Fuoco B. Fann

In the spring of 2020, the late Paul Rabinow invited me to his home. Paul’s backyard garden was quiet and
peaceful with fresh breeze under the clear blue sky in Berkeley. We had a heart-to-heart and knee-to-knee talk
and decided to work together. However, things are impermanent and unpredictable. This outstanding thinker of
our time, Paul the Elder (as Rabinow was called by his close friends) passed away unexpectedly in April 2021.
For those who still care about “intellectual life” and “academic life” today, it is a profound and irreparable loss.
I would like to offer my deepest condolences with this synopsis: the world has lost a wise man with a free mind

and a good teacher and friend.
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Two Prints from Robert Motherwell
A Contemporary Conundrum—the Philosopher, the Artist, or the Unconsolable?

If “philosophy is the art of forming, inventing, and fabricating concepts,” and “concepts need
conceptual personae that contribute to their definition,” according to Deleuze, “philosophers must
no longer be content to accept the concepts that are given to them, but must begin by fabricating and
creating them...” (Deleuze, “What Is Philosophy”). If the true nature of art was to make illusion,
according to Motherwell, then the main industry in twentieth century art—what is called modern
art—is to destroy illusion.

What then do artists do when illusion is no longer the task? Is there something else for artists
to do besides destroying illusion? When Boulez says that Klee teaches artists “the power of deduction,”
(Rabinow, Conceptual Interconnections of Problems) is “deduction” a conceptual technique, namely,
fabricating and creating modern concepts, or is it what Motherwell calls the “felt expression of
modern reality”?

Motherwell proclaims: “The function of the artist is to express reality as felt...” and “The
function of the modern artist is by definition the felt expression of modern reality.” “Modern art is
related to the problem of the modern individual’s freedom.” What Motherwell specifically stresses
that still draws our attention to what is good or bad is: “By feeling is meant the response of the

«body-and-mind» as a whole to the events of reality” since ideas often modify feelings. “The anti-



intellectualism of English and American artists has led them to the error of not perceiving the
connection between the feeling of modern forms and modern ideas. It is the whole man who feels
in artistic experience as when we say with Plato: “The man has a pain in his finger’ (The Republic,
462 D), and not, ‘The finger has a pain’” (Motherwell, The Modern Painter’s World, 72). It is easy to
be confused about whether one’s finger hurts or whether the finger itself hurts. Motherwell clarifies

this art and philosophy conundrum in the case of Mondrian:

Mondrian’s work can be called scientific, since it consists of just the formulation of colorrelations, and more
important, spatial relations arising from a division of space. The scientific analogy is further confirmed by the
fact that Mondrian clearly employs a hypothesis about the nature of reality, of which his work is an attempt at
experimental confirmation. His hypothesis holds that it is possible to fulfill the artist’s function, which is the
expression of the felt quality of reality, with concrete color-spaces which contain no reference to the external world,

either through representation or through the more condensed and ambiguous meanings of the

image. (Motherwell, The Art of Abstraction: Piet Mondrian)

On one hand, Mondrian “indomitably and tenaciously” has maintained the freedom of the
artist for a long time; especially, the artist’s work has been less subject to the pressures of the outside
world during the twentieth century. On the other hand, in “seizing the laboratory freedom of the

scientist,” Mondrian fell into a trap from which he cannot be untethered—

loss of contact with historical reality; or, more concretely, loss of the sense of the most insistent needs (and thus
of the most insistent values) of a given time and place... he created a rational art when art was the only place
where most men could find an irrational, sensual release from the commonsense rationalism and disciplines of

their economic lives. (Motherwell, The Art of Abstraction: Piet Mondrian)

Motherwell’s conclusion is that Mondrian’s failure is simple and plain: a bare Abstraction.
Mondprian is unable to be proven false a priori. Images, shapes, and colors (as well as sounds or even
fragmented melodies) communicate feelings that are impossible to reject or deny, even in “the

laboratory freedom of the scientist.” In the words of Motherwell: “No one can meet hostile reality



with the simple proposition that 2 + 2 = 4. The proposition is true, but it is not enough.” This is the
end of Mondrian and the beginning of Motherwell.

In this perspective, Motherwell made himself a giant in the modern art world and for the
Americans particularly. Motherwell joins Foucault and Richter, in Rabinow’s sense, to converge on
a common problematization in philosophy and art in the “serendipitously synergistic attempts” to a
“distinctive kind of reduction of the present and the future involved in their work”

(Rabinow, Unconsolable Contemparary).

Problematization

The problem: Does or can abstraction convey a concept (or ontological reality) or express emotion
(or felt reality)? Motherwell thinks that Mondrian turns himself into a scientist; the abstract becomes
pure abstraction (if so, Mondrian may be called an ontologist), thus Mondrian is out of history in the
given time and space as an artist, whereas Motherwell claims that his abstract technique of
“automatism” can solve the problem. Does Motherwell face the problem that Mondrian is accused

of! How much does “automatism” rely on artistic training and practice and unconscious drive’

The concept: Whether illusion can be destroyed or not, and whether what Mondrian and
Motherwell created are still illusions. Illusion can be seen as the “Order of Things.”
[llusion oscillates between pathos and bathos; the inquiry may be the oscillating or stopping points

and the distance of illusion, not a simple reduction of the present and the future.



Le Coq 1974-75
Lithography from two stones printed in black; silk screen printed in red
Image 24 % X 19 in (62.9 X 48.3 cm) edition of 40



Poe’s Abyss 1974-75

Lithography from one stone printed in brown

Image 46 X 42 (116.9 X 106.7 cm) edition of 16
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