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Against Interpretation
by Susan Sontag

( The earliest experience of art must have been that it was incantatory, magical; art was an instrument of
ritual. (CF. the paintings in the caves at Lascaux, Altamira, Niaux, La Pasiega, etc.) The earliest theory of
art, that of the Greek philosophers, proposed tha@ mimesis, imitation of reality. >

It is at this point that the unesﬁm/tﬁt;l;’;lue of art arose. For the mimetic theory, by its very

terms, challenges art-tojustify itself.
— - -
Plato,{who proposed the theory, seems to have done so in order to rule that the value of art is dubious.

~Since he considered ordinary material things as themselves mimetic objects, imitations of transcendent T H‘EDPY
forms or structures, even the best painting of a bed would be only an "imitation of an imitation." For o
Plato, art is neither particularly useful (the painting of a bed is no good to sleep on), nor, in the strict forms ’
sense, true. Ancﬁ_ﬁ:isj)yej\arguments in defense of art do not really challenge Plato's view that all art is

an elaborate trompe I'ofil, and therefore a lie. But he does dispute Plato's idea that art is useless. Lie or no,

art has a certain value gccording to Aristotle because it is a form of therapy. Art is useful, after all,

Lristotle counters, medicinally useful in that it arouses and purgw r CATHARSIS
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Even ircinodern times, when most artists and critics Fiaye discarded the theory of art as representation of F”"x‘l”h M

an outer reality in favor of thecffieory of art as subjective expression; the main feature of the mimetic

theory persists. Whether we conceive of the work of art on the model of a picture (art as a picture of

reality) or on the model of a statement (art as the statement of the artist), content still comes first. The

content may have changed. It may now be less figurative, less lucidly realistic. But it is still assumed that Mimehe

a work of art is its content, Or, as it's usually put today, that a work of art by definition says something. P_'g" ':‘"’::‘1
AL
y

("What X is saying is . .. ," "What X is trying to say is. . . ," "What X said is . . ." efc., etc.)

None of us can ever retrieve that innocence before all theory when art knew no need to justify itself, when
one did not ask of a work of art what it said because one knew (or thought one knew) what it did. From
now to the end of consciousness, we are stuck with the task of defending art. We can only]quarrel with
one or another means of defense. Indeed, we have an obligation to overthrow any means of defending and
Justifying art which becomes particularly obtuse or onerous or insensitive to contemporary needs and

practice. assumes art
Something
This is the case, today, with the very idea of content itself. Whatever it may have been in the past, the idea J

of content is today mainly a hindrance, a nuisance, a subtle or not so subtle philistinism.

Though the actual developments in many arts may seem to be leading us away from the idea that a work
of art is primarily its content, the idea still exerts an extraordinary hegemony. | want to suggest that this is
because the idea is now perpetuated in the guise of a certain way of encountering works of art thoroughly
ingrained among most people who take any of the arts seriously. What the overemphasis on the idea of
content entails is the perennial, never consummated project of interpretation. And, conversely, it is the

habit of approaching works of art in order to interpret them that sustains the fancy that there really is such
\ a thing as the content of a work of art. o+ = ¢ svtendts
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(Of course, | don't mean interpretation in the broadest sense, the sense in which Nietzsche (rightly) says,
"There are no facts, only interpretations.” By interpretation, I mean here a conscious act of the mind
which illustrates a certain code, certain "rules" of interpretation.

(Directed to art, interpremneans plucking a set of elements (the X, the Y, the Z, and so forth) from the
whiole work. The task of interpretation is virtually one of translation. The interpreter says, Look, don't you
see that X is really - or, really means - A? That Y is really B? That Z is really C?

What situation could prompt this curious project for transforming a text? History gives us the materials
for an answer. Interpretation first appears in the culture of late classical antiquity, when the power and
credibility of myth had been broken by the "realistic" view of the world introduced by scientific

repudiate, by revamping it. The interpreter, without actually erasing or rewriting the text, is aitering it.
But he can't admit to doing this. He claims to be only making it intelligible, by disclosing its true
meaning. However far the interpreters alter the text...they must claim to be reading off a sense that is
already there.

Interpretation in our own time, however, is even more complex. ... Thex old style '6fTﬁterpretaE9_|1' was
insistent, but respectful; it erected another meaning op top of the literal one. The modern style of
nterpretation excavates, and as it excavates, destroys; it digs "behind" the text, to find a sub-text which is
the true one. The most celebrated and influential modern doctrines, those of Marx and Freud, actually
amount to ¢laborate systems of hermeneutics, aggressive and impious theories of interpretation. All
observable phenomena are bracketed, in Freud's phrase, as manifest content. This manifest content must
be probed and pushed aside to find the true meaning - the latent content - beneath. For Marx, social events
like revolutions and wars; for Freud, the events of individual lives (like neurotic symptoms and slips of
the tongue) as well as texts (like a dream or a work of art) - all are treated as occasions for interpretation.
According to Marx and Freud, these &vents only seem to be intelligibley Actually, they have no meaning

enlightenment. Once the question that haunts post-mythic consciousness - that of the seemliness of WH? /
religious symbols - had been asked, the ancient texts were, in their pristine form, no longer acceptable.

‘Then interpretation was summoned, to reconcile the ancient texts to "modern" demands. Thus, the Stoics,

to accord with their view that the gods had to be moral, allegorized away the rude features of Zeus and his
boisterous clan in Homer's epics. What Homer really designated by the adultery of Zeus with Leto, they
explained, was the union between power and wisdom. ... Interpretation thus presupposes a discrepancy ad
between the clear meaning of the text and the demands of (later) readers. It seeks to resolve that fhns
dlscrcpancy The situation is that for some reason a text has become unacceptable; yet it cannot be J:f";
discarded. Interpretation is a radical strategy for conserving an old text, which is thought too precious to 4,

and
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without interpretation, To understand is to interpret. And to interpret is to restate the phenomenon, in b p(
2]

effect to find an equivalent for it.

Thus, interpretation is not (as most people assume) an absolute value, a gesture of mind situated in some
timeless realm of capabilities. Interpretation must itself be evaluated, within a historical view of human
consciousness. In some cultural contexts, interpretation is a liberating act. It is a means of revising, of

transvaluing, of escaping the dead past. In other cultural contexts, it is reactionary, impertinent, cowardly, |

stifling. Today is such a time, when the project of interpretation is largely reactionary, stifling.
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( In most modern instances, interpretation amounts to the philisfine refusal to leave the work of art alone.

Real art has the capacity to make us nervous. By reducing the work of art o its content and then
interpreting that, one tames the work of art. Interpretation makes art manageable, comformable.

This philistinism of interpretation is more rife in literature than in any other art. For decades now, literary
critics have understood it to be their task to translate the elements of the poem or play or novel or story we
into something else. Sometimes a writer will be so uneasy before the naked power of his art that he will ""k"""d’

e Lu} srnslall within the work itself - albeit with a little shyness, a touch of the good taste of irony - the clear and lesshure.
L“'b“\,wa““ explicit interpretation of it. Thomas Mann is an example of such an overcooperative author. In the case of

g

more stubborn authors, the critic is only too happy to perform the job.

The work om for example, has been subjected to a mass ravishment by no less than three armies of
interpreters. Those who read Kafka as a social allegory see case studies of the frustrations and insanity of
modern bureaucracy and its ultimate issuance in the totalitarian state. Those who read Kafka as a
psychoanalytic allegory see desperate revelations of Kafka's fear of his father, his castration anxieties, his ‘ ‘
sense of his own impotence, his thralldom to his dreams. Those who read Kafka as a religious allegory
explain that K. in The Castle is trying to gain access to heaven, that Josepl K. in The Trial is being judged

by the inexorable and mysterious justice of God. .. . Another ceuvre that has attracted interpreters like

leeches is that of Samuel Beckett. Beckett's delicate dramas of the withdrawn consciousness - pared down

to essentials, cut off, often represented as physically immobilized - are read as a statement about modern
man's alienation from meaning or from God, or as an allegory of psychopathology.
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It is always the case that interpretation of this type indicates a dissatisfaction (conscious or unconscious)
with the work, a wish to replace it by something else. Interpretation, based on the highly dubious theory
that a work of art is composed of items of content, violates art. It makes art into an article for use, for

\qg‘_z_muement into a mental scheme of categories. W oks viot Nlus Tewn i has o le Smf:c'!'hfhj
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f Interpretation does not, of course, always prevail. In fact, a great deal offtoday’s art ay be understood as
motivated by a flight from interpretation. To avoid interpretation, art may become parady. Or it may

become abstract. Or it may become ("merely") decorative. Or it may become non-art. lHdW

The Right from interpretation seems particularly a feature o@odem painting.lAbstract painting is the
attempt to have, in the ordinary sense, no content; since there is no content, there can be no interpretation.
Pop Art works by the opposite means to the same result; using a content so blatant, so "what it is," it, too,
ends by being uninterpretable.

A great deal ofas well, starting from the great experiments of French poetry (including the

movement that is misleadingly called Symbolism) to put silence into poems and to reinstate the magic of
the word, has escaped from the rough grip of interpretation. The most recent revolution in contemporary
taste in poetry — the revolution that has deposed Eliot and elevated Pound - represents a turning away
from content in poetry in the old sense, an impatience with what made modern poetry prey to the zeal of
\inlerpreters.
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( What kind of criticism, of commentary on the arts, is desirablg today? For [ am not saying that works of
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art are ineffable, that they cannot be described or paraphrased. They can be. The question is how. What X )

o

would criticism look like that would serve the work of art, not usurp its place?

What is needed, first, is mor@?lto_fblln_ig@lf excessive stress on content provokes the
arrogance of interpretation, more exfended and more thorough descriptions of form would silence. What
is needed is a vocabulary - a descriptive, rather than prescriptive, vocabulary - for forms..

Mmevel ) Jrsomloes £J 2>y gomtt o - shoadd Ia.(_.
Transparence is the highest, most liberating value in art - and in criticism - today. Transparence means
experiencing the luminousness of the thing in itself, of things being what they are... ]

Once upon a time (say, for Dante), it must have been a revolutionary and creative move to design works
of art so that they might be experienced on several levels. Now it is not. It reinforces the principle of
redundancy that is the principal aftliction of modern life.

Once upon a time (a time when high art was scarce), it must have been a revolutionary and creative move
to interpret works of art. Now it is not. What we decidedly do not need now is further to assimilate Art
into Thought, or (worse yet) Art into Culture. Interpretation takes the sensory experience of the work of
art for granted, and proceeds from there. This cannot be taken for granted, now. Think of the sheer

_Eultipiication of works of art available to every one of us, superadded to the conflicting tastes and odors
and sights of the urban environment that bombard our senses. Ours is a culture based on excess, on AT Lwi
overproduction; the result is a steady loss of sharpness in our sensory experience. All the conditions of _’é(’cz-c s
modern life - its material plenitude, its sheer crowdedness - conjoin to dull our sensory faculties. And it is m,,, <
in the light of the condition of our senses, our capacities (rather than those of another age), that the task of A\‘
the eritic must be assessed. ﬂ.,c.

What is important now is to recover our senses. We must learn to see more, to hear more, to feel more.
Our task is not to find the maximum amount of content in a work of art, much less to squeeze more

content out of the work than is already there. Our task is to cut back content so that we can see the thing at
all.

The aim of all commentary on art now should be to make works of art - and, by analogy, our own

experience - more, rather than less, real to us. The function of criticism should be to show how it is what
\it is, even that it is what it is, rather than to show what it means.



