CHAPTER 3

Resonance and Wonder

STEPHEN GREENBLATT
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suring S()“dit)’ that an older historiciem scemed o Promise, we gain in
recompense a far richer sense of the vital and dynamic nature of
nonliterary expressions. The idea is not to find outside the work of art
some rock onto which interpretation can b sectiredy chained but
rather to situate the work in relation to other representational prac-
tices operative in the culture at a given moment in both its history and
our own. And we can begin to understand something of the dialecrical
nature of these relations. In Louis Montrose’s convenient formulation,
the goal has been to grasp simultaneously the historicity of texts and
the textuality of history.

Insofar as this approach, developed for the interpretation of texts,
is at all applicable to art museums—and this remains to be seen—it
would reinforce the attempt to reduce the isolation of individual “mas-
terpieces,” to illuminate the conditions of their making, to disclose the
history of their appropriation and the circumstances in which they
come to be displayed, to restore the tangibility, the openncss, the
permeability of boundaries that enabled the objects to come into being
in the first place. An actual restoration of tangibility is obviously in
most cases impossible, and the frames that enclose pictures are only
the ultimate formal confirmation of the closing of the borders that
marks the finishing of a work of art. But we need not take that fin-
ishing so entirely for granted; museums can and on occasion do make
it easier imaginatively to recreate the work in its moment of openness.

That openness is linked to a quality of artifacts that museums
obviously dread, their precariousness. But though it is perfectly rea-
sonable for museums to protect their objects (and I would not wish it
any other way), precariousness is a rich source of resonance. Thomas
Greene, who has written a sensitive book on what he calls the “yul-
nerable text,” suggests that the symbolic wounding to which literature
is prone may confer upon it power and fecundity. “The vulnerability
of poetry,” Greene argues, “‘stems from four basic conditions of lan-
guage: its historicity, its dialogic function, its referential function, and
its dependence on figuration.”! Three of these conditions are different
for the visual arts, in ways that would seem to reduce vulnerability:
painting and sculpture may be detached more readily than language
from both referentiality and figuration, and the pressures of contex-
tual dialogue are diminished by the absence of an inherent logos, a
constitutive word. But the fourth condition, historicity, is in the case
of material artifacts vastly increased, indeed virtually literalized. Mu-
seums function, partly by design and partly in spite of themselves, as
monuments to the fragility of cultures, to the fall of sustaining insti-
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setting for a grand work, become oddly expressive, significant not as
background but as compelling representational practices in them-
selves. These practices may in turn impinge upon the grand work, so
that we begin to glimpse a kind of circulation: the cultural practice
and social energy implicit in map making are drawn into the aesthetic
orbit of a painting that has itself enabled us to register some of the
representational significance of the map. Or again, the threadbare
fabric on the old chair or the gouges in the wood of a cabinet juxta-
posc the privileged painting or sculpture with marks not only of time
but of use, the imprint of the human body on the artifact, and call
attention to the deliberate removal of cerrain exalted aesthetic objects
from the threat of that imprint.

The effect of resonance does not necessarily depend upon a col-

lapse of the distinction between art and nonart; it can be achieved by
awakening in the viewer a sense of the cultural and historically con-
tingent construction of art objects, the negotiations, exchanges,
swerves, and exclusions by which certain representational practices
come to be set apart from other representational practices that they
partially resemble. A resonant exhibition often pulls the viewer away
from the celebration of isolated objects and toward a series of implied,
only half-visible relationships and questions: How did the objects

come to be displayed? What is at stake in categorizing them as “mu-

seum quality”? How were they originally used? What culrural and

material conditions made possible their production? What were the

feelings of those who originally held the objects, cherished them, col-

lected them, possessed them? What is the meaning of the viewer’s

relationship to those same objects when they are dis
museum on a specific day?

It is time to give a more sustained example. Perhaps the most
purely resonant museum I have ever seen is the State Jewish Museum
in Prague. This is housed not in a single building but in a cluster of old
synagogues scattered through the city’s former Jewish town. The old-
est of these, known as the Old-New Synagogue, is a twin-nave medi-
eval structure dating to the last third of the thirteenth century; the
others are mostly Renaissance and Baroque. In these synagogues are

displayed Judaica from 153 Jewish communities throughout Bohemia
and Moravia. In one there is a perm

plaved in a specific

anent exhibition of svnagogue
silverwork; in another there are synagogue textiles; in a third there are
Torah scrolls, ritual objects, manuscripts, and prints illustrative of
Jewish beliefs, traditions, and customs. One of the synagogues shows
the work of the physician and artist Karel Fleischmann, principally
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Ceremonial Hall of the Prague Burial Society, there is a wrenching
exhibition of children’s drawings from Terezin. Finally, one syna-
gogue, closed at the time of my visit to Prague, has simply a wall of

names—thousands of them—to commemorate the Jewish victims of

nt prior to his depo

Nazi persecution in Czechoslovakia.

“The Museum’s rich collections of synagogue art and the historic
synagogue buildings of Prague’s Jewish town,” says the catalogue of
the State Jewish Museum, “form a memorial complex that has not
been preserved to the same extent anywhere else in Europe.” ““A me-
morial complex”—this museum is not so much about artifacts as
about memory, and the form the memory takes is a secularized Kad-
dish, a commemorative prayer for the dead. The atmosphere has a
peculiar effect on the act of viewing. It is mildly interesting to note the
differences between the mordant Grosz-like lithographs of Karel
Fleischmann in the prewar years and the tormented style, ar once
detached and anguished, of the drawings from the camps, but aes-
thetic discriminations feel weird, out of place. And it seems wholly
absurd, even indecent, to worry about the relative artistic merits of the
drawings that survive by children who did not survive.

The discordance between viewing and remembering is greatly
reduced with the older, less emotionally charged artifacts, but even
here the ritual objects in their glass cases convey an odd and desolate
impression. The oddity, I suppose, should be no greater than in secing
an image of a Mayan god or, for that matter, a pyxora ciborium, but
we have become so used to the display of such objects, so accustomed
to considering them works of art, that even pious Catholics, as far as
1 know, do not necessarily feel disconcerted by their transformation
from ritual function to aesthetic exhibition. And until very recently the
voices of the peoples who might have obijected to the display of their
religious artifacts have not been heard and certainly not attended to.

The Jewish objects are neither sufficiently distant to be absorbed
into the detached ethos of anthropological display nor sufficiently
familiar to be framed and encased alongside the altarpieces and reli-
quaries that fitll Western museums. And moving as they are as mne-
monic devices, most of the ritual objects in the State Jewish Museum

are not, by contrast with Christian liturgical art, particularly remark-
able either for their antiquity or their extraordinary beauty. There are
significant exceptions—for example, some exquisite seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century textiles used as Torah curtains and binders—but
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“did you notice that Coca-Cola stand on

th ?
1t
impressiv

he way in? That's the most
e example of contemporary Mayan architecture I've ever
seen.” I thought it quite possible that my leg was being pulled, but 1
went back the next day to check; anxious to see the ruins, 1 had, of
course, completely blocked out the Coke stand on my first visit. Sure
enough, some enterprising Maya had built a remarkably elegant shel-
ter with a soaring pyramidal roof constructed out o
tertwined sticks and branches. Places like Coh
Spenser called the *

f ingeniously in-
a are thick with what
‘ruins of time”—a nostalgia for a lost civilization
that was in a state of collapse long before Cortés or Montejo cut their
violent paths through the jungle. But, despite frequent colonial at-
tempts to drive them or imagine them out of existence, the Maya have
not in fact vanished, and a single entre
visation suddenly had more resonance
“lost” city.

preneur’s architectural impro-
for me than the mounds of the

My immediate thought was that'the whole Coca-Cola stand could
be shipped to New York and puton display in the Museum of Modern
Art. It is that kind of impulse that moves us away from resonance and
toward wonder. For MOMA is one of the great contemporary places
not for the hearing of intertwining voices, not for historical memory,
not for ethnographic thickness, but for intense, indeed enchanted look-
ing. Looking may be called enchanted when the act of attention draws
acircle around itself from which everything but the object is excluded,
when intensity of regard blocks out all circumambient images, stills all
murmuring voices. To be sure, the viewer may have purchased a cat-
alogue, read an inscription on the wall, or switched on a cassette

player, but in the moment of wonder all of this apparatus seems mere
static.

The so-called boutigue lighting that has become popular in recent
years—a pool of light that has the surreal effect of seeming to emerge
from within the object rather than to focus upon it from without—is
an attempt to provoke or heighten the experience of wonder, as if
modern museum designers feared that wonder was increasingly diffi-
cult to arouse or perhaps that it risked displacement entirelv onto the
windows of tony dress shops and antiques stores. The association of
that kind of lighting with commerce would seem to suggest th
der is bound up with acquisition and possession, yet the who
rience of most art museums is about #ot touching, »ot carrvin
not owning the marvelous objects. Modern museums in effect
evoke the dream of possession and evacuate ic.°
could say that they displace that dre

at won-
le expe-
g home,
at once
(Alternatively, we
am onto the museum gift shop,
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lections of marvels are almost entirely textual; Friar Jordanus’s Mar-
vels of the East, Marco Polo’s Book of Marvels, Mandeville’s Travels.
Some of the manuscripts, to be sure, were illuminated, but these illu-
minations were almost always ancillary to the rextual record of won-
ders, just as emblem books were originally textual and only subse-
quently illustrated. Even in the sixteenth century, when the power of
direct visual experience was increasingly valued, the marvelous was
principally theorized as a textual phenomenon. as it had been in an-
tiquity. ““No one can be called a poct,” wrote the influential lralian
critic Minturno in the 1550s, “who does not excel in the power of
arousing wonder.”” For Aristotle wonder was associated with pleasure
as the end of poetry, and in the Poetics he examines the strategies by
which tragedians and epic poets employ the marvelous to arouse won-
der. For the Platonists, too, wonder was conceived as an essential
element in literary art: in the sixteenth century, the Neoplatonist
Francesco Patrizi defined the poet as principal “maker of the marvel-

ous,” and the marvelous is found, as he put it, when men “are as-

tounded, ravished in ecstasy.” Patrizi goes so far as to posit marveling

as a special faculty of the mind, a faculty that in effect mediates be-

tween the capacity to think and the capacity to feel.®

By the later Renaissance these humanistic ideas had begun 1o
influence visual display, so that the ruler’s magnificence was increas-
ingly associated with not only possessing but showing wonders, Hence
in Prague, in the late sixteenth century, Rudolf II ordered significant
reconstruction of the imperial palace in order to provide a suitable
setting for his remarkable collections. “The emperor’s possession of a
Kunstkammer, the world in microcosm,” writes Thomas Kaufmann,
“expressed his symbolic mastery of the world.”® That mastery would
be displayed and reinforced in the wonder experienced by those al-
lowed to enter the specially designed rooms. But as admission was
limited to visiting dignitaries and ambassadors, the large-scale cultural
power of the marvelous remained even in this instance heavily invested
in textual transmission; it was the diplomat’s report on the wonder of
things seen that would enhance the emperor’s prestige.

Modern art museums reflect a profound transformation of the
experience: the collector—a Getty or a Mellon—may still be cele-
brated, and market value is even more intensely registered, but the
heart of the mystery lies with the uniqueness, authenticity, and visual
power of the masterpiece, ideally displayed in such a wav as to
heighten its charisma, to compel and reward the intensity of the view-
er’s gaze, to manifest artistic genius, Museums display works of art in
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assimilates that strangencss to his own culturcs objects
(which includes harnesses and bedspreads). But he also notes, in per-
ceptions highly unusual for his own time. that these objects are “much
more beautiful to behold than prodigies” (das do viel schoner an zu
sehen ist dan wunderding). Diirer thus relocates the marvelous arti-
facts from the sphere of the outlandish to the sphere of the beautiful,
and, crucially, he understands their beauty as a restimony to the cre-
ative genius of their makers: “I saw amongst them wonderful works of
art, and 1 marvelled at the subtle ingenia of men in foreign lands.”!2

It would be misleading to strip away the relations of power and
wealth that are encoded in the artist’s response, but it would be still
more misleading, I think, to interpret thar response as an unmediated
expression of those relations. For Diirer stands at an early stage of the
West’s evolution of a categorical aesthetic understanding—a form of
wondering and admiring and knowing—rthat is at least partly inde-
pendent of the structures of politics and the marketplace.

This understanding, by no means autonomous and vet not reduc-
ible ro the institutional and economic forces by which it is shaped, is
centered on a certain kind of looking, the origins of which lie in the
cult of the marvelous and hence in the arrwork’s capacity to generate
in the spectator surprise, delighrt, admiration, and intimations of ge-
nius. The knowledge that derives from this kind of looking may not be
very useful in the attempt to understand another culture, but it is
vitally important in the attempt to understand our own. For it is one
of the distinctive achievements of our culrure to haye fashioned this
type of gaze, and one of the most intense pleasures that it has to offer.
This pleasure does not have an inherent and necessary politics, either
radical or imperialist, bur Diirer’s remarks suggest that it derives at
least in part from respect and admiration for the mgenia of others.
This respect is a response worth cherishing and enhancing. Hence, for
all of my academic affiliations and interests, I am skeptical about the
fecent attempt to turn our museums from temples of wonder into
temples of resonance,

Perhaps the most startling instance of this attempt Is the transfer
of the paintings in the Jeu de Paume and the Louvre to the new Musée
d’Orsay. The Musée d’Orsay is at once a spectacular manifestation of
French cultural dépense and a highly self-conscious. exceptionally styl-
ish generator of resonance, including the literal resonance of voices in
an enormous vaulted railway station. By moving the Impressionist and
Post-Impressionist masterpieces into proximity with the work of far
less well known painters—Jean Béraud, Guillaume Dubuffe, Paul
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Sérusier, and so forth—and into proximity as well with the period’s
sculpture and decorative arts, the museum remakes a remarkable
group of highly individuated geniuses into engaged participants in a
vital, immensely productive period in French cultural history. The
reimagining is guided by many handsomely designed informational
boards—cue cards, in effect—along, of course, with the extraordinary
building itself.!?

All of this is intelligently conceived and dazzlingly executed—on
a cold winter day in Paris 1 looked down from one of the high balco-
nies by the old railway clocks and was struck by the evocative power
of the swirling pattern formed by the black and gray raincoats of the
spectators milling below, passing through the openings in the massive
black stone partitions of Gay Aulenti’s interior. The pattern seemed
spontaneously to animate the period’s style—if not Manet, then at
least Caillebotte; it was as if a painted scenc had recovered the power
to move and to echo.

But what has been sacrificed on the altar of cultural resonance is
visual wonder centered on the aesthetic masterpiece. Attention is dis-
persed among a wide range of lesser objects that collectively articulate
the impressive creative achievement of French culrure in the late nine-
teenth century, but the experience of the old Jeu de Paume—intense
looking at Manet, Monet, Cézanne, and so forth—has been radically
reduced. The paintings are there, but they are mediated by the reso-
nant contextualism of the building itself, its myriad objects, and its
descriptive and analytical plaques. Moreover, many of the greatest
paintings have been demoted, as it were, to small spaces where it is
difficult to view them adequately—as if the design of the museum were
trying to assure the triumph of resonance over wonder.

But is a triumph of one over the other necessary? For the purposes of
this paper, I have obviously exaggerated the extent to which these are
alternative models for museums: in fact, almost every exhibition worth
viewing has elements of both. 1 think that the impact of most exhibi-
tions is likely to be enhanced if there is a strong initial appeal to
wonder, a wonder that then leads to the desire for resonance, for it is
generally easier in our culture to pass from wonder to resonance than
from resonance to wonder. In either case, the goal—difficult but not
utopian—should be to press beyond the limits of the models, cross
boundaries, create strong hybrids. For both the poetics and the politics
of representation are most completely fulfilled in the experience of
wonderful resonance and resonant wonder.

Resonance and Wandar
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The Poetics of Exhibition
in Japanese Culture

MASAO YAMAGUCHI

I of us already have the experi-

ence of being confronted with ex-

position. Toy shops, for example,

may have been one of the first
spaces of exhibition many of us encountered. These fascinating spaces
provoke us with thousands of objects that stimulate the imagination.
Ordinary shops, 100, tend to be spaces for exhibition, although we are
not usually aware of their effects, which can vary over time and from
culture to culture. A consideration of the booths of the fairground
throws into relief the deliberate nature of exhibition we see in shops.
Usually the fairground booths are built in a space that is ordinarily
empty. The appearance of built objects in this type of space signals a
transmutation in the flow of time and in the continuity of ordinary
space. The act of transformation that occurs in the fairground brings
to overt consciousness the exhibiting frame that organizes the display
of goods in shops.

When shopkeepers became aware of how goods could be exhib-
ited, they started to use windows as a kind of showecase, foregrounding
certain objects so as to seduce people into buying a wide range of
goods. The shop window becomes a theater for merchandising in
much the same way as a circus parade displays a portion of the main
show in order to provoke onlookers into attending the entire perfor-
mance being put on inside the circus tent. The rise of the great de-
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