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INDIVIDUAL STYLE AFTER THE END OF ART

REGINA WENNINGER

UNIVERSITY OF GOTTINGEN

In The Transfiguration of the Commonplace (1981)* Arthur Danto construes individud style
as something “given” that belongsto the artist “essentidly” and “inseparably.” By contradt, his
theory of the end of art, set forth in After the End of Art (1997) and elsewhere,? suggests the
liberation of artists from any stylistic commitments. How do these two theories go together? Can
there be individua styles after the end of art? Examining the compatibility between Danto’s end
of art theds and his essentidist conception of individua style, this paper tries to gpproach an
answer to these questions. Ultimately, the problem not only concerns the internal coherence of
Danto’s philosophy of art; clarifying the reation between Danto’ s two theses may dso
contribute to a more generd discussion about the role of artistic individudity within a
postmodern art world.

Before discussng in detail the question of individua style after the end of art, | would like to
outline the two conceptionsin turn.

“STYLE AS THE MAN HIMSELF” AND STYLISTIC PLURALISM

In Transfiguration Danto proposes arather romantic, essentialist conception of individud style
(cf. 1981, esp. 198 ff.). Drawing freely on Buffori swell known dictum “le style, ¢ est I'homme

! Seein particular chaps. 6, 7. For a similar view cf. Danto 1992c. — All references, unless otherwise
indicated, are to textsby Danto.

2 See also 1990c, 1992Db; for an earlier formulation of the thesis, see 1986, chap. 5; for modifications and
clarifications, see esp. 1993, 1998, 2000.
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méme,” he holds the view that the properties referred to as an artist’ sstyle are “essentidly his”
and that yle is something congtant, in contrast to amerely “transent” or “ephemerd” fashion or
manner. In their Syle, artists express their way of seeing the world, and they do so
“gpontaneoudy and immediatdy.” Thisimmediate relation between artists and their style
comprises two aspects. fird, syle is something given, not acquired or learned; secondly, thelr
own style is something to which artists are in some sense blind or of which they are unconscious.
“Mere manner,” by contragt, is “separated from the man himsdlf” by being based on an
intentionaly acquired techné, and hence presupposes that the artist is aware of it. However,
gyle can trandform into manner insofar as becoming conscious of one’s style destroys the
immediate relation to this style. Danto describes this loss of style as aform of externdization,
diendion, or objectification. Artists come to see their own style from an externd third person
perspective; their reation to their own style becomes similar to a historian srelation to aremote
period style, or a copist’ srelation to an adopted or imitated foreign style. Danto’ s favorite
example is Chagdl, ‘who perhaps had a style but now has a manner, and whom we often
accuse of sdif-plagiarization, at best of repeating himsdf’ (1981, 204).3

Danto’send of art theory, by contrast, suggests a different prospect for individua style. Its
chearfully postmodern vison of aplurdigtic art world that arises after the end of art invokes the
idea of flexible artigtic Sdlves that are not committed to anything. Instead, they are free to
choose among whatever styles and genres art history hasto offer to form their own styles* That
this vison has become redlity is something for which Danto’ s theory of the end of art is intended
to account (cf. 1986, 81). Let me sketch hisline of reasoning. Following Hegel, Danto
congtrues a close connection between coming to saf-knowledge, the end of (art) history, and
freedom (cf. 1990c, 343). Assuming that ‘its own philosophy iswhat art amsat’ (1986, 81), he

3 Cf. also the analogy he draws to the structure of consciousness itself, conceived of as ‘being a structure
that is not an object for itself in the way in which the things of the world are objects for it. ... | do not, asa
consciousness, view myself from without. | am an object for others but not for myself, and when | am an
object for myself, | have already gone beyond that; when it is made visible it is no longer me, at least from
within.” (1981, 206)

4 However, Danto has not always been that optimistic. In earlier articles he took that post-historical
pluralism, rather gloomily, as a symptom of the “dismal state” of the contemporary art world (1986, 81) and
regarded it ‘an immense privilege to have lived in history’ (1986, 115).

106



REGINA WENNINGER

takes art to have achieved this developmenta end by its *ascent to philosophical slf-
consciousness (1997, 66) — an accomplishment paradigmatically marked, in Danto’ sview, by
Warhol's Brillo Boxes in 1964. Outwardly indistinguishable from their ordinary counterpartsin
the supermarket stacks, the Brillo Boxes pose the question why they are awork of art while
their counterparts are not. According to Danto, within art itsdlf the question of art’ s essentid
nature could not have been advanced further; hence the question has to be handed over to
philosophy. Having reached this point, art enters what Danto terms a post-historica or post-
narraive stage: no further progressive development, condtituting a new historical narrative, isto
be expected. Artistic activity will go on, but will be historicaly inggnificant (cf. 1986, 111 f.). All
that remains are ‘just the individud styles and the lives of the artists as a plurd biography’
(Danto 1992c, 248). At the same time, this amounts to artistic liberation: artists no longer have
to contribute to any overarching art historical misson. In particular, they no longer have to
contribute to the project of inquiring art's essence. Liberated from the ‘tyrannies of history’
(1992b, 229), they are free to do whatever they fed like and ‘to go their diverse ways (Danto
1997, 147). Thus, the mark of the post-historica stage is an unprecedented plurdism in which,
with few qualifications, anything goes. This plurdism not only entalls that anything canin
principle be awork of art, and that different artists follow different stylistic directions. It aso
means a plurdism of media, Syles, and genresin the sense that dl of them are in whatever
eclectic combinations equally respectable. Last but not least, it means that artists may switch
between them asthey please. What this suggestsis, that artists are freed not only from the
burden of history but aso from being bound to one particular artistic identity, manifested in one
particular syle.

Maybe in the end this postmodern picture proves to be reconcilable with the
Transfiguration conception of style. But in any case the end of art theory offers a different
terminology and a different evauation of a phenomenon that might equaly be described asthe
absence of style and the reign of “mere manner,” with dl its negative implications.

In the following | am not going to discuss the plausibility of any of Danto’s centra claims,
neither of hisverson of the end of art nor of the thess that having style isincompetible with
being conscious of that style. Both clams are highly disputable and would have to be examined
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separately. What interests me ingtead isthelr relation to each other: how, if a dl, do the two
conceptions of artidic individudity fit together? Is Danto’ s account of a plurdigtic art world
cgpable of integrating his conception of “gyle as the man hmsdf,” and hence the distinction
between style and manner entailed by it?

Ultimately | do not think that the question can be decided in favor of one clearcut answer. In
the firgt place thisis due to the fact that Danto’ s claims about the end of art and about individua
gyle— or these phenomena themselves — are too ambiguous for the question to be resolved. In
order to show these ambiguities, | would like to take a closer look at three aspectsthat are
particularly relevant in this context: the question of arbitrariness, the question of origindity, and
the question of unity of gyle.

I ARBITRARINESS

The ambiguity becomes particularly evident in connection with Danto’ s reference to Warhol' s
clam that ‘[y]ou ought to be able to be an Abstract Expressionist next week, or a Pop artist, or
aredist, without feeling you 've given up something’ (cCit. in 1990b, 288, emphasis added). It
isaclam, Danto points out, thet bears a sriking Smilarity to what Marx envisagesin his‘vison
of higtory after the end of higtory, under which one can farm, hunt, fish, or write literary criticiam,
without being afarmer, ahunter, afisherman, or aliterary critic' (1997, 127, emphasis added;
cf. 1990b, 288). Andogoudy, in a post-historicd, plurdigtic art world artists can virtudly do
what they please — *be an abgiractionist in the morning, a photoredist in the afternoon, aminimal
minmdist in the evening’ or whatever. (1986, 114 f.) Even more, ‘it would hardly have been
congstent with the liberating spirit of pop art that its artists should have alowed themsdvesto
become victims of their own style. One mark, it seemsto me, of artists after the end of art isthat
they adhere to no single avenue of credtivity ... (1997, 127).

On the one hand, and in particular inthelight of Transfiguration, thiskind of arbitrariness
and lack of commitment could easily be re-described in terms of “mere manner,” lack of style,
or aloss of Sdf. The stylistic means are not only fredly available but are dso arbitrarily
replacesble. Thus, they seem incapable of condtituting something like an artigtic identity.
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In the context of hisend of art theory, however, Danto celebrates this arbitrariness, invoking
Sartre and Hegd, as the mark of *being truly human’ (1997, 127) and the return to ‘ genuine
truth and life’ (1997, 148). He refersto Marx' s passage as an illustration of the very state of
nonalienation (cf. 1986, 112), and he reads Warhol's and Marx s satements asimplying a
Sartrian refusdl “to be any particular thing' or to regard onesdlf ‘as an object, and hence as
having an identity as awaiter if awaiter, or awoman if awoman’ (1997, 127). Seen from this
angle, becoming a“victim of one’s own gyle’ might well mean nothing €se than employing
one’s own gyle as amere externa manner.

It seems, then, that Danto’ s picture of the postmodern artist does not atogether dismiss
those vague romantic idedls of “genuineness,” or “authenticity,” or “being true to one’s art” that
are evoked by the style-manner didinction in Transfiguration. Wha differsis not so much the
ideds, but their conditions of redization. One might conclude from this that artistic genuineness
does not necessarily require a constant artist Self or agiven individud syle. Artists might as well
create their own Sdves by making the chosen styles their own. Or, one might assume that
choosing among virtualy unlimited options without getting fragmented presupposes a particularly
robust artistic Self. The noncommittal employment of stylistic means might then be taken as
betraying artistic sovereignty rather than lack of style. Or, one might argue that the question of
being true to onesalf only becomes relevant if one rgects the Transfiguration ideaof individual
gyle as something given. For how can artists meaningfully be said to be true to their style if they
cannot help but just have a particular style and are not even conscious of it?

Inany case, even if individud styleis thought of, not as something given and stable, but as
something freely chosen and flexible, this does not imply thet from the point of view of the
artist anything goes. In short, arbitrariness need not imply indifference on the artis’ s part.
Though artists are no longer committed to any collective art historica projects, nor to any
paticular syle, thair artistic activity might sill be guided by persond convictions — aslong as the
lack of higtorical commitmentsis not experienced as depriving their activity of any
meaningfulness a dl. Thus, the observation that artists could make art ‘in whatever way they
careto’ (1997, 173) might well be taken in the most substantial sense of the word “care.”

Accordingly, the dement of non-arbitrariness that is involved in Danto’ s account of individua
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sylein Transfiguration could be retained. How a pluraist attitude might combine with a sense
of “artistic necessity” can beillugtrated by the case of the artist Jennifer Bartlett. Danto
characterizes her as an outspoken Plurdist who “*liked alot of different work’” (cit. in 1992b,
224). Y ¢ a the same time she avowed e.g. that she * could not live with [being aminimdigt],” or
that she felt *aneed for green’ (1992c, 244 1.).

[l ORIGINALITY

Asregards the question of origindity, the end of art thesis proves to be smilarly ambiguous.
According to one reading, Snce art has come to its end, there cannot arise anything nove
anymore. For if the developmenta history of art is closed, one might ask, how can artiss avoid
returning to ‘outworn styles' (1997, 148) and how can art production evade ending up in ‘cycle
upon cycle of repetitions of much the same options (1990c, 331)7?° Danto himsdlf used to
characterize the end of art as a stage ‘where the engines of artistic production can only combine
and recombine known forms.” In this sense, he concludes, ‘the Age of Art isinternaly worn

out’ (1986, 85). And further, if one assumesthet individua style involves aspects of origindity,
invention, credtivity, how can one avoid the concluson that in a post-historica art world thereis
no room left for individud style?

Again, the conclusion that the end of art impliesthe end of individud gyle is not compelling.
Fird, to assume that the closure of art history sets an end to artistic individudity would overstate
the case, as Danto reassures in amore recent article: it “would be like worrying that human
character isfinite, that al the characters and persona styles would al be used up. Since no two
individuas have the same character, thisisaneedless fear’ (1998, 138). Hence, even after the
end of art artists' idiosyncrasies do not disappear. Moreover, Danto’ s conception of individud
dyle as something “given” suggeststhat an artist’ sindividud style can be drictly isolated from
the generd gtylesthe artist might adopt. Thus, however mannered the general Syle might be

5 Aslong as art production does not stop, which, of course, was not what Danto meant by the “end of
art”.
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that an artist’ s work exemplifies, this would not affect the genuineness of the artist’ sown
individual gtyle. In other words. artists may choose randomly from aclosed set of pre-given
generd yles, asthe above Warhol quote suggests; but this would not defeat a notion of
individua style substantial enough to be contrasted with *“ mere manner.”

Secondly, the end of art thesis does not even exclude individud inventions and novelty in a
more robust sense. For the claim that art has cometo its end is a qudified one. The“end” only
refersto the end of higtoricaly sgnificant, progressve developments. Thus, the thesis only
maintans, firg, that art’s ascent to salf-knowledge has reached its limit, and second, that the
continuing artitic activities do not establish anew progressive devel opment informing another
“master narretive’. In particular, they are no longer guided by the assumption that thereisa
‘higtoricaly correct direction’ (1992b, 229, emphasis added). Neither does this exclude the
possibility of change and unprecedented variations nor of individua inventions. In other words,
the end of art thessis not athess about the exhaustion of possble artistic means.

Thus, juxtaposed to Danto’s scenario of ever the same repetitions are passagesin which he
is enthusiagtic about the flourishing of art after its end. He observes an *unlimited laterd diversty
of art, asif ‘each artists had evolved anew genre’ (1992b, 225), and ‘ marvel[d] at the
imaginativeness of artigsin finding ways to convey meanings by the most untraditional means
(2000, 431). From this latter point of view, it dso would no longer be paradoxicd that the quest
for origindity and individud style seemsto prevail in the postmodern art world more than ever.

IV UNITY OF STYLE

At the outset, the blatant stylistic variety within the oeuvre of pogt-historica artists seemsto be
at odds with the constancy of stylethat isdemanded in Transfiguration. However, Danto
himsdf draws two implicit distinctions that alow one to reconcile a plurdistic and an essentidist
conception of individua style in that respect. Firdt, he uses “syl€’ to refer, not only to the
manifest syligtic features in works of art, but aso to something mental, something thet has, as
Richard Wollheim cdlsit, * psychologica redlity’ (cf. 1992c, 245; Wollheim 1986, 26). This
“mentd gyle’ —whatever that may be — accounts then for the manifest stylidic characteridicsin
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works of art.® Secondly, as regards those manifest styligtic qualities, Danto sometimes refersto
the particular syle of angle works, sometimesto the overal style of an artist’ s oeuvre. These
digtinctions offer two — maybe somewhat ad hoc — ways of solving the apparent tension
mentioned above. Fird, syle as something mental may be fixed while manifesting itsdf in
manifold ways in works of art. Secondly, though the manifest stylistic characteristics may
diverge congderably within an artist’ s oeuvre, they may retrospectively become visible as
meanifestations of one unified style. Again the case of Jennifer Bartlett might serve as an example.
While her *[styligtic] intentions vary from work to work’ (1992c, 246; cf. 1992b, 224), Danto
attributes to her ‘an artistic style which is essentidly her, which emerges through her work as the
work develops ... the style itsdlf remains congtant or, if you like, it isthe same artidtic
personality throughout’ (1992c, 246). In short, a pluralism of gppearances — and Danto’s
“anything goes’ thesisrefers, after dl, in the first place to the appearance of works of art —
would be compatible with unity and stability of style.’

\% THE END OF A DISTINCTION

In particular the question of arbitrariness and the question of origindity suggest yet another
possible conclusion: that after the end of art, the dichotomy between style and manner loses its
sgnificance. For if anything goes and nothing matters, and if art isamere ‘play of possiilities,
and the possibilities are adl more or less known' (1993, 212), there seemsto be no point in
judging the styligtic qualities of works of art under categories such as origindity, authenticity, or
genuineness. Moreover, the distinction between style and manner becomes obsolete for logicd
reasons as well: In a post-historica art world, stylistic means figure as commonly available

options, as methods or techniques everyone is entitled to make use of. In this respect, they have

5 In Transfiguration, “style” refers to the way of mental representation as well as to the corresponding

way of representation in works of art. In 1992c, “style” appears as a kind of mental disposition that explains
why an artist e.g. paintsin the way he does. For asimilar distinction cf. Wollheim 1986, 26: ‘ The styleitself is
distinct from the characteristics associated with it, and it is it that causes them to be as they are. Individual

styleisintheartist who hasit ..." (Wollheim 1986, 26).

T Cf.theefforts, e.g. by Schapiro (2000), to explain Picasso’s notorious stylistic shifts as manifestations or

developments of one single style, rather than as a succession of different styles.
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obtained the status of something like a public type. And as such, they can only be repeatedly
ingtantiated or applied, but rictly speaking cannot be repested, or plagiarized, or imitated.
Thus, it would amount to a category mistake to raise questions of genuineness or firgness. In
particular, an artist who employs those stylistic means cannot be blamed for adopting a mere
manner.

The difference between mere manner and genuine style dso vanishes in another respect.
According to Danto, ‘it is exactly the mark of the post-historical moment that the quest for
identity is undertaken by those who are &fter dl distant from their target — who, in akind of
Sartrian way of putting things, are not what they are and are what they are not’ (1997, 127 f.).
What this, in turn, suggestsis that those who have style are not concerned with it. Thisthrows
some further light on the relaion between the Transfiguration conception of individud style
and the end of art conception of individud gyle: it is not so much a difference between
something given and not conscious to the artist on the one hand, and something conscioudy
searched for on the other hand. Rather, the two conceptions suggest two different forms of not
being aware of style, both contrasting with a self-conscioudy pursued project of saf-discovery.
Thus, if onewishes, one could interpret the end of art, not as the beginning of ever the same
mannerisms, but as an invitation to cardless playfulness® Also under this perspective the

question of style vs. manner becomes obsolete.

VI CONCLUDING REMARKS

Let me come back to theinitia question to what extent Danto’s end of art theory and his
essentialist conception of individud style are compatible. What conclusions can be drawn from
the foregoing discusson? First and foremost it shows, | think, that whatever answer one arrives
a depends on severd preiminary decisons how one interprets the end of art thesis; in which
terms one congtrues the assumed unity of individua style; and how one generaly conceives of

8 This aspect of art’s liberation to joyfulness and playfulness is also emphasized by Solomon/Higgins
1993, 119, and Herwitz 1993, 147.
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the relation between individua style on the one hand, and generd style or the on-goingsin the
art world, on the other hand. For example, one might hold the following two views. fird, that
any individud styleisto an important degree condtituted by the generd stylesthe work in
question exemplifies, and, second, that after the end of art those generd stylesend up as
repetitious mannerisms. Under these assumptions, the prospects for individua style, as opposed
to mere manner, seem rather limited. But, as the discussion has shown, interpreting the problem
in thisway is by no means cogent.

Instead of drawing any further moras from the above discusson, | would like to conclude by
rasng another question. Taking for granted Transfiguration’s essentidist conception of syle,
one might draw into question the possibility of style in apogt-historica plurdidtic art world. But
one could likewise use the picture of such an art world in order to chalenge the conclusions of
Transfiguration. Thus, one remaining question iswhy becoming conscious of one’s own syle
shdl not have the same liberating effect asin the case of art becoming conscious of itsdf. Why
should it not be regarded as resulting in a higher degree of artigtic sovereignty rather thenin
mere manner? Again, the distinction is afragile one. Probably it isless one in substance than in
rhetoric. And how one interprets a given case — whether as demonstrating mere manner or
rather artistic sovereignty — may partly depend on what one wishes to think about the work or
the artist in question. The varying estimations of Picasso’s diverse adaptations might be an

ingructive case in point.®

9  This paper was written with support of a scholarship awarded by the German Academic Exchange
Service (DAAD). Specia thanksto Lydia Goehr, Arthur Danto, the members of the Aesthetics Reading
Group at Columbia University, and Kerstin Vogel.
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