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ART VERSUS NONART

In Art Versus Nonart: Art Out of Mind, Tsion Avital poses the question,
“Is modern art art at all?” He argues that all of the nonrepresentational
art produced in the twentieth century was not art, but rather the debris of
the visual tradition it replaced. Modern art has thrived on the total confusion between art and pseudo-art and the inability of many to distinguish
between them. As Avital demonstrates, modern art has served as a critical
intermediate stage between art of the past and the future. This book proposes a new way to deﬁne art, anchoring the nature of art in the nature
of the mind, solving a major problem of art and aesthetics for which no
solution has yet been provided. The new deﬁnition of art proposed in this
book paves the way for a new and promising paradigm for future art.
Tsion Avital is associate professor of philosophy of art and culture at the
Holon Academic Institute of Technology, in Holon, Israel.
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CONTEMPORARY ARTISTS AND THEIR CRITICS

general editor

Donald Kuspit, State University of New York, Stony Brook
advisory board

Matthew Baigell, Rutgers University, New Brunswick
Lynn Gamwell, State University of New York, Binghamton
Richard Hertz, Art Center College of Design, Pasadena
Udo Kulturmann, Washington University, St. Louis
Judith Russi Kirshner, University of Illinois, Chicago
This series presents a broad range of writings on contemporary art by
some of the most astute critics at work today. Combining the methods
of art criticism and art history, the essays, published here in anthologized
form, are at once scholarly and timely, analytic and evaluative, a record and
critique of art events. Books in this series are on the cutting edge of thinking
about contemporary art. Deliberately pluralistic, the series represents a
wide variety of approaches. Collectively, books in this series will deal with
the complexity of contemporary art from a wide perspective.
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And the whole earth was of one language, and of one speech. And it came
to pass, as they journeyed from the east, that they found a plain in the land
of Shin’ar; and they dwelt there. And they said one to another, Go to, let us
make brick, and burn them thoroughly. And they had brick for stone, and
slime had they for mortar. And they said, Go to, let us build us a city and a
tower, whose top may reach unto heaven; and let us make us a name, lest we
be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth. And the Lord came
down to see the city and the tower, which the children of men builded. And
the Lord said, Behold, the people is one, and they have all one language;
and this they begin to do: and now nothing will be restrained from them,
which they have imagined to do. Go to, let us go down, and there confound
their language, that they may not understand one another’s speech. So the
Lord scattered them abroad from thence upon the face of all the earth: and
they left off to build the city. Therefore is the name of it called Babel; because
the Lord did there confound the language of all the earth: and from thence
did the Lord scatter them abroad upon the face of all the earth.

Gen. II:1–9
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Preface

The chief aim of this book is to formulate in as explicit and penetrating a manner
as possible the broodings and doubts held by many people regarding the art of the
twentieth century. Many within and outside the world of art feel that something
fundamental is not right in that art, but in most cases they either do not have the
knowledge that might enable them to pinpoint the quandary that they sense, or they
do not have the courage to express their doubts openly.
The following episode is for me greatly symbolic of this situation: Some thirty
years ago, at the time when I was a student and still believed that perhaps something
interesting would emerge in art, I would from time to time visit exhibitions of modern
art. On one of these visits, there were only two people in the gallery besides me: a
man whose hair had turned white and who seemed old to me then, and his son,
who was in his late twenties. The two were standing in front of an abstract painting,
carrying on a loud and stormy argument that I could not avoid hearing. The father
maintained that all these paintings were daubs and that any fool could paint such
things. The son rejoined that the elder man was conservative, old-fashioned, and
unable to understand this art. Their argument became more and more heated until
at a certain point the father was so annoyed and frustrated that, not content with
shouting his unconvincing arguments, he emphasized his words by banging his ﬁst
on the canvas.
Restraining myself no longer, I approached them, apologized for interrupting
their argument, and told the overwrought father that although I agreed with all
he said, it would be best to stop hitting the hapless painting so that others would
be able to form their impression of it, for better or worse. Father and son left
the gallery at once, but I was much moved by the embarrassment and helplessness of the former. In my heart I said to him, one day perhaps I will give you,
and all those who feel the same way you do, the tools to explain your case without any frustration whatsoever. In a certain sense, this book is the fulﬁllment of the
xiii
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Preface

unexpressed promise I made to that man, about whom I know nothing and who is
probably no longer among the living, but who became for me the symbol for all those
who have a valid feeling about twentieth-century art but lack effective tools for its
expression.
The beginning of a new century is a ﬁtting time for reassessment and intermediate
summaries concerning many things, among them the state of art. Indeed the
central task of this book is to reexamine the imagined and real achievements of
twentieth-century art. In this spirit the basic question that the book attempts to
answer is this: Did the artists of the twentieth century succeed in creating a new art
as an alternative to ﬁgurative art? The categorical answer of this book is that in the
twentieth century the old art was indeed reduced to fragments, but no new art at all
was created in its place; but the fragments and shreds of the dismantled old art are
displayed in museums and in books as though they were in fact a new art.
This pretense, which is in part clever deceit, is the source of one of the most basic
dilemmas of twentieth-century art: We shall see that to the extent that real art was
produced in the twentieth century, it can be shown that it is one variant or another
of the old art; and to the extent that something new was produced in that century
that was not a variant of ﬁgurative art, it can be shown that it is not art at all. This
book tries to solve this dilemma on several planes: On the one hand it widens and
deepens the criticism of nonrepresentational art and justiﬁes its delegitimization as
art; and on the other hand it perhaps provides a new way of discriminating between
art and nonart. It thereby indirectly provides, at least in general outlines, a new map
in the search for a new paradigm for art in the future. If the analysis presented in the
course of the book reﬂects the truth with regard to Modernism, then far-reaching
implications arise from it regarding every possible aspect of art and in particular on
the cultural, educational, and economic planes.
This book is aimed at those for whom art is an important component of their
lives but who have doubts and uncertainties on one level or another regarding the
validity and value of Modernism. They will ﬁnd in the book an analysis that may
sufﬁciently dispel their doubts and replace them with a clear view of the emptiness
of Modernism. The beautiful is difﬁcult, said Plato, and the analysis offered here is
another attempt to understand the beautiful; it is not always easy to understand, but
this book is intended ﬁrst and foremost for those who love art sufﬁciently to make
some effort to understand it. I hope especially that it will help young people who
are deeply committed to art and truly gifted, to free themselves from vain beliefs
and misconceptions, the dubious legacy of the art of the twentieth century. From
among these, perhaps the artists of the future will emerge, who, when the time comes
and a new paradigm emerges, will be mentally ready to harness themselves to the
reconstruction of art from its ruins.
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