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INTRODUCTION
Knowledge, from a Jewish theological point of view, may be deemed a neutral entity, inasmuch as it may be used for positive or negative ends. Consequently, it may remain ‘irrelevant’ to the weltanschauung of the religious Jew. The study of a spectacular trompe l’oeil effect of a detail in a Vermeer painting, or the minutely rendered individual hairs of a dog in the corner of a Van Eyck portrait, may impress the viewer as he strolls lazily down the hall of an art gallery; but is such study of any significance to our lives as religious Jews? This project seeks to explore whether or not the study of art and its cultural contexts, is meaningful, irrelevant, or harmful, within the framework of the Jewish educational enterprise. It has been argued that art, drama, and literature, are fundamentally ‘foreign’ to the outlook of the religious Jew, particularly in post-Temple times.
 Art presents a danger to the orthodox Jew, by freeing his creative impulse to venture unleashed, in all directions. Renaissance art, is the ‘offspring of paganism’; idolatrous and erotic imagery from the primary corpus of Western European art, from the medieval period to the modern era. This pessimistic approach is in stark contrast to that of R. Kook’s words relating to Shir HaShirim, who while he may have agreed with aspects of this argument, was nonetheless in favour of encouraging artistic production.
 Whereas he concurs that certain aspects of the human psyche should be repressed and covered up, and certainly not celebrated through art, he nonetheless indicates that every ‘positive’ human impulse is enriched by artistic expression. Society benefits by being able to share the artistic creations of painters, writers, and poets, who contribute to the elevation of the human spirit.

In English Renaissance thought, it was argued that appreciation of human artistic creation enriches appreciation of the Ultimate Maker of man. In a seminal essay on Torah and General culture, Rav Aharon Lichtenstien, building on Sir Phillip Sydney’s Apology for Poesie, writes:

Man is a ruach memalelah, a “speaking spirit”; i.e. more generally […] the creator of symbols – verbal, cognitive, imaginative.

Hence, far from directing attention from the contemplation of God’s majestic cosmos, the study of great literature focuses upon a manifestation, albeit indirect, of his <sic> wondrous creation at its apex. In one sense, to be sure, human artefacts may be regarded  as competing with divine handiwork. Yet in another they reveal the spiritual potential which God’s creative will had implanted in man. If the heavens bespeak the glory of their Maker, the imaginative powers of man all the more so. (1997, 245)

Elsewhere in the same essay the author asks: ‘Can anyone doubt that appreciation of     God’s flora is enhanced by Wordsworth’s description of “a crowd/ a host of golden daffodils;/ Beside the lake, beneath the trees,/ Fluttering and dancing in the breeze”? (244). If so for works of literature, why not too for works of art?
 Man is after all a creator of visual as well as verbal symbols; and insofar as they suggest a ‘language’ of underlying meaning, could they not also be a fulfilment of man’s identity as ruach memelelah.  

From the works of  both Maimonides, writing in the c12, and R. Profiat Duran, in the late c14-c15, it is evident that aesthetics may have a relevant role to play in the life of the Orthodox Jew.
 According to these sources, the mere delight of the eye’s untutored gaze upon things of beauty, the sensual enjoyment of the object d’art, is both a legitimate and invigorating experience.

However, the production of ‘things of beauty’, has for a long time ceased to be the predominant concern of artists, if, indeed it ever was. Much art now, and even in the past, seeks to disturb, to unsettle our stagnant modes of viewing our world; to defamiliarize, to subvert, to transgress cultural ‘norms’ and cherished notions. This is both a cause of grave concern, and at the same time, a matter of profound relevance, for Jewish education. We may decide that the dangers of art outweigh its benefits, and that it is best shunned and designated as ‘taboo’; or we may decide that such a way of looking at the world may actually enrich the outlook of the Orthodox Jew. In any event, it seems folly simply to ignore the issue. We live in societies which devote large sums of money to the financing of artistic projects; to building ‘temples’ of culture, fashioned architecturally in the style of Greek and Roman temples, to house the production of artists, the icons of modern culture.
 These objects are protected, celebrated, venerated, discussed, exchange hands for huge sums of money, are reproduced countless times, and function in many different ways within our culture. To ignore these facts, is to build a cage around our intellects. This may, ultimately be a legitimate reaction, but only if it is a considered one.

The primary interest of this essay however, is, in a sense, the opposite of the positive attitudes expressed in the traditional sources outlined above. Can humanity not be enriched by a different sort of art; art that seeks to deconstruct society, and expose the flimsy underpinnings of its systems and values. Art as a visual form of social criticism, a study of human degeneracy. Does this not have profound relevance to our lives as analytical beings? Art always has been a mirror for our cultural values, sometimes despite itself, as Gender and Cultural studies, Marxist and Feminist Criticism, and Post-Colonial theory have attempted to demonstrate. Certain tendencies in modern art, seem to be doing the same thing, only using the art itself as the medium to convey the message, to hold up a looking glass to the viewer, and ask them what they see.
 

I. Studying Warhol: Reference and Simulacrum

The art of Andy Warhol provides a useful entry into the study of these issues. The ongoing critical controversy surrounding his work and the regular international retrospectives, alone, should alert us to the relevance of the topics raised by the images in his oeuvre. It is possible to frame Warhol in any number of different cultural matrices. We may locate him within the localised context of New York Pop Art of the 1950s and 60s, among his contemporaries Jasper Johns, Roy Lichtenstein and Robert Rauschenberg; we may in turn read Pop Art itself as a response to the Abstract Expressionism of the previous decade to which it can be seen as forming an antithesis. In addition it is possible, as art historian Thomas Crow has argued, to place him within the tradition of history painting; or amongst his Dada predecessors such as Marcel Duchamp and the ‘ready made’ object. But Warhol’s art refers to older traditions, too. His Marilyn diptych (Fig. 1), and Gold Marilyn refer in a sense to the visual format of the religious iconic imagery of medieval Christendom, the diptych typically being a double panel usually adorning an altar in a church. The gold colour forms the ubiquitous background of so much Byzantine medieval religious imagery. Warhol’s art brings all of these visual referents into play.

The ‘art historical’ genealogy of Warhol is of course but one dimension in our understanding of his output. Perhaps even more vital to appreciating how his art ‘works’ is the understanding of mass consumer culture, television and media. Modernity, and its methods of communication, condition us to see things differently. The problem embedded in Warhol’s art, for the spectator, is what to make of the selection, presentation and repetition of these images. Two of the most searching and innovative analyses of Warhol’s art in recent times have been written by Thomas Crow and Hal Foster. Foster distinguishes broadly between two modes of critical approach to Warhol’s art, which he terms as ‘referential’ and ‘simulacral’. A referential reading understands a work of art as ‘standing for’, or signifying something beyond itself. For instance, Warhol’s Brillo boxes would not be ‘read’ merely as an arbitrary choice of subject, but a deliberately selected item with definite significance within the cultural and social contexts of the artist. The simulacral reading, in contrast, claims: ‘that the world is nothing but image, that all Pop images in particular represent are other images’ (Foster, 1996, 349). 

We shall explore some of the implications of the simulacral reading later on in this essay; but first, let us examine the referential approach. This is best exemplified, as Foster intimates, by Crow’s analysis. 

Examined against the historical background of Cold War America, Warhol’s oeuvre becomes imbued with an historical dimension. Seen as a whole it may be, as Crow’s analysis perhaps suggests, about how Western consumer culture, despite its glut of material wealth and availability, failed to redeem the individual; turned everything into the homogeneous mass it claimed to deplore in Communism; reduced the media personality to a surface sign divested of humanity; blurred the human to a ghostly, ethereal phantom; dulled the senses to the tragic; deprived modern man of empathy by turning the tragic into an item of mass consumption.

 […] Warhol, though he grounded his art in the ubiquity of the packaged commodity, produced his most powerful work by dramatizing the breakdown of commodity exchange. These were instances in which the mass-produced image as the bearer of desires was exposed in its inadequacy by the reality of suffering and death. (Crow, 1996, 51)

While I cannot do justice to Crow’s insightful reading of a large gamut of works from the early 1960s, including the images of the Marilyns, Jackies, and Campbell Cans (Fig. 2), alongside the disasters, I will cite a few examples to illustrate aspects of his argument. Crow discerns a link between non-disaster imagery such as the Campbell Soup Cans, and other contemporary works like Tunafish Disaster (Fig. 3). The latter work, embodies a montage of text and photographs from a newspaper article describing the accidental deaths from botulism, of two working class women who consumed an infected can of tuna. ‘[…] The pictures commemorate the moment when the supermarket promise of safe and abundant packaged food was disastrously broken’ (1996, 60). The depiction of car crashes are interpreted in a similar vein:

These commemorate events in which the supreme symbol of consumer affluence, the American car of the 1950s, lost its aura of pleasure and freedom to become a concrete instrument of sudden and irreparable injury. (1996, 60)

Crow’s analysis of the related elements in subject matter is compelling. Where he is less convincing, perhaps, is in his reading of the images in terms of their presumed effect on the viewer. Crucially he asks: ‘Does the repetition of Five Deaths or Saturday Disaster [works by Warhol] cancel attention to the visible anguish in the faces of the living or the horror of the limp bodies of the unconscious and dead?’ (1996, 60) His answer, that ‘their reality is sufficiently indicated in the photographs to expose one’s limited ability to find an appropriate response’, seems to me to miss a critical element in Warhol’s work of this period; that is, the way the images call attention, in different ways, to their status as images. This is almost invariably done by the manipulation of the surface of the silkscreen. The question then becomes: what is the relationship between surface and content? How much does content actually matter? Clearly, Crow wants it to matter; thus for him, a Campbell Soup Can, is not merely a Campbell Soup Can. It is part of a discourse about consumer culture. 

Warhol’s art allows for other readings. For Hughes, it is about the disparity between the ‘reality’ of life and the surface qualities of media culture:

[…]in general his [Warhol’s] only subject was detachment, dealing hands-off with the world through the filter of photography.

Thus his paintings, roughly silk-screened, full of slips, mimicked the dissociation of gaze and empathy induced by the mass media: the banal punch of tabloid newsprint, the visual jabber and bright sleazy colour of TV, the sense of glut and anesthesia caused by both. Three dozen Elvises are better than one; and one Marilyn, patched like a gaudy stamp on a ground of gold leaf (the favourite colour of Byzantium, but of drag queens too) could become a sly and grotesque parody of Madonna-fixations of Warhol’s own Catholic childhood, of the pretentious enlargement of media stars by secular culture, and of the similarities between both. The rapid negligence of Warhol’s images parodied the way mass media replace the act of reading with that of scanning […]. (1982,151-2)

For Hughes, Warhol’s images have become divested of reference, unless it is to those very media processes themselves that serve to desensitize us to the ‘real’. Here, we inevitably run into the issue of the simulacral reading, and its relationship to the referential one. The famous series of Campbell Soup Cans the artist meticulously painted, can be read as a sort of visual joke, in that they are ostensibly paintings of signs, that signify different flavours of soup. But this is to paint the unpaintable. You cannot paint flavour. You can merely indicate the surface. Warhol’s impenetrable wall of 200 soup cans, impenetrable in the sense that we cannot taste them, we merely absorb their monotonous stare, suggest the layer of surface that the artist claimed was the ultimate ‘meaning’ of his paintings.
 

Analysis of images such as these inevitably engages us in the critical debates surrounding the nature of the term ‘simulacrum’. Art historian Michael Camille has traced the history of the concept. In his reading, its origins are located in Plato’s Greek dialogues, where it is used negatively to distinguish between copies or ‘eikons’, and ‘semblances’. The former, are ‘exact’ sculptural reproductions of the dimensions of the model, whereas the latter employ technical distortions to create illusions of proportion when the sculpture is viewed from below, or some other particular vantage point of the viewer.
 It is upon this basic framework that philosopher Gilles Deleuze builds, in formulating a new, anti-platonic notion of the simulacrum. According to him, Platonic philosophy tyrannically imposes a privileged viewpoint, in relation to which, other ways of seeing are less valid. Once this notion is abolished, there is a leveling of significance. In Camille’s words: ‘Precisely because there is no point of view the difference between icons and simulacra disappears.’ (33) The ‘original’ is no longer privileged or special. 

Jean Baudrillard, two decades later, applied the notion of the simulacrum to the area of social debate. For him, modern culture has substituted ‘signs of the real for the real itself’. In Camille’s powerful paraphrasing of his argument, he writes that Baudrillard’s examples are not philosophical texts or works of art, but:

[…] The strange places of postmodernity like Disneyland (‘the perfect model of all the entangled orders of simulation’ in which America comes to revel in its own gadget-ridden infantilism) and strange events like the Watergate affair. In Baudrillard’s work America is the land of simulation, and in a kind of reversed ‘orientalism’ it becomes the mysterious site of the West’s projected fantasy and desire. (38) 

Simulacra serve a threat, because they undermine the ‘real’. As Baudrillard claims:

Thus perhaps what is at stake has always been the murderous capacity of images: murderers of the real; murderers of their own model as the Byzantine icons could murder the divine identity. To this murderous capacity is opposed the dialectical capacity of representations as a visible and intelligible mediation of the real. All of Western Faith and good faith was engaged in this wager on representation: that a sign could refer to the depth of meaning, that a sign could exchange for meaning and that something could guarantee this exchange – G-d, of course. But what if G-d himself [sic] could be simulated, that is to say, reduced to signs which attest his existence? Then the whole system becomes weightless; it is no longer anything but a gigantic simulacrum, never again exchanging for what is real, but exchanging in itself, in an uninterrupted circuit without reference or circumference. 

 Whether or not we embrace Baudrillard’s ‘pessimistic’ reading or Deleuze’s, will depend on our own intellectual positions vis a vis notions of the ‘real’. As long as we want to be sure of our frames of reference, of the surety of theological and philosophical meaning, art which undermines the hierarchies of original and copy, real and ersatz, will be threatening. As Camille points out, Baudrillard’s analysis affirms the platonic frame of reference; in addition, it fails to locate ways in which recent art has ‘sought to dissect or criticize the media, and ironically displace it […]’ (38). It is possible to claim Warhol for either side of the ideological divide between the optimists and pessimists of modern art theories of the simulacrum. A close reading of the images themselves, can be understood to suggest that there is more to Warhol’s art than mere surface alone.

By the time he produced the Marilyn diptych Warhol had discarded the paintbrush for the mechanical process of silk screening. Much has been written of the obliteration of the artist from the work of art. Warhol said he wanted to produce images that could be made without him, merely via instructions to workers.
 But this is another paradox. Warhol withdraws in a sense from his creation turning out works that he said could be made by anyone with the aid merely of a list of instructions from the artist. To a degree, this suggests the obliteration of the artist as a unique creative personality. But this can be understood as being in order to produce works essentially about isolation; isolation of media personalities such as Marilyn Monroe and Jackie Kennedy; of the anonymous individuals of the disaster scenes; and of the modern man of western consumer society. What makes Warhol’s art in fact uniquely personal is the way he uses methods of mechanised reproduction both to mock these modes themselves and to criticise the medium; deliberate technical distortions, over-inking and under-inking; unnatural use of colour, and of course the juxtaposition of images, the repetition itself and choices of size. All these are used to convey a critique or perhaps, a commentary, on the society that produced the images Warhol both exploits and appropriates. 

In the image 30 Are Better Than One (Fig. 4), which reproduces 30 grainy, black and white Mona Lisas, Warhol makes this point in a visual joke. Whereas Duchamp had scandalised the establishment by adding an elegant Van Dyck beard and moustache (Fig. 5) to Leonardo’s famous portrait, Warhol reduces the Giaconda precisely by multiplying it. The power of Duchamp’s statement rests on the acknowledged public status of the Mona Lisa as a ‘great work of art’, and thus we are scandalised by its defacement, and this perpetuates the Giaconda as a thing of (infamous) importance. Duchamp reproduces the colour of the portrait in his famous print. If he could have painted facial hair on Leonardo’s original canvas he surely would have done. The reproduction of colour helps us to imagine this is the real thing. Warhol, in contrast, emphasises the nature of his work as a thing of mass-production. We see a stack of grainy black and white images, crammed together, cheek by jowl. This can be seen as reducing the Mona Lisa, and, if we read it as symbolic of ‘great art’, the ‘aura’ of other such paintings, to the same level of banality as Cambell soup cans and Coke bottles, and dollar bills, other items of mass production Warhol depicted stacked on top of one another. This might be understood to epitomise the difference between Modernism and Postmodernism. Consumer culture often offers less not more. It diminishes rather than adds. This is to pass a moral judgement, like Baudrillard’s, on Warhol’s work. But even if we accept this as a legitimate reading, there is still the problematic that dogs all of these paintings up until the mid 1960s, as to whether or not Warhol is the critic of the society of the simulacrum, or its symptom. Does Warhol care? as David Hopkins (2002, passim) puts it.
 The question of course becomes particularly urgent when approaching the Disaster imagery. Below, two readings will be offered. One emphasises aesthetic strategies which suggests that Warhol’s sources are manipulated in ways to make the viewer aware of the disjunction between reality and image, and in the process, of the tragic real. The other, places Warhol in the context of psychological theory which can be seen to challenge the former reading, when Warhol’s work is viewed alongside other aspects of the artist’s oeuvre, such as the Velvet Underground.      

II. Aesthetic and Moral Aspects of a Simulacral Reading

The message of the reproduced Marilyns can be seen as more sinister than 30 Are Better than One. As has been noted by Crow, the Marilyn pictures were produced after her suicide. They have been read by him as a kind of homage. They actually suggest that the media cult has replaced religion, and in so doing, raise the issue of the degree to which religion itself is about mere surface. Two years later John Lennon was to provoke a public furore in the U.S. when he would claim that the Beatles were ‘bigger than Jesus’. Warhol seems to suggest that Marilyn has become the new Jesus; he places her in a golden roundel; he commemorates her with a diptych.
 The work suggests that by multiplying her image we have diminished her; first in the juxtaposition of the garish panel, the pink and yellow monochrome of skin and hair, reducing the face to a mask-like surface in contrast to the alternating degrees of exposure in the black and white panel; second in the apparently meaningless act of the repetition itself. But this is the point. Marilyn has become a sign, not a person. Reproduction both disguises her and diminishes her, as in the fading black and white pictures and obliterates her in the over-inked ones. The recurrent surface smile accentuates the pathos of her unfortunate end. The methods of reproduction which all attention to themselves both in terms of the unnatural colouring and the inconsistent inking announce themselves as artifice, unlike the actual media image that seeks to inform, to convince, to seduce. In the process of his subsequent silk screening, Warhol retains this attention to the artifice of the reproduced image to its surface reality.
 

But unlike Hughes, who sees the silkscreen as ‘without nuances – a surface with slips but no adjustments’, I wish to suggest a different reading. Warhol’s art is all about nuance. He uses the medium of photographic reproduction to ironise the homogeneity of the photographic media image by making us aware of its processes, of its subtle workings on the mind; of its persuasiveness in influencing our notions of race and beauty. In a different vein he uses reproduction and appropriation to highlight the difference between the way we absorb media images, photography, film, journalism, and the way art absorbs us.

Back in 1935, some 28 years before Warhol began producing the works discussed here, Walter Benjamin noted:

Distraction and concentration form polar opposites which may be stated as follows: a man who concentrates before a work of art is absorbed by it. He enters into this work of art the way legend tells us of the Chinese painter when he viewed his finished painting. In contrast, the distracted mass absorbs the work of art.

Warhol appropriates the art that is absorbed by the distracted mass and transposes it to a new medium. He takes the disposable media image, artless, designed to be forgotten, and printed on a silk screen, enlarged sometimes to enormous proportions and repeats it again and again. Within the cultural confines of the gallery space designed to house works of ‘high art’ we are forced to confront the disposable image as if it were a timeless work of art; to scrutinise it and in doing so to become aware of the way we would normally process it. In Benjamin’s words, we are forced to ‘absorb’ it. Philosopher Roland Barthes, and psychoanalyst Erich Fromm, discuss, in very different contexts, the cultural significance of the snapshot. In his study of photography, Camera Lucida (1981), Barthes writes:

The Photograph is unary when it transforms ‘reality’ without doubling it, without making it vacillate (emphasis is a power of cohesion): no duality, no indirection, no disturbance. The unary Photograph has every reason to be banal, 'unity' of composition being the first rule of vulgar (and notably, of academic) rhetoric: ‘The subject,’ says one handbook for amateur photographers, ‘must be simple, free of useless accessories; this is called the Search for Unity.’

News photographs are very often unary (the unary Photograph is not necessarily tranquil). In these images, no punctum: a certain shock – the literal can traumatize – but no disturbance; the photograph can ‘shout’, not wound. These journalistic photographs are received (all at once), perceived. I glanced through them, I don’t recall them; no detail (in some corner) ever interrupts my reading: I am interested in them (as I am interested in the world), I do not love them.   (41, emphasis added)

Barthes distinguishes between two types of effect produced by the photograph. These he calls the studium and the punctum, words he has neologised from the Latin. The studium, is described as the feeling resulting from ‘an average effect, almost from a certain training’; something perceived ‘as a consequence of […] knowledge, […] culture.’ (25) The Latin word studium is understood by Barthes to refer to: 

application to a thing, a taste for someone, a kind of general, enthusiastic commitment, of course, but without special acuity. It is by studium that I am interested in so many photographs, whether I receive them as political testimony or enjoy them as good historical scenes; for it is culturally that I participate in the figures, the faces, the gestures, the settings, the actions. (26-7)     

The second element is understood to 

break (or punctuate) the studium. This time it is not I who seek it out (as I must invest the field of the studium with my sovereign consciousness), it is this element which rises from the scene, shoots out at it like an arrow, and pierces me. A Latin word exists to designate this wound, this prick, this mark made by a pointed instrument: the word suits me all the better in that it also refers to the notion of punctuation, and  because the photographs I am speaking of are in effect punctuated, sometimes even speckled with these sensitive points; precisely these marks , these wounds are so many points. This second element which will disturb the studium I shall call the punctum, for punctum is also: sting, speck, cut, little hole – and also a cast of the dice. A photograph’s punctum is that accident which pricks me (but also bruises me, is poignant to me). (27) 

Although at times Barthes’ analysis seems to veer off into profoundly idiosyncratic readings of images, there is nonetheless much that is relevant to understanding Warhol’s appropriations and presentations of photographs, as Foster has noted. Warhol’s choice of images, and his methods of presentation allow for readings which identify this punctum; the point of departure from the scanned, absorbed photograph. For details which ‘rupture’ the consciousness of the distracted viewer, and make him aware of the reality that the media image paradoxically effaces. This has important moral implications. 

III. Confronting the Tragic

‘When you see a gruesome image again and again it doesn’t have any effect.’(Swenson, 1963). Is this statement by Warhol, a tacit acceptance of the media ‘reality’, a non- judgmental presentation of the facts, or an anguished cri de coeur, disguised by Warhol’s drawl, but expressed through the resonance of the paintings themselves?  Having established to some degree the art historical background to Warhol’s imagery, as well as its more particular socio-political context, I wish to pause to consider the ethical and theological implications that his work raises before presenting a close analysis of the paintings themselves.

In his essay ‘A Tribute to the Rebbitzen of Talne’, Rav J.B. Soloveitchik analyses the halakhic conception of grief. His opening paragraph is worth quoting at length for our purposes here:

The Halakhah did not like to see the dead interred in silent indifference. It wanted to hear the shriek of despair and to see the hot tear washing away human cruelty and toughness. […] To mourn, to feel great sorrow, to be of a distressed mind when confronted with death is, according to Halakhah, a cathartic experience. It reminds proud, vain and egotistical man of a frightening reality which we all like to forget – namely, the reality of death. It is true that Judaism has never been death-centered, that it never tried to motivate the religious activity of man by having him encounter death. In fact, the reverse is the case. Our religious consciousness has always been life-oriented and in-life rooted. Nevertheless, to have man recall what he has been trying hard to forget is redeeming and cleansing; the whole halakhic structure of avelut rests upon this assumption. (1977, 73)

 In the analysis that follows, I wish to suggest that it is possible to read Warhol’s Disaster series as a means of reminding ‘proud, vain and egotistical man of the reality which we all like to forget’. Notwithstanding the contention of R. Soloveitchik that Judaism has never tried to motivate the religious activity of man by having him encounter death
, the act of recalling what one has been ‘trying hard to forget’ is indeed ‘redeeming and cleansing’. 

This process can occur through the study of general culture. ‘In its various manifestations’, writes R. Aharon Lichtenstein:

general culture can , then, be of considerable spiritual significance. It can help us understand and confront the human situation to know what we are, who we can be, and who we should be; to define  our needs, develop our abilities and mobilise our energies; to enhance both our desire and our capacity for spiritual development. And it can render us more sensitive and perceptive not only to ourselves but also with respect to the physical and social world within which and in relation to which that development is to be realized. (1997, 250)

In the light of the attitudes expressed above, let us now examine the moral dimensions of the Disaster series. 

Modern art and literature has long been concerned with the relationship between man and machine. The early impressionist canvasses, with their depictions of factories and railway stations encroaching the countryside, and man-made structures dwarfing the human being, rendering him an inconsequential flick of the paintbrush, according to some readings, can be understood in a sense to inaugurate culture’s moral reckoning. Leger, Picasso, Die Brucke, even a film like Charlie Chaplain’s ‘Modern Times’, are suffused with the tensions created by the effects of technology on the human being. Jacob Epstein’s ‘Rock Drill’ (Fig.7), a work of both ferocity and pathos, shows a mechanised bust and torso; the hideous hybridisation of the human and the machine, a Frankenstein's monster of technology whose vizier-like head droops to its chest, which opens to reveal a soft, foetal form trapped, it seems, by the metallic casing of the form that surrounds it; a metaphor, perhaps, for the smothering of the human. 

Warhol’s Disasters participate in this discourse. They select themes of tragic accidents of technology; car crashes, plane crashes, ambulance collisions, botulism. At their most gruesome, they can be seen as reflecting man’s fragility in the face of the technology he has created; the inadequacies of society’s methods for assimilating these occurrences; and the sense of existential anguish over what lies beyond life. These themes can be discerned in works such as Ambulance Disaster, and White Disaster (Fig.8) of 1963. Hal Foster has analysed these images with reference to Roland Barthes notion of the punctum discussed above in the previous chapter. For Foster, the punctum in Ambulance Disaster, is not the gruesome nature of the slumped body of the woman hanging out of the window, but the ‘obscene tear that effaces her head in the bottom image’ (355). In White Disaster, the punctum is the passer-by, rather than the victim:

This indifference to the crash victim impaled on the telephone pole is bad enough, but its repetition  is galling, and this points to the general operation of the punctum in Warhol. It works less through content than through technique. (1996, 355)

Our own awareness of the scene is made shockingly real by our registering of this indifference. Warhol accentuates this, for Foster, by repeating the image. 

This technique of accentuating the tragic through contrasting indifference, is employed by Manet in his painting Execution of the Emperor Maximilian, of 1867 (Fig. 9), suggesting a certain similarity between the way in which the two paintings ‘work’.
 Maximilan was a puppet emperor, installed by the French in Mexico, following the decision, in 1862, by Napoleon III, to send in French troops, in order to enforce payment of debts to France. Maximilian filled the place of the ousted Mexican leader Bennito Juarez. The occupying French army protected the Emperor, until France reneged on its formal treaty and withdrew troops. Republican forces loyal to Juarez captured Maximilian, and killed him on the 19th of June 1867, the date on Manet’s canvas.  

Referring to Goya’s painting, Execution of the Third of May, 1808, which commemorates Spanish popular resistance and sacrifice at the hands of the Napoleonic French invaders (and by way of that painting, referring perhaps, obliquely to Jesus too), Manet would seem, on the one hand, to render Maximilian a martyr, through his appropriation of visual iconography, such as the halo-like sombrero. But he eschews the traditional rhetoric of History painting. Maximilian’s face is barely articulated; there is no discernible expression, or gesture of heroism, from the character one would presume to be the protagonist. The most clearly depicted face is that of the NCO, on the extreme right of the canvas (Fig. 10), placed at an angle away from the firing squad who have just fired. In an earlier version of the painting (Fig11) the soldier seems to be more evidently fiddling with his gun, and has a more serene expression, and sharper features, whereas here he looks, perhaps, slightly more sheepish. Either way the calmness of the pose and detached air, contrast starkly with the rest of the painting. Manet has depicted the condemned men literally at the moment of their deaths, after the shots have been fired, before the men have fallen. Over the wall we glimpse a roughly sketched group of spectators straining for a sight of the execution, one of whom clasps its hands to the head (Fig. 12). Are we not ourselves awkward voyeurs of the tragic, as it is depicted here through art? The contrast of reactions to the scene perhaps reminds us of our own status as spectators.

It has been argued that the treatment of the scene deliberately avoids placing blame on the Mexican soldiers, or lionising Maximilian. A deliberate ‘neutrality’, is fostered, it is claimed, in order that blame be focussed on no one but the government of Napoleon III on whose shoulders it ultimately rested. This itself, is part of a deliberate aesthetic attitude, whereby the Parisian ‘artistic’ sphere:

Cultivated a distance and detachment from dominant social and political values, and yet set itself up as anatomist of contemporary society; their opponents characterised this detachment as ‘indifference’. (House, 1994, 107)
   

That said, part of what appalls the contemporary viewer of the painting, is the contrast between the execution, the reactions of the crowd above the wall, and the calmness and detachment of the NCO. Although this is a painting, not a photograph, perhaps we may speak of the image of the NCO as a punctum of sorts.
 At the same time, it seems to symbolise the French government’s indifference to the consequences of its actions.

However, whereas Manet’s picture represents an event of political history, Warhol, in White Disaster, characteristically shows us an anonymous tragedy. This is a police photograph, not a work of art; it is designed to be glanced at rather than contemplated aesthetically. By enlarging the image and repeating it, the artist makes us more aware of both the event itself, and the processes of desensitisation involved in over-exposure to these scenes. Thus as well as depicting indifference, in the form of the passerby, the image also can be understood as in a sense cultivating and criticising it simultaneously.  So whereas for Manet, ‘indifference’ is a political metaphor, and an oppositional strategy, for Warhol this becomes the substance of the message itself. 

IV. ‘That solving emptiness that lies just under all we do’: Image and Void   

In White Disaster, Warhol abruptly ends the assembly-line run of repeated images of the scene, leaving a white space at the bottom of the composition, gaping like the missing piece of a jigsaw puzzle. Other works of the series such as Silver Disaster of 1964 (Fig. 13), five images of the electric chair, also incorporate this feature. In the case of the latter, the wall in the background of the photograph Warhol has selected, has a sign with the single word ‘silence’. We may suggest that this is a punctum of sorts, a feature which especially in the context of the Disaster series, calls attention to the status of the picture as ‘image’, forcing us simultaneously, into a new awareness of what it represents; one cannot portray silence (just as one cannot portray ‘flavour’ – see above, chapter 1). More poignantly, though, the sign points to the irony of the conventions of decorum practiced during the brutal procedure of state-sanctioned execution. A restraint on human expression, just as the large leather straps that hang down to the ground restrain the jerks of the convict who sits in the chair.
 ‘Silence’ can also be seen to stand for the human silence of death; of the ultimate existential silence. The only visual equivalent that corresponds in some way at least to actual silence, is precisely the blank, unadorned space, which occurs in the composition at the point that the ‘silence’ sign becomes obliterated by the inking process. 

Warhol expands the blank space in some of the Disasters, such as Red Disaster and Orange Car Crash 14 Times, of 1963, and Five Deaths Seventeen Times, of the same year (where the corresponding panel is black), so that it becomes equivalent in size to the photographic montage itself, forming a kind of diptych, as with the Marilyns. This may indicate that the void itself, is as significant as the content of these works; it underlies their content. It may also suggest the linear process of desensitisation, in which the image-saturated media culture inevitably results.
 Thus, it almost invariably fades out towards the right, in the direction that Western alphabets are read. 

Among the most harrowing of Warhol’s images is Foot and Tyre, of 1963 (Fig 14). The power of this image, rests partly in the fact that it takes a few moments to process, given the grainy quality of the reproduction, and the unexpectedness of the content. Becoming aware of the sole of the relatively tiny shoe under the enormous tyre, one is suddenly struck by the awfulness of the accident that has occurred. The economy of means of the actual photograph, the iconic resonance of the monumental shapes, make it more disturbing than the overt carnage of, say, Ambulance Disaster. Here too, the image is repeated and fades out in the upper right hand register, so that the shoe dissolves into invisibility, rendering the image meaningless. 

Warhol’s ‘Suicide’ (Purple Jumping Man), 1963 (Fig. 15), and its related pieces, Woman Suicide (Fig. 16) and Bellvue, exhibit similar tendencies. In the case of the latter, Warhol stacks the painting densely, so they form a wall of repeated images, suggesting both the sense of mass production and surface, of the earlier commodity related images, but also the homogenous nature of the structure of high rise buildings. The height of the buildings, a testament to man’s technological prowess, has become in these paintings, the means of self-inflicted death. At the top right of Woman Suicide, Warhol characteristically employs a printing ‘error’ which half obliterates the shape of the woman, calling attention to the status of the work as ‘image’, but as in Ambulance Disaster, also heightening our perception of the ‘real’. In the centre of the lower part of the work, Warhol has superimposed one copy of the photograph over another. Although this does not interrupt the continuation of the vertical sweep of the façade of the building, as the image of the woman is repeated, it looks as though two women are jumping out of the same building, one directly beneath the other, in the same pose. Our sense of the repetition of the basic image, is offset by the alterations in location of the woman’s body, and in the different degrees of tonal contrast. 

In the case of the Purple Jumping Man, Warhol again almost obliterates the image of the man on the right so that he is barely discernable. In the lower half of the work we see police and rescue workers attending the slumped body. Here too, the image threatens to dematerialize, leaving only its gaudy purple background. The addition of the inappropriate colour can be read as a trivialisation of the motif itself. I think this may be Warhol’s intention, but rather than trivializing suicide, he is perhaps instead suggesting that photography and media consumption are only different ways of doing the same thing.
 

Warhol’s Atomic Bomb of 1965 (Fig. 17), a stark black and red image, ends the Disaster series. Cow wallpaper and endless portraits were to follow. The work has an oddly religious aspect to it, one which may be more intelligible when remembering the artist’s Catholic upbringing, and both his earlier references to iconic imagery (Gold Marilyn) and his later interest in religious themes. He depicted a red cross against a black background, c.1981-2, and in 1986 a large scale montage of Leonardo’s Last Supper, also in black and red.
 

Warhol’s 30 or so images of the mushroom cloud disappear into blackness at the bottom of the composition; but in other areas of the work the sides of the cloud gleam through like the shiny red horns of a black devil. These are surely the colours of Hell. Mankind has raised a Satan of his own making that threatens to overpower him and his world. And our familiarity with the dreadful reality of the A-bomb, or perhaps even the world itself, threatens to dissolve into black oblivion. The iconic nature of these images and their relationship as an integrated unit of work, joined by moral concerns, makes them important pieces of 20th century art history. Their educational relevance lies partly in their place within social and cultural history, but the contemplation of the works of art themselves, their emotional and cathartic effect, seems to me to be of significance as an aspect of the educational process, in harmony with Jewish values, such as those described by R. Soloveitchik as quoted above. Thus, as well as reminding ‘proud, vain and egotistical man’ of the ‘frightening reality’ of death, ‘that we would all like to forget’, the Disasters also educate us as to the ways in which society tries to efface trauma through media processes. The artistic repetition of the images, seen within a gallery space, divorced from their transient disposable contexts, blown up to enormous proportions and subtly distorted, can be seen as a means of making us confront these images converting the anonymous and faceless victims into something more than their media effigy.  

It is interesting to compare Warhol’s Disasters, with Philip Larkin’s poem, ‘Ambulances’ (1961), published in a collection at the same time as these images are being produced (see Appendix A).
 In the poem, Larkin describes the effect of seeing an ambulance travelling through a nondescript city street. There is a sudden rupture of the oblivion with which so much of life is experienced; a sudden ‘noticing’ of the reality of the human condition of mortality, albeit a transient recognition, which is unsustainable:

The children strewn on steps or road

Or women coming from the shops

Past smells of different dinners, see

A wild white face that overtops

Red stretcher-blankets momently

As it is carried in and stowed.

It is the domestic environment of ‘women’ and ‘children’, rather than adult males, (who are presumably at work), which is interrupted. The verb ‘strewn’, in l.7, suggests perhaps parental neglect and distance from the children. It is the ‘wild white face’ that ruptures the commonplace scene, and the ‘red stretcher-blankets’ which form a shocking contrast. The patient is depersonalised in l.12; the poet describes an ‘it’, which is ‘stowed’ in the ambulance like cargo. This suggests the distancing effect of viewing the ‘spectacle’; it is an inward fear which viewing provokes, rather than an outgoing identification with the suffering victim: ‘Poor soul,/ They whisper at their own distress’ (l. 17-18).

The spectators sense: ‘that solving emptiness/ That lies just under all we do,/ And for a second get it whole/ So permanent and blank and true’ (l. 12-16, emphasis added).  

The existentialist mood of Larkin’s poem, serves as a counter to his notion of religion. In another of his most profound reflections on mortality, ‘Aubade’ (1977), he writes of a lingering awareness of death that seeps through the consciousness as he lies awake in a night that slowly turns to morning: ‘This is a special way of being afraid/ No trick dispels. Religion used to try,/ That vast moth-eaten musical brocade/ Created to pretend we never die.’ In ‘Ambulances’, contemplation of the tragic spectacle affords an all too brief glimpse of the reality of death that religion, for Larkin, seeks to avoid and efface.
 This attitude, which would seem more to reflect a notion of Christianity than ‘religion’ in general, contrasts markedly with R. Soloveitchik’s characterisation of the hesped, which seeks to confront the reality of death, that man, rather than (the Jewish) religion, seeks to efface. Thus the existentialism of R. Soloveitchik, interfaces with the existentialism of Larkin’s  poem. Ambulances, at the start of the poem, are described as ‘closed like confessionals’, suggesting that they are intended to shield society from the unpleasant confrontation of the tragic, in the way that the confessional serves to conceal the identity of the sinner. In contrast, the poem is about the effect of looking, of unmasking the processes that make us unaware of ourselves and the nature of human existence.

Larkin’s ‘solving emptiness [… ] so permanent and blank and true’, can perhaps be seen as a kind of visual equivalent to Warhol’s blank spaces; both  can be seen as signifying a sense of the utter finality of death; even of the emptiness that lies not only beneath the surface of the image (the simulacral reading of Warhol), but of modern life in its entirety, divested of purpose and meaning. Warhol’s art is about how the media conditions us not to see; his paintings enable us to encounter the images afresh, and contemplate the horror of the reality they signify. Larkin’s poem is about the reality itself, and the transient recognition of it, which is unsustainable: ‘and for a second get it whole […] (l.16).

‘The traffic parts to let go by

Brings closer what is left to come,

And dulls to distance all we are.’ (28-30)   

As the ambulance departs, our recognition of mortality, of the transience of life, also fades, we slip back into the unconscious mode of existence. Warhol’s art and Larkin’s poem are ways of sustaining these experiences, and becoming aware of our cognitive processes.  

Whereas Larkin’s poem invokes a tone of clinical detachment in his observation of the ways people look at things, Seamus Heaney’s poem, ‘Mid-Term Break’ (1966, see Appendix B), employs the perspective of a child, observing the different ways adults respond to pain, and in the process, trying to find his own method of facing the unconfrontable.
 There is a sense in the poem of the awkwardness of the child adjusting to adult conventions of grief and sympathy; of suddenly being expected to leave the world of school, and confront tragedy like a ‘grown up’: ‘When I came in I was embarrassed/ By old men standing up to shake my hand’. Heaney’s poem is the antithesis of Warhol’s disaster imagery, in the sense that it evokes the world of privately felt experience. We encounter the perspective of a child entering a world he does not fully understand. This is conveyed partly through withholding the actual ‘story’ from the reader until the final line of the poem. We know something bad has happened, and that a child must leave school and go home and face it. Only in the final verse is the actual spectacle described, with awful pathos, and its full extent only felt in the final line:

[…] I saw him 

For the first time in six weeks. Paler now,

Wearing a poppy bruise on his left temple,

He lay in the four foot box as in his cot.

No gaudy scars, the bumper knocked him clear.

A four foot box, a foot for every year.

In a sense, the comparison to Warhol’s images of automobile accidents, exemplifies the difference between ‘scanning’ and ‘reading’, alluded to by Hughes [see above, chapter I]. Studying Warhol’s art makes us aware of these methods of processing and ‘consuming’ information. Warhol’s images, get straight to the point that Heaney’s poem elides and suppresses until the end; they are precisely about the ‘gaudy scars’. The gory spectacle is what ‘matters’. Where newsprint is involved the contrast is even more powerful. Warhol’s reproduction of the newspaper front page headline, 129 DIE IN JET! (Fig.18), indicates the non-deliberate irony involved in regular media processes. Around the image of the silhouetted wing of the crashed plane, the crude typeset blurts out the information, and the obligatory exclamation mark, signifies for us the sense of shock, that we no longer feel. But the punctum of the image, if we can use such a term in this context, is in the weather report at the top left corner of the page: ‘Fair with little change in temperature’. The juxtaposition of such awful banality, reads like an intrusion on a private space; an interruption of eulogy, albeit the crass eulogy of the headline.  It renders the tragic almost ridiculous, through its bathos. Warhol’s often inappropriate colour schemes also suggest similar ironies; but they accurately reflect the reality of media ‘sites’; the rapid progression of TV images  from the tragic to the ridiculous, the morbid to the sexual, occurring in furious, continuous flow.
 In turning it into ‘art’, Warhol has frozen it for us; stalled us in front of the scanned image, and forced us to read it. 

Emotional contrasts of a deliberate kind also function in Heaney’s poem to evoke irony: ‘In the porch I met my father crying -/ […] The baby cooed and laughed and rocked the pram/ When I came in […]’. But this also serves to heighten the contrast between the perspectives of child and adult in the poem. The image of the baby laughing occurs between the father’s crying and the child’s embarrassment at the old men standing up to shake his hand. The child, home from school, exists in that liminal space between childhood and adulthood. 

The visual confrontation of the tragic is delayed until the end of the poem. Heaney distills the awful pathos of the event into a single visual image he repeats in the final line, the ‘four foot box’. Only there do we discover that it is his four-year-old brother who has been run over by a car. Oddly enough, the machine serves to minimise the bloody detail: ‘no gaudy scars, the bumper knocked him clear.’ The closing line: ‘A four foot box, a foot for every year’, emphasises the tragic nature of the interrupted  life of the child, by the poetic relationship between the size of the coffin and the age of the child. The poem, in its gradual climactic progression towards confronting the spectacle of the tragic, focuses our attention on the dreadful smallness of the image, and keeps it there, in its closing repeated phrase, accentuated by the addition of its correspondence to the age of the child. The poem also suggests an avenue into confronting the tragic, antithetical to that of Warhol and Larkin. Heaney’s portrait from the child’s perspective is profoundly private. This is a personalised encounter in which a older brother comes face to face with the death of a younger sibling. It is framed around the social contexts of particular friends (big Jim Evans) and close family, and their personal modes of reacting to tragedy. The reader identifies precisely through the evocation of the private sphere. The wider social contexts of the poem, such as the school, the family neighbours and acquaintances, and even the family itself, are gradually stripped away, to allow the totally private experience with which the poem closes. 

V. Necrophilia and Machine Culture: A Psychoanalytical Viewpoint

Until now, we have attempted to read Warhol as a critic of media processes, or at least, as an artist who consciously exploits them in order to make us more aware of the real. It is possible, however, to see him as symptomatic of the processes of modernity he reflects in his art.  
Anyone who has the occasion to observe tourists – or maybe to observe himself – can discover that taking pictures has become a substitute for seeing. Of course, you have to look in order to direct your lens to the desired object; then you push the button, the film is processed and taken home. But looking is not seeing. Seeing is a human function, one of the greatest gifts with which man is endowed; it requires activity, inner openness, interest, patience, concentration. Taking a snapshot (the aggressive expression is significant) means essentially to transform the act of seeing into an object – the picture to be shown later to friends as a proof that ‘you have been there’. The same is the case with the music lovers for whom listening to music is only the pretext for experimenting with the technical qualities of their record players or high-fidelity sets and the  particular technical improvements they have added. Listening to music has been transformed for them into studying the product of high technical performance. (Fromm, 1974, 343,)

Fromm’s eloquent distinction between ‘seeing’ and ‘looking’, seems to pertain more to the media image than the artistically produced photograph. It is also about the process of taking photographs, rather than the controlled study of any photographic image (for Barthes’ mode of analysis applies as much to the ‘art’ photographs of Robert Maplethorpe as to the spontaneous snapshot of the amateur). His argument, in fact, can also be demonstrated by public viewing habits of great works of art. To return to an image we have already discussed, the room in the Louvre which houses the Mona Lisa, illustrates both the way in which ‘looking’ has replaced ‘seeing’, and the degree to which modern technological processes have altered the way people view even ‘high art’, and not merely a medium such as architecture, or film, as in Benjamin’s now somewhat dated analysis. If one enters this room in the Louvre, one sees a rich display of Italian High Renaissance paintings, by great artists such as Georgione, Titian, and Veronese. On the right side of the room, there is a white box with a thick glass front, surrounded by a large number people huddled around it in awkward poses straining to peer at the contents through the viewfinders of their automatic cameras. The other paintings in the room (many of which are arguably ‘better’, and certainly have more interesting content even for the lay man) are relatively neglected in contrast, and can be viewed with comparative ease. If one is prepared to push, one can eventually obtain a place in front of the box. There, amid an explosion of flashing camera bulbs, sits Leonardo’s famous portrait. It is the most ‘looked at’ painting in the world, but the least ‘seen’. Just outside the room, is a stand selling numerous kinds of reproductions of the Mona Lisa, of a quality far superior to that of the twee snapshots of those flashing instant cameras; but you don’t take a photograph of the Mona Lisa because you care what it looks like. The Mona Lisa serves now to promote the act of photography, and all that it may embody. It isn’t about art anymore. For the entire duration of time I was in the room, half an hour at least, there was an unbroken flow of tourists replacing each other around the box, and a continuous clicking of buttons, and flashing of bulbs.

    Fromm’s comments about ‘seeing’ and ‘looking’, however, relate to his theory of human self-destructiveness, and the ways in which the modern obsession with machines and technical process, are intrinsically linked to a latent necrophilia. This literally means ‘love of the dead’. Fromm, however, applies the term in a broader sense to other more general phenomena, such as obsessive behaviour towards, or infatuation with lifeless objects such as machines.
 As well as the allure of the snapshot, Fromm discusses the modern obsession with the automobile:

All over the industrialized world there are men who feel more tender toward, and are more interested in their automobiles than their wives. They are proud of their car; they cherish it; they wash it (even many of those who could pay to have this job done), and in some countries many give it a loving nickname; they observe it and are concerned at the slightest symptoms of a dysfunction. To be sure a car is not a sexual object – but it is an object of love. Life without a car seems more intolerable than life without a woman. Is this attachment to automobiles not somewhat peculiar, or even perverse? (342)

 Fromm is careful to qualify his association of interest in machines with necrophilia:

It should be clear that in speaking of this kind of  behaviour I do not imply that using an automobile, or taking pictures, or using gadgets is in itself a manifestation of necrophilous tendencies. But it assumes this quality when it becomes a substitute for interest in life and for excercising the rich functions with which the human being is endowed. (343)   

The study of culture is immensely relevant to this argument, inasmuch as it articulates the concerns, anxieties, desires and values of the society that produced it. Here, the history of aesthetics has a role to play, thus, Fromm’s analysis of the first and second Futurist Manifestos (1909 and 1916, respectively), by F.T. Marinetti, an Italian poet, who founded a movement known as Futurism. For Fromm, these manifestos are the ‘first and most eloquent expression’ of the ‘over connection between destruction and worship of technique’ (344):

4. We say that the world’s magnificence has been enriched by a new beauty; the beauty of speed. A racing car whose hood is adorned with great pipes, like serpents of explosive breath – a roaring car that seems to ride on grapeshot – is more beautiful than the ‘Victory of Samothrace.’

5. We shall sing a hymn to the man at the wheel, who hurls the lance of his spirit across the Earth, along the circle of its orbit.

7. Except in struggle there is no more beauty. No work without an aggressive character can be a masterpiece. Poetry must be conceived as a violent attack on unknown forces, to reduce and prostrate them before man.

9. We will glorify war – the world’s only hygiene – militarism, patriotism, the destructive gesture of freedom-bringers, beautiful ideas worth dying for, and scorn for women.
  

The religious language of point 5 of the first manifesto, is developed in the second:

If prayer means communication with the divinity, running at high speed is a prayer. Holiness of wheels and rails. One must kneel on the tracks to pray to the divine velocity. One must kneel before the whirling speed of the gyroscope compass: 20,000 revolutions per minute, the highest mechanical speed reached by man.

The intoxication of great speeds in cars is nothing but the joy of feeling oneself fused with the only divinity. Sportsmen are the first catechumens of this religion. Forthcoming  destruction of houses and cities, to make way for great meeting places for cars and planes.

Futurism flourished against the backdrop of Italian Fascism, and, as Fromm states, Marinetti’s ideas ‘place him close to Mussolini, and still closer to Hitler’ (345). 

Fromm goes further than this, however, in linking together two apparently contrary phenomena; the connection of love of machinery and desire for destruction, and the development of methods of modern warfare, which enable mass murder to occur, precisely through the distancing processes of technology. This enabled individuals to carry out acts of appalling atrocity, but to feel no guilt. Invoking both aerial warfare and the Final Solution, organised, in Fromm’s words ‘like a production process’ (347), he concludes that the common link in all cases is: ‘the technicalisation of destruction, and with it the removal of the full affective recognition of what one is doing. Once this process has been fully established there is no limit to destructiveness because nobody destroys; one only serves the machine for programmed – hence, apparently rational – purposes.’ (348). 
At first glance, the modern technological processes of warfare suggest a movement away from the desire for destruction. ‘Do we not have to admit’, asks Fromm,

 that contemporary technical man is not motivated by a passion for destruction, but would be more properly described as a totally alienated man whose dominant orientation is cerebral, who feels little love but also little desire to destroy, who has become in a characterological sense, an automaton, but not a destroyer? (348)

In order to answer this question, Fromm refers to certain technical aspects of psychoanalytical theory that would be out of place in this essay. However, he understands modern man as moving in the direction of ‘total alienation’. Fromm characterises the new type of personality he identifies, as a ‘marketing character’ (349). 

For the marketing character everything is transformed into commodity – not only things, but the person himself, his physical energy, his skills, his knowledge, his opinions, his feelings, even his smiles. This character type is a historically new phenomenon because it is the product of a fully developed capitalism that is centered around the market – the commodity market, the labour market, and the personality market – and whose principle is to make a profit by a favourable exchange. (349)

The new type of man is not interested in the corpses and the dead matter characteristic of c19 necrophilia, indeed, exhibiting a phobia towards such things. But instead:

He does something much more drastic. He turns his interest away from life, persons, nature, ideas – in short from everything that is alive; he transforms all life into things, including himself and the manifestations of his human faculties of reason, seeing, hearing, tasting, loving. […] feelings are flattened and sometimes substituted for by sentimentality; joy, the expression of intense aliveness, is replaced by ‘fun’ or excitement; and whatever love and tenderness man has is directed toward machines and gadgets. The world becomes a sum of lifeless artifacts; from synthetic food to synthetic organs, the whole man becomes part of the total machinery that he controls and is simultaneously controlled by. He has no plan, no goal for life, except doing what the logic of technique determines him to do. He aspires to make robots as one of the greatest achievements of his technical mind, and some specialists assure us that the robot will hardly be distinguished from living men. This achievement will not seem so astonishing when man himself is hardly distinguishable from a robot. (349)

The modern symbols of death are now: ‘clean, shining machines; men are no longer attracted to smelly toilets but structures of aluminum and glass’ (350). Thus Fromm concludes: 

The lifeless world of total technicalisation is only another form of the world of death and decay. This fact is not conscious to most, but to use an expression of Freud’s, the repressed often returns, and the fascination with death and decay becomes as visible as in the malignant anal character. (351)     

Warhol’s art engages us profoundly in all of these issues.
 The man who said he wanted to be a machine, produced art that was almost always bound up with notions of the commodity, and, in the case of the Disasters, as we have seen, of the machine, and its destructive capacities. It is indeed possible to read Warhol as merely ‘reflecting’ the impassive, disaffected, nonchalant, modern spectator; as aping the processes of the media he ‘plaigarises’; as being a symptom of the soulless modern ‘marketing character’. This is a legitimate reading, and many known aspects of Warhol’s life would lend it credence. The very comparison of the aesthetics of Futurism, with it’s urgent expressiveness of movement, and the passionate language of Marinetti, with Warhol’s cultivation of deadpan flanneurism, and aspirations to make art that could be produced entirely through technical processes, with minimum human involvement, could be seen to characterise the difference described by Fromm, between early and late c20 man.  However, to do this we would have to turn a blind eye to the visual evidence of the paintings themselves, as expressed through a reading such as that of Hal Foster, or Thomas Crow, discussed above. Furthermore, Warhol’s disasters can be seen precisely as the devalourising of the machines he claimed to like. If the leitmotif of Futurism is the Auto in corsa, the speeding car of Giacomo Balla, and Luigi Russolo, their fractured picture planes conveying the pace and excitement of modern technology in action (Figs, 19, 20 and 21), the leitmotif of Warhol, is the crushed, burnt out wreck, forever stilled and frozen in gaudy monchrome. Seen in this light, the Disasters, rather than celebrating machines, expose the threat technology poses to life.
 

The problem is deepened if we compare the necrophilous elements in Warhol’s art to Velvet Underground songs from the same period. The VU transformed the medium of the pop-song, by using it to portray taboo subjects present in modern society, among them drug abuse. Among their most famous or infamous recordings, is ‘Heroin’, a song from an album with which Warhol had some direct involvement (see Appendix C).
  It dates from around the time of the Disasters. The narrator of the lyric conveys a sense of aimlessness and alienation that is alleviated only by injecting heroin. As the song progresses, this consuming desire is conflated with a death wish, and a desire to escape from both the city in which he finds himself, and from the age in which he lives:

‘I wish that I was born a thousand years ago,

I wish that I sailed the darkened seas

On a great big clipper ship

Going through this land here to that,

In a sailor’s suit and cap,

Away from the big city

Where a man cannot be free 

Of all the evils in this town

And of himself and his surround.’

The closing line of each verse ‘I guess that I just don’t know’, reflects the impasse in which every decision or statement in the song results. All options and efforts seem equally futile; does the singer really enjoy the experience of the drug, described in the first verse? Does he really want to ‘nullify [his] life’? Is the experience of ‘closing in on death’ really exhilarating? Does he really want to escape from his time and place? The song is permeated with this paralysing uncertainty. A need the drug clearly seems to fill, is the relief from feeling:

‘Because when the smack begins to flow,

I really don’t care anymore

About all […]

The politicians making busy sounds

And everybody putting everybody else down

And all the dead bodies piled up in mounds.’

Heroin is a way of negotiating the harrowing awareness of mass death. The imagery seems markedly holocaustic, and occurs here at the precise moment where writers and artists are beginning to broach the theme. Drugs provide the refuge of blessed oblivion:

‘When the heroin is in my blood

And the blood is in my head

And thank G-d that I’m good as dead,

And thank your G-d that I just don’t care

And thank G-d that I’m not aware.’

This final verse too, ends in the refrain ‘And I guess I just don’t know’, suggesting perhaps, that uncertainty belies even this ‘relief’. The necrophilous elements of the song, are contradictory; the singer seems both to crave death, in the second verse, but also to flee from the awareness of it. The vocal presentation, with its two instances of psychotic laughter, as when Reed sings ‘Heroin, it’s my wife, and it’s my life’, indicate the replacement of normative human relationships, with the one final and obsessive craving.
 The musical presentation, enriches the paradoxical experience conveyed by the song, by increases in tempo and crescendo in each verse, before a return to the slow guitar theme that also opens and closes the song. An eerie effect, both mesmerising and unsettling, is conveyed by the playing of the same note on the electric violin throughout. In the second half of the song, furious electric feedback makes its entry, only to fade as the volume and crescendo finally wind down, and the ubiquitous violin re-emerges from the discordant chaos, serenely and eerily, and the repeated lines: ‘And I guess I just don’t know’, are intoned for the last time. What are we to make of the feedback distortion? Is it a metaphor for the misery that accompanies drug abuse, an audio contrast to the power chords of the electric guitar of the second verse? Is it there to offset the unbroken violin note? We cannot say precisely that distortion = heroin, as heroin provides excitement, in the first and second verses, which corresponds more to the power chords, and also, nirvana-type oblivion, which could be suggested by the violin note. The fact is heroin seems to affect all of these reactions in the context of the song. Although its misery may be suggested, such suggestion is vague. The song seems more about conveying the experience and, crucially, the motivation, for taking heroin. Outright moralisation is clearly refused; though the impetus for taking heroin seems to be the need of man to be ‘free from all of the evils of this town,/ And of himself and his surround’
 , including politicians, awareness of mass-death, and social hostility.
 

 ‘The more you look at the same exact thing, the more meaning goes away, and the better and emptier you feel’ said Warhol
; and again: ‘When you see a gruesome picture over and over again, it really doesn’t have any effect’ (Swenson, 1963, 60). Let us now approach this phrase from Warhol, quoted in chapter III of this essay, from a different angle. Is Warhol’s art accomplishing the same kind of desensitisation as Lou Reed’s Heroin? Are both a means of escaping from the pain of feeling?  Even if this correct, we still face a different character type to that described by Fromm; unlike Fromm’s unfeeling cybernetic man, both Warhol’s words, and Reed’s song, suggest an emotionally aware personality, but one that seeks to obliterate feeling because of the pain it engenders. Fromm’s differentiation between ‘excitement’, conveyed by the tempo and guitar playing in the song, and ‘feeling’ (1974, 349, quoted above), is crucial here to appreciating how the song works. In this sense, it is vastly different from Warhol’s ‘passionless’ images. But we must also consider the differences between the cultural contexts and methods of assimilating the pop song, and Pop painting. 

Cultural norms of viewing art demand a different attitude from public listening practices regarding popular music, although the moral implications in this particular case have strong connections. Pop music often involves bodily participation, swinging to the beat, immersion in the cultural experience of the overall performance. From an educational point of view, the moralistic problem a song like ‘Heroin’ raises, is whether it actually glorifies the culture it represents in the process of its portrayal. Perhaps the genres of the pop song and the cinema are more prone to embody this risk than art, the status of which has changed considerably over the 20th century. The very act of transferring an image from the disposable media world, into the gallery space, with its different conventions of viewing, and of enlarging, repeating, and adding jarring colour to the images, can be seen as forcing a new mode of confrontation of the subject matter. In this sense Warhol’s art differs immensely from Lou Reed’s music. Although Lou Reed himself was part of the Warhol circle for a short time, and is articulate and cultured, he was nonetheless part of the delinquent underground culture of the 1960s. The 1990s novel and film Trainspotting indicates the public context for the ‘consumption’ of his art. On the other hand, the public that visits art galleries, and Post-Modern art exhibitions in particular, is a very different one from that which buys Velvet Underground records.

It is possible nonetheless, to understand both Warhol’s appropriation of media processes, and Reed’s ‘Heroin’ song as connected, in the sense that they are ‘reflections’, that refuse to moralise, but use the medium of the song, or the painting, to ‘mirror’ aspects of society that we would rather repress. In this sense they are non-referential works of art; they do not necessarily refer to any ‘outside’ system of morality that will allow us to endow them with ‘meaning’. They force us to encounter ‘realities’, but they pass no judgement; perhaps, in this sense, they are quintessentially ‘Post Modern’.
   

AFTERWORD
The study of different kinds of cultural expression can lead to different ways of understanding and appreciating the vast network of experiences that constitute the human condition. Certainly, alternative modes of expression require different approaches if we are to be able to read their ‘languages’, and be aware of the subtleties of their workings. Different critical methods may often serve to illuminate works of art, by making us aware of wider culture networks and psychological and political patterns of which individual works may form a part.       

Inevitably, however, any study of culture within the Jewish educational context will have to deal with the relative problems each individual period and artist may raise. While the study of the Disaster images themselves, may suggest no overtly problematic issues of content from a strictly halakhic point of view, the wider cultural contexts of Warhol’s oeuvre and of Pop Art as a whole, clearly do, let alone the still wider context of modern art in general. The degree to which Pop Art and Warhol in particular, may undermine conventional notions of morality, must surely also be considered. Compartmentalisation of culture is both necessary - if we are to maintain standards of kedushah, of sanctity in educational practice - and also problematic, as it invariably hampers the understanding of the works studied. While this is a necessary price to pay for the maintenance of kedushah, the exact parameters of legitimate and non-legitimate subject matter, need to be explored by those with an appreciation of the benefits of cultural study, as well as the necessary halakhic competence and authority needed to decide such issues. As each area raises its own specific problems, this will inevitably be an ongoing discussion. 

In practical terms, it is hard to see how an approach such as I have attempted to outline in the above discussion, could be implemented on a practical scale in a pre-university environment. This is because the kind of texts needed to analyse such images, presume a more intellectually mature aptitude for the study of the humanities, and engage the reader in philosophical and methodological terms of discourse, beyond high school level. This does not mean that aspects of the approach could not be adapted to high-school teaching. In some ways, Warhol’s art, with its connection to the media, superstar culture, and popular music, is of particular relevance to people who may be immersed in such interests. The issues raised in analysing and deconstructing the output of Warhol, then become particularly relevant, especially regarding issues such as spirituality and materialism, or attitudes to the tragic.  However, the benefits of such study will depend to a great deal on the competence of the teacher in both the fields of the humanities and in areas of Jewish thought, if it is to be integrated successfully into a curriculum. Given the confines of this essay, I have attempted only to sketch broad areas of divergence, which could obviously be developed in a suitable context. I have felt that it was more necessary at this stage to focus first on the relevance of the study of culture, in particular an aspect of modern art, to broader moral and philosophical issues. Scope for a future project may include a more thorough application of the theories and discussion of works of art outlined here, to particular themes of Jewish relevance, and their communication within a given educational context.
  

Appendix A

 Ambulances, by Phillip Larkin (1961) 

Closed like confessionals, they thread

Loud noons of cities, giving back

None of the glances they absorb.

Light glossy grey, arms on a plaque,

 They come to rest at any kerb:

All streets in time are visited.

Then children strewn on steps or road,

Or women coming from the shops

Past smells of different dinners, see

A wild white face that overtops

Red stretcher-blankets momently

As it is carried in and stowed,

And sense the solving emptiness

That lies just under all we do,

And for a second get it whole,

So permanent and blank and true.

The fastened doors recede. Poor soul,

They whisper at their own distress;

For borne away in deadened air

May go the sudden shut of loss

Round something nearly at an end,

And what cohered in it across

The years, the unique random blend

Of families and fashions, there

At last begin to loosen. Far

From the exchange of love to lie

Unreachable inside a room

The traffic parts to let go by

Brings closer what is left to come,

And dulls to distance all we are.

Appendix B

Mid-Term Break by Seamus Heaney (1966)

I sat all morning in the college sick bay

Counting bells knelling classes to a close.

At two o’clock our neighbours drove me home.

In the porch I met my father crying –

He had always taken funerals in his stride –

And Big Jim Evans saying it was a hard blow.

The baby cooed and laughed and rocked the pram

When I came in, and I was embarrassed

By old men standing up to shake my hand

And tell me they were ‘sorry for my trouble’.

Whispers informed strangers I was the eldest,

Away at school, as my mother held my hand

In hers and coughed out angry tearless sighs.

At ten o’clock the ambulance arrived

With the corpse, stanched and bandaged by the nurses.

Next morning I went up into the room., Snowdrops

And candles soothed the bedside. I saw him

For the first time in six weeks. Paler now,

Wearing a poppy bruise on his left temple,

He lay in the four foot box as in his cot.

No gaudy scars, the bumper knocked him clear.

A four foot box, a foot for every year.

Appendix C

Heroin, by Lou Reed (1965)

I don’t know just where I’m going,

But I’m going to try for the kingdom,

If I can,

‘Cos it makes me feel like I’m a man,

When I put a spike into my vein,

And I tell you things ain’t quite the same;

When I’m rushing on my run,

And I feel just like Jesus’ son,

And I guess I just don’t know,

And I guess I just don’t know.

I have made big decision,

I’m going to try to nullify my life,

‘Cos when the blood begins to flow,

When it shoots up the dropper’s neck,

When I’m closing in on death;

And you can’t help me now you guys

And all you girls, with all your sweet talk, 

You can all go take a walk, 

And I guess I just don’t know,

And I guess that I just don’t know.

I wish that I was born a thousand years ago,

I wish that I sailed the darkened seas,

On a great big clipper ship,

Going through this land here to that,

In a sailor’s suit and cap,

Away form the big city,

Where a man cannot be free,

Of all of the evils of this town,

And of himself, and his surround,

O and I guess that I just don’t know,

O and I guess that I just don’t know.

Heroin, be the death of me;

Heroin;

It’s my life, and it’s my wife,

Because a mainer to my vein,

Leads to centre in my head,

And then I’m better off than dead;

Because when the smack begins to flow,

Then I really don’t care anymore,

About all the Jim-Jims in this town,

And all the politicians making all their sounds,

And everybody putting everybody else down,

And all the dead bodies piled up in mounds.

‘Cos when the smack begins to flow,

Then I really don’t care anymore.

When the heroin is in my blood,

And the blood is in my head,

And thank God I’m as good as dead,

And thank your God that I just don’t care,

And thank God that I’m unaware,

And I guess I just don’t know,

And I guess I just don’t know.  
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� Kirshenbaum, ref, currently unavailable.


� In this respect it is interesting to compare the letter written to Betzalel School of Art (Iggerot HaReiyah, vol. I, letter 158, Jerusalem, 9th edn,1994, pp. 203-6), with the introduction to Shir HaShirim  (in Olat Reiyah, vol. II, 8th edn., Jerusalem, 1989, pp.3-4). Whereas the former, written to a predominantly secular audience, provides somewhat cautious encouragement, and seems to view the stirring of artistic aspirations as merely the initial, immature stage of nationalistic revival, the latter, which initially took the form of a private conversation, sees in art the potential for outstanding spiritual expression. 


� Mary Midgley in Wickedness: A Philosophical Essay (London: Routledge, 1997), in an otherwise invaluable contribution to understanding the relevance of the study of culture to philosophical enquiry, makes a similar differentiation between literature and the other arts: ‘Because all our motivation is riddled with […] ambivalence, we are always liable to waste our efforts, or even do damage. This is what gives morality a bad name. It is one main function of cultures to accumulate insights on this matter, to express them in clear ways as far as possible, and so to maintain a rich treasury of past thought and experience which will save us the trouble of continually starting again from scratch. In this work […] an enormously important part is played by what we call the arts, especially (because words are more informative than pictures or music) by great works of literature.’ (1997, 194, emphasis added) This  grave neglect of the relevance of the visual dimension to her discussion, probably stems from the difficulties of analysing art without being aware of its own subtle ‘languages’. In this essay, I try to give examples precisely of the relevance of visual art to the moral issues explored by Midgley. 


� See Introduction to Avot, c. 5, Maimonides,  and Ma’aseh Ephod, Profiat Duran, introduction. 


� It goes without saying that these comments respect nonetheless halakhic caveats over proscribed imagery.


� Or ‘new cathedrals’, as they have recently been described by the United Kingdom’s Arts Council’s chief executive.


� A recent article by Rabbi Dr Jefferey Cohen, in the Jewish Chronicle (May 10th, 2002), ‘Let’s Have Art for Heaven’s Sake’, makes the claim that ‘aesthetics – art, music, literature – ought to be an exercise in enobling: calculated to raise the human spirits and heighten the emotions. The arts ought to be able to liberate us from workaday preoccupations, from mundane and superficial thoughts, and to enabel us, instead, to engage the soul, release the emotions, and and transport us into a realm of experience which brings higher and deeper perceptions of the beauty and glory inherent in the world we inhabit’ (30). It will be clear from the content of this essay, that I believe art and its study can serve many other, and in my opinion more important functions, in exposing negative aspects of our existence, or making us aware of realities from which media processes, and modern life can obliterate our sensitivity. There is no question that such art is at least equally ‘valid’ as art which R. Cohen may find ‘enobling’. Furthermore, it is highly questionable to what degree any Western European art would actually fall into this category of the ‘enobling’ in the first place. Would it for example include the copious religious imagery which fills the Sainsbury wing of the National Gallery in London, or images of nudes?  However, the degree to which society commemorates art, and rewards artists who ‘uncritically’ represent the baser aspects of human behaviour, is surely the important issue. Can this not be interpreted as somehow legitimating negative behaviour itself?


� C.f. note 10 below, and Hughes’ comment (1982, 151-2), quoted below in this essay. At the same time, the gold colour suggests glitz and wealth associated with fame; this is typical of the paradoxical attitudes Warhol’s work tends to cultivate, as discussed in the body of this essay.


� Warhol famously declared that American culture was actually becoming like Communism through the mechanisms of mass consumer culture. Interestingly, in 1968, following Soviet intervention, he was awarded first prize in the Warsaw Poster Biennale, indicating that his work was perceived as anti-American.  


� ‘If you want to know all about Andy Warhol, just look at the surface of my paintings and films and me and there I am. There’s nothing behind it’. Quoted in Hughes, 1982, p 151.


� E.g. as Michelangelo would later employ in his sculpture of David, with its disproportionately large head.


� Quoted in Camille, 1996, 38.


� ‘I think somebody should be able to do all my paintings for me. […] I think it would be great if more people took up silk screens so that no one would know whether my picture was mine or somebody else’s’, Warhol, quoted in Swenson, 1963, 67. 


� Warhol both produced a publicity poster for the anti-drug radio program, The Nation’s Nightmare, (though the image itself is hardly ‘nightmarish’), in 1951 (Fig.6), and sponsored the Velvet Underground; c.f. the discussion of the song ‘Heroin’, below, chapter V.


� C.f. Foster, 1996, who understands the double portraits of the 13 Most Wanted Men, and Electric Chair images as ‘a kind of modern icon’ and ‘a kind of modern crucifix’, respectively (368). In note 57 he writes: ‘Traces of churchly art are everywhere in Warhol: the golden relics of the shoe ads, the shrines to Marilyn and others, the Vanitas skulls, the patron portraits, and so on’ (368). 


� It is clear for this analysis that I consider the significance of repetition in Warhol’s art to be about more than merely: ‘[registering] the grim predictability, day after day, of more events with an identical outcome, the levelling sameness with which real, not symbolic, death erupts into daily life’ (1996, 61).  


� ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’, Illuminations, trans. H. Zohn (New York: Shocken Books). 


� A statement I find hard to square with Berakhot 5a, which seems to advocate contemplation of death, albeit as a last resort, as a means of combating the evil inclination. C.f. also Avot 4.4. The comment of R. Soloveitchik is thoroughly in line with the life-centric philosophy of Halakhic Man. However, there are other significant sources in Judaism that embody very different attitudes. See e.g. Allan Nadler, ‘Soloveitchik’s Halahic Man: Not a Mithnagged’, Modern Judaism, 13 (1993), pp. 119-147.  


� Both are of enormous size, the Manet, being 252 x 302cm, and the Warhol, 269.2 x 208cm.


� According to House, this was also to avoid censorship, being a ‘less tangible mode of opposition than outright confrontation’ (1994, 107). This analysis has interesting similarities to Foster’s understanding of Warhol’s art, as on the one hand, echoing the detachment of media imagery, and on the other, by ‘rupturing’ it, through manipulation of detail.


� In fact, I see no reason why Barthes’ analysis should not be applied to paintings and sculptures too. Phillip Larkin’s poem ‘An Arundel Tomb’, which cannot be discussed here in depth, is an exquisite expression of the notion of the studium and punctum: ‘Side by side, their faces blurred, /The Earl and Countess lie in stone,/ Their proper habits vaguely shown/ as jointed armour, stiffened pleat,/ […] Such plainness of the pre-Baroque/ Hardly involves the eye, until/ it meets his left hand gauntlet, still/ Clasped empty in the other; and one sees, with sharp tender shock, His hand withdrawn, holding her hand […]’ (emphasis added).    


� Critics at the time, noted the similarity between the uniforms worn by the French army, and those worn by the Mexican soldiers in Manet’s painting. 


� The choice of this image in particular resonates with the continental philosophical currents of the time, expressed by thinkers such as Michel Foucault in Discipline and Punish.


� Foster (1996, 355, n.26, reads this as ‘a kind of correlative of a black-out or a blank down in shock.’


� The titles of painting also convey irony, in their crass description of the horrific, for insatance Purple Jumping Man, and in particular, Bellevue, which reproduces the photograph of the fallen body in the lower half of the former work.


� A book entitled The Religious Art of Andy Warhol, has recently been published.


�  The Whitsun Weddings ,London: Faber & Faber (1964).


� Larkin’s viewpoint differs from Warhol’s significantly, in the sense that, as has been argued, Warhol’s interest is in the mass subject (see e.g. Foster, 1996); the spectacle viewed by the masses through the mechanisms of media, specifically, perhaps journalism. Two of his disasters (129 DIE IN JET!, and Tunafish Disaster) reproduce the newspaper page itself, and other images also take up the theme. Larkin’s context is the local urban view of the actual spectacle, rather than that filtered through by the media. Also, the specific technological contexts of many of Warhol’s disasters is crucial, and is discussed elsewhere in this essay. Still, the interest of the both artist and poet on the effect of viewing tragedy, and the existential issues this raises, justifies, I think, the comparison. 





� It may prove interesting to think of the original hesped, as described in tractate Moed Kattan 28b, as being in itself a kind of  carefully orchestrated and controlled ‘performance’, incorporating artistic elements, such as poetic analogy and even music, designed to bring the listener/ viewer, to a state of catharsis. 


27 From the collection, Opened Ground, London: Faber and Faber (1995).


� Terry Castle’s book Masquerade and Civilization (1987), suggests that this kind of media process begins as early as the c18, in which descriptions of baudy masquerades occurred alongside reports of wars in early newspapers, with no evident sense of incongruity. However, the visual extremes to which this is taken in contemporary television and other media mechanisms, with the increased sophistication that developing methods of visual reproduction provide, distinguish these modern phenomena from earlier precedents. This may indicate the relevance of other analytical models in explaining them, such as that of Erich Fromm, discussed below.


� The Anatomy of Human Destructiveness, chapter 12, passim. There, Fromm identifies two traditional applications of the term covering sexual and non-sexual phenomena, but each relating specifically to contact with corpses. Regarding his own usage of the term he states that it ‘[h]as genearlly not been applied to a character-rooted passion, the soil in which its more overt and cruder manifestation grows’ (325).  Fromm quotes a fascinating analysis by Lewis Mumford (The Myth of the Machine: Techniques in Human Development, New York, 1967) identifying a link between these notions of destructiveness, and what he calls ‘power-centred “megamachines” as they existed in Mesapotamia and Egypt, some five thousand years ago’ and ‘the megamachines of Europe and North America today’ (Fromm, 1974, 342). The relevance of this study to key concerns of Jewish studies, such as the concepts of slavery and exodus, and Sabbath, and the relevance of their original historical contexts to society of the present day, cannot be underestimated, but this is beyond the bounds of this present essay.  


� Quoted in Fromm, 1974, 334, from Selected Writings of F. T. Marinetti, ed. R. W. Flint (New York: Farrar, Strauss & Giroux), 1971.


� Ibid, 345.


� As do the different notions of the simulacrum, discussed above. Fromm (1974, 346, n.18), makes fleeting reference to the implications of his study to modern art, but claims it is beyond the realm of his competence. To my knowledge his theories have not yet been applied to the visual arts.    


� Crow (1996, 61-2), has noted that the term Disaster, is used by Warhol to cover political issues like the death penalty, in the electric chair images, as well as the slaughter of innocents through transport accidents


� Although the sleeve notes claim production credit for Warhol, the precise degree of his involvement has been questioned. 


� C.f. Fromm’s comments (1974, 342), re obsessive attachment to automobiles, quoted above.


� The interpretation of this line is ambiguous; does the word ‘evils’ refer only to the town, or to the word ‘himself’ as well? This is important, as it would suggest awareness of moral self-disgust as a reason for taking drugs; but perhaps precisely to avoid more outright forms of moralising, the line is left deliberately ambiguous.  


� C.f. Fromm (1974, 351): ‘The phenomena about which there is so much indignation – drug addiction, crime, the cultural and spiritual decay, contempt for genuine ethical values – are all related to the growing attraction to death and dirt. How can one expect that the young, the poor, and those without hope, would not be attracted to decay when it is promoted by those who direct the course of modern society.’ In contrast to Fromm, however, in Reed’s song, escaping from death-awareness is a motivation for drug abuse, though, as noted, this is paradoxically combined with the death-wish.  


� Quoted in Foster, 1996, 353, from POPism: The Warhol ‘60s, Andy Warhol and Pat Hackett, New York 1980.


� Hal Foster’s discussion of ‘Mass Witnessing’ in the art of Warhol (1996, 358-370) is highly significant to this discussion. Unfortunately the constraints of this essay do not allow me to give it the attention it deserves. He makes certain points however that throw important light and understanding the ambiguities involved in reading Warhol’s art. Whereas despotic political systems had relied on the image of the king as both embodying the people and as serving as its head (exemplified, as Foster notes, in the frontpiece to Hobbes’ Leviathan, 1651) reflecting the anatomical formulation of notions of Patriarchy, democracy’s ‘decapitation’ of the king results in a ‘crisis in political representation’ (360). Modern sociological theorists have suggested that a response to this crisis has been the return of totalitarianism, which in the West, is paralleled by ‘the politician as celebrity, the celebrity as politician, who rules through a politics of identification-as-projection’ (362). Foster argues that a key concern of Warhol, was the evocation of the mass subject, a theme lying behind his reproduction of mass-commodity objects, and celebrity figures and politicians. But Foster goes further in suggesting that Warhol also ‘incarnates’ the mass subject ‘in its guise as witness’ (363). For Foster, this lies behind the disaster imagery: ‘for in a spectacular society the mass subject often appears as an effect of the mass media (the newspaper, the radio), or of a catastrophic failure of technology (the plane crash) or more precisely, of both (the news of such a catastrophic failure).’(365). He cites Michael Warner (‘The Mass Public and the Mass Subject’, in The Phantom Public Sphere, ed. Bruce Robbins, Minneapolis, 1993, p. 248): ‘Disaster is popular because it is a way of making mass subjectivity available, and it tells us something about the desirability of the mass subject’. This observation has profound bearing on recent social phenomena, such as the astonishing outpouring of public grief upon the death of Diana, Princess of Wales, but also on the obsessive-compulsive type media repetition of recent disasters, such as the coverage of Rabin’s assassination and September the 11th. Warhol seems to anticipate these phenomena in his disaster series. Foster’s unanswered question is relevant here: ‘What are the different effects of the different mediations (newspaper, radio, network television, satellite and cable news, Internet) of modern disaster? For example, what is the difference in subject-effect between readings of the Titanic sinking and viewings of the Challenger exploding? Is the first as given over to compulsive repetitions, to the jouissance of the death drive, as the second?’ (365). Foster builds on Walter Benjamin’s notion of ‘mass-warming’, the stirring ‘of anonymous readers with a singular death’. For Benjamin, this occurs through the novel; for Foster it occurs also through media representation. Foster sees the mass subject as ‘often being split in relation to disaster: even as he or she may mourn the victims even identify with them masochistically, he or she may also be thrilled, sadistically, that there are victims of whom he or she is not one’ (366-7). Is this a specifically modern way of relating to tragedy? It may be that this relates to Fromm’s formulation of the character of cybernetic-man. Either way, both Fromm’s theory and Foster’s reading, suggest the ambiguities involved for the modern viewer, in the assimilation of the tragic in both Warhol’s art, and the media processes themselves he appropriates.                 
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