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The Definition of "Modernism™

Greenberg's concern in this essay is to argue that there is a logic to the development of modern-

ist art and, in particular, modernist painting. He identifies the essence of Modernism as "the use

of the characteristic methods of a discipline to criticize the discipline itself—not in order to subvert
it, but to entrench it more firmly in its area of competence". (85)

The Specificity of the Medium

The uniqueness of an art form ultimately depends upon the specificity of the medium, i.e. the
characteristics its works share with no other form of art. Once this specificity has been discov-
ered, Greenberg claims, the progressive modernist is called upon to purge all elements not es-
sential and specific to the medium. Nothing borrowed from the medium of another art can be tol-
erated. Thus, under Modernism, each art searches for "purity" and in that purity, absolute auton-
omy not only from other advanced art forms, but from mundane everyday life and popular (mass)
culture as well. (All forms of popular culture are referred to by Greenberg as kitsch.) [See
Greenberg, "Avant-Garde and Kitsch"]

In this sense, pre-Modernist realist painting presents a problem in that it tends to conceal the
specificity of the medium and, hence, the purity of painting. That's because realism encourages
the viewer to move through the surface and into the illusionistic space of the representation.
Modernist painting, on the other hand, uses the painting itself to call attention to painting. The flat
surface, the shape of the support, the properties of the pigment—all these things that were de-
nied by traditional painting are reasserted by modernist painting (which is, historically speaking,
the work of Manet and his successors).

Flatness as the Defining Feature of Painting
Modernism reasserts the two-dimensionality of the picture surface. It forces the viewer to see the

painting first as a painted surface, and only later as a picture. This, Greenberg says, is the best
way to see any kind of picture.



For example, since sculpture is inherently three dimensional, it is absolutely necessary that mod-
ernist, i.e. pure, painting eschew any illusion of three-dimensionality. It must do this in order to
sustain its autonomy. This is the real rationale for abstraction; not simply to avoid representation,
but to avoid the impurity and inauthenticity of representing three dimensional space on a two-
dimensional surface. [Cf. Bell.] A painting is to be looked at, not looked into. Its space is to be
traveled through with the eye alone. According to Greenberg, this sort of resistance to sculptural
effects is very much a part of, and can be found in, the historical tradition of painting in the West.
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