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modernion

The Art of Celebration
By Alfred Appel Ir.

Alfred A, Knopf, 246 pages;
£35 cloth.

VER SIMCE such [andmark

sfudies af the Unlied States

at Alexls dp Tooquevilie's

Dermocracy tn Amerita and

‘Thorstein Yeblen's The Tie
ory of the Lefsyre Claks, scarcoly 8
decade has passed without ot least
ane commentary that changed the
way we thatight aboul sarselves
and our worlkd

The Eradition has escalated in e
condl decwles [ lhe 1060 Yanos
Packard, in his besiselling book,
The Fidden Persuaders, reveabed
haow adverticing inflnenced our dad-
Iy dectsions. In the 19606, Eldridg
Cleaver, In Sl o Joe, showed s
what white socety looked ke
thmzugh the eyes of somecne gronw-
ing aige bilicdks, As we endered fhe S,
Alvin Tofller, In Fidure Shoek, pr-
dicled hovw the dynamle changes 16
iechnology would affect our Iives,
while Paul Ehrlich, In The Peppda:
tion Somb, dismossed the problems
of  overpopulation—and the list
E0es a0 and on.

Mow Alfred Appel Jr, in The
Art of Celebration, attompds to en-
ter the ranks of this lastrious
group by exploring cur attimodes
toward modem art Although the
subject k5 usnally concidered ob-
scure, solipsistic, ironfe and nik
hilistic. Appel belisves that the
work of many modemist sriters,
painters and musicians 15 uplift-
ing, life-affimming and ennobling.

Appel's premise, although stag-
ed in the first chaptor, s cloguent-
Iy suwmmed wp towsand the end of
the book, and it is the mallying oy
b hopees B sl b the peador—
and cortalnly thers 1s an evanges
L=As Fervency quivering throogh
hiz playful prose. Describing a
Mondrisn pabinting Appel accorts
thatl works of art “muost stand on
thelr own as uplifiing obiective
correldives for our nesd, oar
search for onder, psychle ease
calm, and renewed strenplh.”

This & an lmportant sisdersent,
ardd it 5 meade mot anly &5 8 ootTes-
twe to the prevalling attdhodes to-
ward modernicm bl akso to how
o atindes spasmed the oorment
solipsiclic, selfreforential, (rondc,
nifilistle art of postnodersndsm,
spoecifeally the mind-game method-
ology of the deconstmctiondsts.

Froperly illustrated, with many
of the art pieces roprodussd in opl-
ar, the book s oompased of a2
shart chapbers Inowhikch Appel at.
{empts Lo poove his thesis by ana-
Iyzing, reinterproting and prais
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ing more than 100 of his faverite
works of moderm arl. likeratarce
and Jozx in condms (0 those
artists and works he considers
pessimistic and despairing.

Appel places the artists In one
ar another of two  oppasing
groatps His fverites, sase whism
e jidges 4o be ilfe-afimmers, Ine
clude writers Wiadimlr Habohow
and James Joyce, palnters Henrd
Matisze and Paul Klee, smilptors
Constantin Brancusi and Gaston
Lachaise, photograghers Edward
Wedon and Lewls Hine, and jazz
muskekans James P Johncon and
Teddy Wilson.
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in the group he opposes are
writers T.5, Elkot and Pranz Kaf
ka, and the palniers George Grosz
and Andy Warhel,

As indegral to the book as the il-
lnstrations and keas is Appel's
style. It is not dry and professorinl
bat full of jokes and puns B= he
mixes Informal dictlon and slang.
Believing that art shoald promote
enrichment through a playfal
oper-mindedness in the viewers
readerdlistener, Appel brings the
gplrit af play te his inberpects.
tions as well 25 w his style, This
gplril poes hand o plove with the
organizing principle of ihe befd—
the endless connectlons  Appel
makes betwesn the Individoal
pleces af art undar consideration,
connectlons that acoumulate Inte
a more and moro complox wel,

Az @ writer who has struggled 10
promulgabe o coneeR of art sEnilac
o the ong Apgl espoutzs, T fiokd his
premibst nok only welssme Bul alen
revitalizing. amd 1 chetr hils eonirge
o ereake sach o stnbemenl in the e
of current fads and dogme, both
the academic and art warlds

But a5 1 mad the book, 1 was
struck by an arblimiriness in Ap-
pol’s Interprotackens, i quickly be-
came apparent that Appel persond-
fits everything he s=es, He must
find recognizable shapes in every
painting, and s0 his interpoek-
tions ke on the aure of o child
naming the different objects | dis-
cams in shiflag coud fonmations.
Such pracilces, while delightful in
the young, In adalt ar critics
make for mothing marve than -
latlng milnd games, with Ll or
no tepand for the creator and his
intentlons, which is the very dof-

nitkon of deconstmictbonism, the
“ohscure, solipsietie” approach to
creaking and appreciating art that
Appel cateporically apposes.

Even Appel's playfal proce spom
palls, becoming more and moaore
forged, as if he were straining for
effect ke a second-rate comedian
tryving oo hard o be fanny. For all
his pood humsae, Apped takes his
punz too serfously, suppesting
that they have a sipnificance In
the schems of things that poes be-
yond their cloverness,

PPEL exubs in the olor

yellow, declaring that b=

ientifeation with  sun-

et provides it with a

symbalopy that is Lfe-af-
firminp, healing and renewing. He
then seekis to prove this mborpre-
tatlon every Hme he encounters
the color In his fiverite works of
art. He forpets, however, that one
of the most elling vses of yellow
in mederm Heeratum wis made by
ome of the wrters he abhars, T.5.
Eliot. In Eliets “The Love Song of
4. Alfred Prufrock,”

The yefloww for theat ricks its back
upon fhe windeu-panes,

The yellote ke thot rubs [
ritcezls an the windste-panes,

Lickedf (1% tarygice fnto the eormers
O the eLeriing,

Lingered ppon the pocls thad
=and i drzing,

Ler fall wpon s beck the soo
that feils from chimneys, ...

Crerlpd arce piowd the hoase, and
Jelt asleep,

Hen: yellow 1s pod the oplor of ne-
niewal or healing, bt of pollution
and stngling self-absorption.

In & stmilar manner, Appel's etk
mate of Jasper Johns' “Painted
Bronzn" sculpture falks io appreci-
ate all the piece’s mmifications
Appel places pop artiA Johns in the
enemy Gmp and dismisses what
he finds to be Johns' sneering mony
al flemes Promm ouwr everyday woeld
in hils =twin bronzed Ballantine ks
ans” = firmly ln b rock pedestal
Bul by bromeing the cans and
putting them fn a context other
than the ones for which they wome

intemvded, Johns, atthough gendly |

fronke, made those fems artifics
of mir cuthure which ame a5 exotic
i ey fimind In urly Egyprtin amd
Han Dymacdy tambe, angd hae thene-
Ty gl iflex] dhie coammongilac b the
marvelmes, making ws s dhe
throwaway obects of our dally
lives in o new and ennabling w5y,
Such expmples, of wiilch ghere
A oy, demongtirele the arbl
iy aatune of Appel's arpiments
Even Appels chodoe of Hieadfism-
bz, moonkronic arlsls Gndbes dis
apeenent, He prabes Panl Kleets
wayfulness and use of primii
forms, fnding Kse “jaunty™ smd
“confident” and the work of his las
years oonstituting "a lecid  End
trncing =atoment of comle fith "
Baii be ipnores (or B igmoerant of)
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hman weakness and fally mand
fiest thermestes in a soemingly end.
jocs varkety of ways. Many of Klee's
raintings chow archetypal scones
about the himan condition, pre
sorted ironbcadly as well as comi-
cally. Appel falls to mealize that
Klee's attitude, while superficially
Tabmerous, & esenlly satirle.

Georpe Grosz, whom early in
the book Appel uses bs A prime e
ampla of the nihilistic pader, was
dlso & sadirlsl, abfihowgh one of 8
mich more ssvape nahire than
Klee. Sill, Grosz was not nihilis-
tic. As & sfirst he was rldiswling
the corruption he saw in 19905
German life, but =ince satirists are
by definition  momlksts, Gros's
pictures of Germany's dark side
bmplled that the vices he was
ralnting eould be remesdicd,

And this 1s where Appels preat-
&5t arror oonurs. o setting his teo
grours of artiss in opposition to
each other, he tikes (oo simplistic o
stance. Fle makes everything elber
tack or white and so oversinies his
i, He falks to e Pl artlsls he

50 Franz Eefka, anciher of Ap-
pel's prime targefs, was ssarching
with rellgious fervor for 8 glimpse
of the godhead I our wordd., Thoi
he didn't find it does ool mean
that he was nihilistle. His under-
standing. which invelved spiritu-
al repeneration by coming b
lerms with human lmitations, 5
almast  synapymons  with  the
kinds of thinps learmmed by the
main characters v Greok tmgedy,
wha, witer and resimed, succumb
In the ensd o the poveer of the gods.
And surely Appel wduald not ploce
Saphocies, Euripides or Asceliy.
15 I the enemy campd

Suwch lbnitations of arpument as
thase listed above sugeest a sim-
plictle, “Pollyamnaish™  atiitiede
behind Appel’s thesks. This Seems
palnfully trse when e places the
Josoph Conrad of The Hert af
Darkness in e enemy camp. Yes,
art showld e Eife-affirming and In
the and zerva the commamicy. But
one of the ways it i= an “objective
correlotive of our need” is that i
probes the nikillsic shadows thd
are projected By he sunli bl
ings which uplift our splrits.,

Whelher Appel chianges our bt
fitude toward {and our expecta-
tions af) art only the hourglass of
fashion will shaw. Bat it i5s &
shame that 50 noble aml Empor-
tant @ thesks shoold be marred by
5o Faricinnd @ set of proofs.

MorTom Marous




