage and technical modes of communication he uses.

This form of communication, so different from Lukacs's interpretation of

which the dramatic theatre that supports the hero,actorreali ty i n as

theand having a sense of controlleaves the audi ence observing over

is discussed by Benjamin,This form of historical dependence,si tuati on.
wh i chhe warns against the conservatism implicit in a view of historyand

attempts to use a knowledge of the past to supply a causal explanation. He

eternal value and mystery,brushed aside notions of creativity and genius,

fascisttoconduciveart ai ntendencies werewhatand specifyi ng

sens!bi 1 i ty.

view of a total condemnation of TheBenjamin'srejectedTheodor Adorno
truthhim it contained a positive assince forTraditi onal Work of Art,

feeling that it was analso rejected the 'Auratic' in art,well. Adorno
againstMouseHe uses Mickeyof popular culturei ngredi entessential

Benjami n andbothDespite their differences,Benjamin's view of Aura.
level within Art than surfacesubjectiveAdorno realised there was a deeper
As far as Lukacs and Brechttechnical theory alone.involving

theoreticalbased ontheories werethe i rof1 otconcerned,were a
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delivered by the montage techniques of film,

di scussions,



i rnperati ves. Benjamin however, was drawn to the religi mystical, andous,
aspects, however vague they may appear in his texts. Adorno realised this,

pointed it out in his workand on Charles Baudelaire and Paris, capital of

19th_century.of Adorno was also concerned with a deeper psycho logical
method of interpretating works, especially in his work with the Frankfurt

Schoo 1. This was a group of Germans,and Marxist intellectuals including

Horkhei rner and Marcuse, whose work included critigues of traditi onal
philosophy and various studies of cultural phenomena

Adorno and Horkheimer turned to Freud and Nietzche in trying to understand
psychic source of self-surrender.the Adorno drew upon Freud's notion of

archai c and infantile regression in man's alleged passion for author!ty.

He also interested in Nietzche's psychology of impotent fear when hewas

need of the modern order, certainty,exami ned the a 11eged formasses

compulsive work and familiar routine.

motifs of sadism and masochism were brought in to demonstrate howFreudian
The swift changes of fashi onthe culture industry controls the audience.

in popular music are explained as a process in which.

the

wh i ch couldpessimistic approach in Adorno's workThere a continuousi s
and the rising influence of fascismhave been due to Benjamin's influence,

Phi 1osophy'Thediscussion of music.is especially prevalent in Adotno s

Adornomusic of Schoenberg and Strauinsky.of Modern Music' discusses the
wi throoted in the social contractthat Strauinsky's music wasrnai ntai ned

Schoenburg is seenin its preindividuality.reality and is akin to fascism
Thisnegati on.throughbut negatively,reflecting social totality.as
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have provoked revenge the moment the pressure 
They compensate for their guilt in having condoned'Likes which 

is relaxed.
worthless by making fun of it.



i s only affectivenegati on as 1ong resort to 12a
tone system. structurally equivalent towere the
authoritarianism of military marching music and jazz was seen to be Sado
Maschistic. He stressed the Freudian analysis of masochistic dependence on
jazz and mass culture.

The Frankfurt school's debate involved the fate of'Hish Art' to that of the

culture industry, even to the point of suggesting an abolition of symphony

concerts on radio, protected realmwas a

removed from the society that suppressed it.

Adorno's pessi mi srn as concentration camps began to Asgrew emerge. a
resu 11, Adorno rejected all realism, both Lukacs's and Brecht's. He felt

Brecht's satires were in no way achieving the truth and compared his work

to Ill. 7) . Brecht'sthat of Charlie Chaplin's satire or Hitler (see
wi thof Hitler as a Chigago ganster could not for Adorno equateportrayal

the truth.

in the Frankfurt Institute and he became director.Adorno’s influence grew
thewi thobvious in later years in connectionThe school's influence was
toexi lereturning fromLukcas however, onstudent 1963.revo1ts of

revi sed.by the Authorities and his booksBudapest, held in suspicionwas
and his work was given fullBrecht enjoyed a greater freedom.or banned.

Benjamin died, a victimco-operation with the Authorities in East Germany.

morbid fascination for death.of the totalitarnan regime, and of his

Lukcaswhatofoften complicated debateThey andintricate,form an
modernism, but the fatedebate of social realism versus

thorough study oflast section is hardly aof art. The discussion in this
described

these works of these for individuals.
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as the music does not
In Adorno's view rhythms

as they felt it destroyed what

It could not possibly be

described as not, a



the capacity available in this discuss!in How could that to which theyon.
dedicated their thoughts, such large extent, and which cost Benjamin

broughtbe tolife, a conclusion in suchh i s attenuatedan version.
thought is particulary valid in thisAdorno's respect, and i n d i scussi ng

'Both are torn halves ofthe debate, an integral freedom to which they do
not add up'.
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to a
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CONCLUSION

As Lukacs had said, it was not social realism versus modernism that was in
but the fate of art.quest!on. Although these debates

brilliantly executed, a certain idealism apparent. Reality was
however somewhat cruder. The Masses' are stressed so many times in these

but i s it correct to speak of thedebates, that matter
'pedestrian vi si on' 'ordi nary' and 'normal'?or Is thi s not an
underesti mati on of the true nature of society: a crude categorising i nto

of convenience.slots Are the aesthetics of 'High' and 'Low' culture or
'Fine Art’ as in parallel to crafts. This categorisation is to some extent

the reason for the divisions in society, and its appreciation of culture.

It is an element of society's conditioning. Where theatres and gallery's

soap operas and rock concerts are viewers with di stai nare alien to some,

it is only through a gradual aquiring of knowledge that societyby others.
and if this were so there would becan learn to understand and appreciate,

isArt'Common'.'High Brow'less aas toodisrni ssal cu1tureof or
but not on a si Tverto be given back to society,borrowed moment in time,

The choice should be the individuals, whether or not to accept orplatter.

reject.

GermanthetoIn stating some

these concepts reallythere is a question that must be asked- wereDebate,
theywhatit only assumed that this waswhat people needed.the

inin almost all the essays.There is an undercurrent of elitismNEEDED?

He 1ler states:my opinion.

'universal i ty

of
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populati on) 
Thus 

are

of 
and 

deci de whi ch of the 
majority 

are 
the 
The

The actual needs of the privileged and theleaders 
the moment are incarnations of 
'socialization' and it is they who 
needs of the class (that is 
of the 
i ncorrect. 
rnajori ty

were in some cases

or was

there was

the everwhelming
are correct and which 

the actual existing needs, 
classified as false .

'Masses' or for

of the most dominant themes in relation



is almost a patronising element in relation to 'The Worker'.There

referral to 'the worker' onceBrecht's i1 lustrates the i dea1i smmore

these debates, and the consequent alienation in true 1 abouri nherent in

division style of the intellectual and the worker.

AsPerhaps it is unrealistic to think of a bridging of class differences.

well as the materialistic aspect, there is also the mental segregation, not
to which thebut of chance and opportunity,question of intelligence,a

takingaspect,materialtheinvolvedoes notterm rn i nd matterover

the opportunity to ‘better oneself .precedence, over

theleast,for atof Marxist Aesthetics,This does not mean a rejection
thei rinAnd,been questioned.have’ E1i t i sm' theor i espastof

fulfilment have been offered itpaths to aestheticquest!oning, alternative
that has been with usbinding segregationthei s up to society to lose,

Trotsky(asdecayinevitably fall intohe sha11since ti me began. or
society that produces

suggested) at least in Aesthetic terms,

art works of timeless value, but also slavery.
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upon
■ J to
I of

'representatives' 
themselves to decide the 
pursue the alleged, r~ 
people's real and actual i

never forset how a worker looked
I replied to his suggestion that I  

something to a chorus about the Soviet Union, 
would destroy the artistic form, 
one side and smiled. A whole area 
collapsed because of this polite smile, 
were not afraid to teach us and they were themselves 
not afraid to learn'

'I sha11 
when

of the social needs then take i:;
needs of the majority and 

unrecognised needs instead 
.1 needs

at me, 
should add 

that i t 
He put his head on 

of aesthetics 
The workers

as the Greek
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