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End or death of art today

Alain Patrick Olivier - University of Nantes, France

In the period of world pandemic and general confinement, the end of art is not only a philosophical
hypothesis; it is also a political option and an historical fact. Museums and theaters, cinemas, concert
halls and bookstores are closing. People are not travelling anymore, are supposed to meet only in work
situations, and not to entertain in public places. The physical presence of the works of art and the
physical interaction with artists become rare. For the first time, the world of art and entertainment,

“whose existence always has been an evidence, disappears for a while from real life, surviving only in
the virtual world. We are experiencing — even in a negative mode — how the aesthetic sphere, which
Hegel has described as a sphere of “theoretical senses”, sights and hearing, is deeply connected with
the touch — which he excluded. With the fact that artists and spectators can breathe in a same space,
can be near to each other, while they are performing, while they are taking a bow, while they are leav- -
ing the art place. We are experiencing that modern societies do not necessarily need arts anymore, or
not the physical presence of the artists and the spectators.

s this what Hegel prophesied? The end of art was for him a problem not related first with politics
and economics, but with truth and knowledge. It was about the possibility for art to be a presentation
of the “absolute”, so that there wouldn't be any higher principle than art in our enlightened modern
society. The other option would be that art is now declining or completely disappearing in modern
times: it could be condemned by Enfightenment and rationality, like it was previously condemned by
platonism or Reformation. In Hegel’s last lecture on aesthetics from Winter 1828-1829, we don’t find
the idea that art couid be »dead”, or that art is over. But Hegel himself spoke of the “ Auflésung der
Kunst” (" dissolution of art”) referring to the end of the romantic form and to classical comedy, and {in
the introduction to his lecture) of a "Vernichtung der Kunst” (an “annihilation of art”). He also states
that “Kunst hat auch ein Nach”, "art has also an after” which is the sBewussisein von Kunst”, the
“consciousness of art” in modernity:

A rare ballet performance in the time of pandemic. Ftoiles de The closed Opéra-Bastille, on the Bastilie Square, during the
I'Opéra, Paris Opera, Palais Garnier, October 19th 202C. The second lockdown, in November 2020. Photo Alain Patrick
performance had to respect social distance for artisis and  Olivier ® 2020

spectators and end before the curfew at 9 pm. Photo Alain

Patrick Olivier @ 2020
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“On the other hand, the perfected art presents the content completely, where [the] soul is satisfied; but the spirit
opposes it, and that is the after of art {das Nach der Kunst) and that is the position of art for our time, that we
have the consciousness of art. Art witl become more and more perfect, but it cannot reach this perfection where
form is not the highest need for [the] representation. Our education is permeated by intellectual relations of
categories of thought and reflection. This form of thought is the prosaic. The determination of force, reason and
consequence are categories, ways of finite thinking, make up the soul of consciousnass. For us, art is therefore
not a necessity. For us, truth is to be sought in the content and form of the spirit. We no longer bend our knees
before God the Father and Pallas, no matter how excellently they are portrayed. The poetic soul can now no lon-
ger be completely satisfied by it. The barrier of art lies not in it, but in us” (Hegel 2017, p. 25; my translation)'™.

The lecture concludes:

“For us, the philosophy of art has become a necessity, since we are beyond art” (Hegel 2017, p. 207; my trans-
lation)?,

Accordingly, the End of Art Theory (EAT) doesn‘t imply that art is not possible in the present day. Hegel
states that art is still in progress. There is no end to art history, but our relationship to art has changed.
There is now a scientific consideration for works of art instead of a fetish or refigious attitude toward
- objects. Not only does the EAT imply that art is possible in the present, but it makes possible the ap-
prehension of art as art, the consideration of objects as works of art. This opens up the possibility of
a new “régime esthétigue”, as Jacques Rancigre would say, for an aesthetic relationship. This is the
end of a heteronomous relationship toward art. Art is not a form of philosophy for Hegel, but | would
consider that art is, in his system, the realization of a radical principle of freedom and living subjectivity.

The contemporary works of art — according to Hegel — are progressive forms; they are not less sig-
nificant than the works of art of the previous times (Dante, Ariosto, Shakespeare). The work of art as
such disappears to make place for a higher principle, which is the positive assertion of a new concept
of subjectivity. The end of romantic art opens a period where subjectivity emancipates from the objec-
tal and naive concept of the work of art. The subjectivity of the producing subject {the brilliant artist)
and that of the spectator claim their rights: their superiority regarding the content and the materiality
of the work of art. The death of art is only the death of the object: the Zerfalf of the on?ologica! con-
ception, not the death of art as such. This principle of freedom and living subjectivity finds its modern
concretization both in Goethe’s final poetic works as well as in Rossini‘s vocal music. Hegel’s enthusi-
asm for Italian music was not just private entertainment. The lectures of 1826 and 1828-29 show that
his experience of Rossini‘'s operas, and particularly the presence of singers performing and improvising
in a theater in front of a living audience, is a speculative one and a key for his aesthetics.

We can distinguish at least three interpretations of the EAT. The first one is that art is dead because
we don't have any need for art in our modern societies. We only need science to fulfill a spiritual need
and to respond to the needs of a prosaic world in which we are living. The second interpretation is
that we need art, but there are no more great works of art in the present; or the artistic productions of

1 “Hingegen die vollendete Kunst stellt den Inhalt voilkormmen dar, wo [das] GemGth sich befriedigt; aber der Geist stellt
sich ihr entgegen, und das ist das Nach der Kunst und das ist die Stellung der Kunst fr unsere Zeit, daB wir das BewuBtsein
von Kunst haben. Die Kunst wird immer vollkommener werden, aber diese Vollendung kann sie nicht erreichen, we die Form
nicht das héchste BedtrfniB fir [die] Vorstellung ist. Unsere Bildung ist von verstandigen Verhilnissen von Kategorien des
Gedankens und Reflexion durchdrungen. Diese Form des Gedankens ist das Prosaische. Die Bestmmung von Kraft, Grund
und Folge sind Kategorien, Weisen des endlichen Denkens, machen die Seele des BewuBtseins aus. Fir uns ist die Kunst
also nicht BediirfniB. Die Wahsheit ist far uns zu suchen im Inhalt und Form des Geistes. Vor Gottvater und Pallas dargestelit
beugen wir nicht mehr die Knie, sie magen noch so vortrefflich dargestellt sein. Das poetische Gemiith kann jetzt nicht mehr
ganz von ihr befriedigt werden. Die Schranke der Kunst fiegt nicht in ihr, sondern in uns” {Hegel 2017, p. 25).

19 “Fir uns ist die Kunstphiiosophie eine Nothwendigkeit geworden, da wir tber die Kunst hinaus sind" (Hege! 2017, p. 207}
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the present are lower than the productions of the past; or that there is no more innovation. This is not
the fact by Hegel. The third interpretation is concerned with a more epistemological level. The end of
art is the beginning of a free reflexive and a critical or philosophical relationship to works of art. There
i no need for art, there is only a need for a philosophy of art. The EAT is therefore a structural thesis
which makes the work of art and the discourse on art, or at least philosophy of art, possible. We thus
have to understand dialectically that the EAT is the condition of possibility of art, the beginning of art
as such. Art not only survives in philosophicat or critical discourse, but it also survives in the exhibition
of the creative and intellectual process of its living production. This process becomes the substantial
element of art.

The present catalogue of the exhibition With Hegel in the XXI century includes several works that
are related to the “end” or the “death” of art (Manu Invisible’s Fresco; Riccardo Malaspina’s perfor-
mance curated by Joshua De Loa and Tayisyia Libokhorska: Marco Locatelli’s and Raffaele Moretti’s
video installation). We can see that the philosophical discourse on the end of artis there in the material
of the works themselves. This seems 10 verify on one side the thesis that art has fulfilled his process
of becoming conceptual, the process of its dematerialization in modern times. Art has not any other
content than art itself, in the shape of a philosophical discourse on itself. But on the other side the
opposite also happens, namely that the philosophical discourse becomes the material of the work of
art. it has been made sensible through performance, videos, pictures. Such is the sensitization of the
philosophy through art. The concepts tend to collapse and dissolve into the single appearance of a visi-
ble surface. The EAT is diffracted as well, decomposed, in its different echoes, resonances, in a plurality
of splinters. in these cases, it is the thesis of the death of art itself that seems to be dead.




