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Laocoon' 

The title refers both to Gotthold Lessing's Laocoon: An Essay upon the Limits of Poetry 
and Painting, of 1766, and to Irving Babbitt's The New Laokoon: An Essay on the 
Confusion of the Arts, of 1910. Greenberg thus clearly signals his concern with a 
longstanding question in aesthetics: is the existence of limits serving to distinguish 
between the various arts also a condition of the possibility of value within them? 
According to Greenberg's argument, it is a historical characteristic of the modern arts 
that each has had to define itself in terms of the limitations of its proper medium. At 
a time when vociferous claims were being made for the 'Realism' of various forms of 
figurative art, his aim was at one and the same time to establish the quality of certain 
abstract art and to justify abstraction as the fulfilment of an inexorable historical 
tendency. {The issues here raised by Greenberg were to be revived and reformulated 
twenty-seven years later by Michael Fried in his 'Art and Objecthood', VIIA6.l Originally 
published in Partisan Review, VII, no. 4, New York, July-August 1940, pp. 296-310. 

The dogmatism and intransigence of the 'non-objective' or 'abstract' purists of 
painting today cannot be dismissed as symptoms merely of a cultist attitude 
towards art. Purists make extravagant claims for art, because usually they value 
it much more than any one else does. For the same reason they are much more 
solicitous about it. A great deal of purism is the translation of an extreme 
solicitude, an anxiousness as to the fate of art, a concern for its identity. We 
must respect this. When the purist insists upon excluding 'literature' and subject 

matter from plastic art, now and in the future, the most we can charge him 
with off-hand is an unhistorical attitude. It is quite easy to show that abstract 
art like every other cultural phenomenon reflects the social and other circum­
stances of the age in which its creators live, and that there is nothing inside 
art itself, disconnected from history, which compels it to go in one direction 
or another. But it is not so easy to reject the purist's assertion that the best of 
contemporary plastic art is abstract. Here the purist does not have to supp91t 
his position with metaphysical pretentions. And when he insists on doing so, 
those of us who admit the merits of abstract arr without accepting its claims in 
full must offer our own explanation for its present supremacy. 
















