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CHAPTER 3

Resonance and Wonder

STEPHEN GREENBLATT

I
propose to examine two distinct
models for the exhibition of works
of art, one centered on what I shall
call resonance and the other on

wonder. By resonance I mean the power of the displayed object to
reach out beyond its formal boundaries to a larger world, to evoke In
the viewer the complex, dynamic cultural forces from which It has
emerged and for which it may be taken by a viewer to stand. By
wonder I mean the power of the displayed object to stop the viewer In
his or her tracks, to convey an arresting sense of umqueness, to evoke

an exalted attention.
I should say at once that the scholarly practice th.at I myself

represent, a practice known as the new historicism, has distinct affin-
ities with resonance; that is, my concern with literary texts has been to
reflect upon the historical circumstances o~ their original production
and consumption and to analyze the relationship betwee~ these err-

and our own I have tried to understand the intersecting
cumstances· . . h
circumstances not as a stable, prefabricated background against whic
the literary texts can be placed, but as a dense network o~ evolving and
often contradictory social practices. We do not have direct, unmedi-
ated access to these practices; they are accessible to us through acts of
interpretation not essentially different from those with which we ap-
prehend works of art. If, in consequence, we lose the sense of reas-
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suring solidity that an older historicism seemed to promise, we gain in
recompense a far richer sense of the vital and dynamic nature of
nonliterary expressions. The idea is not to find outside the work of art
some rock onto which interpretation can be securely chained but
rather to situate the work in relation to other representational prac-
tices operative in the culture at a given moment in both its history and
our own. And we can begin to understand something of the dialectical
nature of these relations. In Louis Montrose's convenient formulation,
the goal has been to grasp simultaneously the historicity of texts and
the textuality of history.

Insofar as this approach, developed for the interpretation of texts,
is at all applicable to art museums-and this remains to be seen-it
would reinforce the attempt to reduce the isolation of individual "mas-
terpieces," to illuminate the conditions of their making, to disclose the
history of their appropriation and the circumstances in which they
come to be displayed, to restore the tangibility, the openness, the
permeability of boundaries that enabled the objects to come into being
in the first place. An actual restoration of tangibility is obviously in
most cases impossible, and the frames that enclose pictures are only
the ultimate formal confirmation of the closing of the borders that
marks the finishing of a work of art. But we need not take that fin-
ishing so entirely for granted; museums can and on occasion do make
it easier imaginatively to recreate the work in its moment of openness.

That openness is linked to a quality of artifacts that museums
obviously dread, their precariousness. But though it is perfectly rea-
sonable for museums to protect their objects (and I would not wish it
any other way), precariousness is a rich source of resonance. Thomas
Greene, who has written a sensitive book on what he calls the "vul-
nerable text," suggests that the symbolic wounding to which literature
is prone may confer upon it power and fecundity. "The vulnerability
of poetry," Greene argues, "stems from four basic conditions of lan-
guage: its historicity, its dialogic function, its referential function, and
its dependence on figuration." I Three of these conditions are different
for the visual arts, in ways that would seem to reduce vulnerability:
painting and sculpture may be detached more readily than language
from both referentiality and figuration, and the pressures of contex-
tual dialogue are diminished by the absence of an inherent logos, a
constitutive word. But the fourth condition, historicity, is in the case
of material artifacts vastly increased, indeed virtually literalized. Mu-
seums function, partly by design and partly in spite of themselves, as
monuments to the fragility of cultures, to the fall of sustaining insti-
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tutions and noble houses, the collapse of rituals, the evacuation of
myths, the destructive effects of warfare, neglect, and corrosive doubt.

I am fascinated by the signs of alteration, tampering, and even
deliberate damage that many museums try simply to efface: first and
most obviously, the act of displacement that is essential for the col-
lection of virtually all older artifacts and most modern ones-pulled
out of chapels, peeled off church walls, removed from decayed houses,
given as gifts, seized as spoils of war, stolen, or "purchased" more or
less fairly by the economically ascendant from the e~onomically naive
(the poor, the hard-pressed heirs of fallen dynasties, and impoverished
religious orders). Then, too, there are the marks on the artifacts them-
selves: attempts to scratch out or deface the image of the devil in
numerous late-medieval and Renaissance paintings, the concealing of
the genitals in sculptured and painted figures, the iconoclastic smash-
ing of human or divine representations, the evidence of cutting or
reshaping to fit a new frame or purpose, and the cracks, scorch marks,
or broken-off noses that indifferently record the grand disasters of
history and the random accidents of trivial incompetence. Even these
accidents-the marks of a literal fragility-can have their resonance:
the climax of an absurdly hagiographical Proust exhibition several
years ago was a display case holding a small, patched, modest vase
with a label that read, "This vase broken by Marcel Proust."

As this comical example suggests, wounded artifacts may be com-
pelling not only as witnesses to the violence of history but as signs of
use, marks of the human touch, and hence links with the openness to
touch that was the condition of their creation. The most familiar way
to recreate the openness of aesthetic artifacts without simply renewing
their vulnerability is through a skillful deployment of explanatory
texts in the catalogue, on the walls of the exhibition, or on cassettes.
The texts so deployed introduce and in effect stand in for the context
that has been effaced in the process of moving the object into the
museum. But insofar as that context is partially, often primarily, visual
as well as verbal, textual contextualism has its limits. Hence the mute
eloquence of the display of the palette, brushes, and other implements
that an artist of a given period would have employed, or of objects
that are represented in the exhibited paintings, or of materials and
images that in some way parallel or intersect with the works of art.

Among the most resonant moments are those in which the sup-
posedly contextual objects take on a life of their own and make a
claim rivaling that of the object that is formally privileged. A table, a
chair, a map, often seemingly placed only to provide a decorative
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drawings done in Terezin concentration camp during his months of
imprisonment prior to his deportation to Auschwitz. Next door, in the
Ceremonial Hall of the Prague Burial Society, there is a wrenching
exhibition of children's drawings from Terezin. Finally, one syna-
gogue, closed at the time of my visit to Prague, has simply a wall of
names-thousands of them-to commemorate the Jewish victims of
Nazi persecution in Czechoslovakia.

"The Museum's rich collections of synagogue art and the historic
synagogue buildings of Prague's Jewish town," says the catalogue of
the State Jewish Museum, "form a memorial complex that has not
been preserved to the same extent anywhere else in Europe." "A me-
morial complex"-this museum is not so much about artifacts as
about memory, and the form the memory takes is a secularized Kad-
dish, a commemorative prayer for the dead. The atmosphere has a
peculiar effect on the act of viewing. It is mildly interesting to note the
differences between the mordant Grosz-like lithographs of Karel
Fleischmann in the prewar years and the tormented style, at once
detached and anguished, of the drawings from the camps, but aes-
thetic discriminations feel weird, out of place. And it seems wholly
absurd, even indecent, to worry about the relative artistic merits of the
drawings that survive by children who did not survive.

The discordance between viewing and remembering is greatly
reduced with the older, less emotionally charged artifacts, but even
here the ritual objects in their glass cases convey an odd and desolate
impression. The oddity, I suppose, should be no greater than in seeing
an image of a Mayan god or, for that matter, a pyx or a ciborium, but
we have become so used to the display of such objects, so accustomed
to considering them works of art, that even pious Catholics, as far as
I know, do not necessarily feel disconcerted by their transformation
from ritual function to aesthetic exhibition. And until very recently the
voices of the peoples who might have objected to the display of their
religious artifacts have not been heard and certainly not attended to.

The Jewish objects are neither sufficiently distant to be absorbed
into the detached ethos of anthropological display nor sufficiently
familiar to be framed and encased alongside the altarpieces and reli-
quaries that fill Western museums. And moving as they are as mne-
monic devices, most of the ritual objects in the State Jewish Museum
are not, by contrast with Christian liturgical art, particularly remark-
able either for their antiquity or their extraordinary beauty. There are
significant exceptions-for example, some exquisite seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century textiles used as Torah curtains and binders-but
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on the whole the display cases are filled with the products of a people
with a resistance to joining figural representation to religious obser-
vance, a strong if by no means absolute anti-iconic bias.i The objects
have, as it were, little will to be observed; many of them are artifacts-
ark curtains, Torah crowns, breastplates, finials, binders, pointers, and
the like-the purpose of which was to be drawn back or removed in
order to make possible the act that mattered: not viewing but reading.

But the inhibition of viewing in the State Jewish Museum is par-
adoxically bound up with its resonance. This resonance depends not
upon visual stimulation but upon a felt intensity of names, and behind
the names, as the very term resonance suggests, of voices: the voices of
those who chanted, studied, muttered their prayers, wept, and then
were forever silenced. And mingled with these voices are others-of
those Jews in 1389 who were murdered in the Old-New Synagogue
where they were seeking refuge, of the great sixteenth-century Kab-
balisr Jehuda ben Bezalel (who is known as Rabbi Loew and who is
fabled to have created the golem), and of the twentieth century's ironic
Kabbalist from Prague, Franz Kafka.

It is Kafka who would be most likely to grasp imaginatively the
State Jewish Museum's ultimate source of resonance: the fact that
most of the objects are located in the museum-were displaced, pre-
served, and transformed categorically into works of art-because the
Nazis stored the articles they confiscated in the Prague synagogues that
they chose to preserve for this very purpose. In 1941 the Nazi Hochs-
chule in Frankfurt had established an Institute for the Exploration of
the Jewish Question, which in turn had initiated a massive effort to
confiscate Jewish libraries, archives, religious artifacts, and personal
property. By the middle of 1942 Heydrich, as Hitler's chief officer
in the so-called Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia had chosen
Prague as the site of the Central Bureau for Dealing with the Jewish
Question, and an SS officer, Untersturmflihrer Karl Rahm, had as-
sumed control of the small existing Jewish museum, founded in 1912,
which was renamed the Central Jewish Museum. The new charter of
the museum announced that "the numerous, hitherto scattered Jewish
possessions of both historical and artistic value, on the territory of the
entire Protectorate, must be collected and stored.":'

During the following months, tens of thousands of confiscated
items arrived from Jewish communities in Bohemia and Moravia, the
dates of the shipments closely coordinated with the deportation of
their "donors" to the concentration camps. The experts formerly em-
ployed by the original Jewish museum were compelled to catalogue the
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"did you notice that Coca-Cola stand on the way in? That's the most
impressive example of contemporary Mayan architecture I've ever
seen." I thought it quite possible that my leg was being pulled, but I
went back the next day to check; anxious to see the ruins, I had, of
course, completely blocked out the Coke stand on my first visit. Sure
enough, some enterprising Maya had built a remarkably elegant shel-
ter with a soaring pyramidal roof constructed out of ingeniously in-
tertwined sticks and branches. Places like Coba are thick with what

Spenser called the "ruins of time"-a nostalgia for a lost civilization
that was in a state of collapse long before COrtes or Montejo cut their
violent paths through the jungle_ But, despite frequent colonial at-
tempts to drive them or imagine them out of existence, the Maya have

not in fact vanished, and a single entrepreneur's architectural impro-
visation suddenly had more resonance for me than the mounds of the
"lost" city.

My immediate thought was that the whole Coca-Cola stand could
be shipped to New York and put on display in the Museum of Modern
Art. It is that kind of impulse that moves us away from resonance and

toward wonder. For MOMA is one of the great contemporary places
not for the hearing of intertwining voices, not for historical memory,
not for ethnographic thickness, but for intense, indeed enchanted look-
ing. LOoking may be called enchanted when the act of attention draws
a circle around itself from which everything but the object is excluded,

when intensity of regard blocks Out all circumambient images, stills all
murmuring voices. To be sure, the viewer may have purchased a cat-
alogue, read an inscription on the wall, or switched on a cassette
player, but in the moment of wonder all of this apparatus seems merestatic.

The so-called boutique lighting that has become popular in recent
years-a pool of light that has the surreal effect of seeming to emerge
from within the object rather than to focus upon it from without-is
an attempt to provoke or heighten the experience of wonder, as if

modern museum designers feared that wonder was increasingly diffi-
cult to arouse or perhaps that it risked displacement entirely onto the

windows of tony dress shops and antiques stores. The association of
that kind of lighting with commerce would seem to suggest that won-

der is bound up with acquiSition and possession, yet the whole expe-
rience of most art museums is about not touching, not carrying home,
not owning the marvelous objects. Modern museums in effect at once
evoke the dream of possession and evacuate it.5 (Alternatively, we
could say that they displace that dream Onto the museum gift shop,
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where the boutique lighting once again serves to heighten the desire
for acquisition, now of reproductions that stand for the unattainable
works of art.)

That evacuation is a historical rather than structural aspect of the
museum's regulation of wonder: that is, collections of objects calcu-
lated to arouse wonder arose precisely in the spirit of personal acqui-
sition and were only subsequently displaced from it. In the Middle
Ages and the Renaissance we characteristically hear about wonders in
the context of those who possessed them (or who gave them away).
Hence, for example, in his Life of Saint Louis, Join~ille writes that
"during the king's stay in Saida someone brought him a stone that split
into flakes":

It was the most marvellous stone in the world, for when you lifted
one of the flakes you found the form of a sea-fish between the two
pieces of stone. This fish was entirely of stone, but there was nothing
lacking in its shape, eyes, bones, or colour to make it seem otherwise
than if it had been alive. The king gave me one of these stones. I
found a tench inside; it was brown in colour, and in every detail
exactly as you would expect a tench to be."

The wonder-cabinets of the Renaissance were at least as much
about possession as display. The wonder derived not only from what
could be seen but from the sense that the shelves and cases were filled
with unseen wonders, all the prestigious property of the collector. In
this sense, the cult of wonder originated in close conjunction with a
certain type of resonance, a resonance bound up with the evocation
not of an absent culture but of the great man's superfluity of rare and
precious things. Those things were not necessarily admired for their
beauty; the marvelous was bound up with the excessive, the surpris-
ing, the literally outlandish, the prodigious. They were not necessarily
the manifestations of the artistic skill of human makers: technical
virtuosity could indeed arouse admiration, but so could nautilus shells,
ostrich eggs, uncannily large (or small) bones, stuffed crocodiles, and
fossils. And, most important, they were not necessarily objects set out
for careful viewing.

The experience of wonder was not initially regarded as essentially
or even primarily visual; reports of marvels had a force equal to the
seeing of them. Seeing was important and desirable, of course, but
precisely in order to make possible reports, which then circulated as
virtual equivalents of the marvels themselves. The great medieval col-
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assimilates that strangeness to his Own Culture's repertory of objects
(which includes harnesses and bedspreads). But he also notes, in per-
ceptions highly unusual for his own time, that these objects are "much
more beautiful to behold than prodigies" (das do vie/ scboner an zu
seben ist dan wunderding). Durer thus relocates the marvelous arti-
facts from the sphere of the outlandish to the sphere of the beautiful,
and, crucially, he understands their beauty as a testimony to the cre-
ative genius of their makers: "I saw amongst them wonderful works of
art, and I marvelled at the subtle ingenia of men in foreign lands."12

It would be misleading to strip away the relations of power and
wealth that are encoded in the artist's response, but it would be still
more misleading, I think, to interpret that response as an unmediated
expression of those relations. For Diirer stands at an early stage of the
West's evolution of a categorical aesthetic understanding_a form of
wondering and admiring and knowing-that is at least partly inde-
pendent of the structures of politics and the marketplace.

This understanding, by no means autonomous and yet not reduc-
ible to the institutional and economic forces by which it is shaped, is
centered on a certain kind of looking, the origins of which lie in the
cult of the marvelous and hence in the artwork's capacity to generate
in the spectator surprise, delight, admiration, and intimations of ge-
nius. The knowledge that derives from this kind of looking may not be
very useful in the attempt to understand another Culture, but it is
vitally important in the attempt to understand Our Own. For it is one
of the distinctive achievements of Our Culture to have fashioned this
type of gaze, and one of the most intense pleasures that it has to offer.
This pleasure does not have an inherent and necessary politics, either
radical or imperialist, but Durer's remarks suggest that it derives at
least in part from respect and admiration for the ingenia of others.
This respect is a response worth cherishing and enhancing. Hence, for
all of my academic affiliations and interests, I am skeptical about the
recent attempt to turn Our museums from temples of wonder into
temples of resonance.

Perhaps the most startling instance of this attempt is the transfer
of the paintings in the jeu de Paume and the Louvre to the new Musee
d'Orsay. The Musee d'Orsay is at once a spectacular manifestation of
French Cultural depense and a highly self-conscious, exceptionally styl-
ish generator of resonance, including the literal resonance of voices in
an enormous vaulted railway station. By moving the Impressionist and
Post-Impressionist masterpieces into proximity with the work of far
less well known painters-jean Beraud, Guillaume Dubuffe, Paul
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Serusier, and so forth-and into proximity as well with the period's
sculpture and decorative arts, the museum remakes a remarkable
group of highly individuated geniuses into engaged participants in a
vital, immensely productive period in French cultural history. The
reimagining is guided by many handsomely designed informational
boards-cue cards, in effect-along, of course, with the extraordinary
building itself.':'

All of this is intelligently conceived and dazzlingly executed-on
a cold winter day in Paris I looked down from one of the high balco-
nies by the old railway clocks and was struck by the evocative power
of the swirling pattern formed by the black and gray raincoats of the
spectators milling below, passing through the openings in the massive
black stone partitions of Gay Aulenti's interior. The pattern seemed
spontaneously to animate the period's style-if not Maner, then at
least Caillebotte; it was as if a painted scene had recovered the power
to move and to echo.

But what has been sacrificed on the altar of cultural resonance is
visual wonder centered on the aesthetic masterpiece. Attention is dis-
persed among a wide range of lesser objects that collectively articulate
the impressive creative achievement of French culture in the late nine-
teenth century, but the experience of the old Jeu de Paume-intense
looking at Manet, Monet, Cezanne, and so forth-has been radically
reduced. The paintings are there, but they are mediated by the reso-
nant contextualism of the building itself, its myriad objects, and its
descriptive and analytical plaques. Moreover, many of the greatest
paintings have been demoted, as it were, to small spaces where it is
difficult to view them adequately-as if the design of the museum were
trying to assure the triumph of resonance over wonder.

But is a triumph of one over the other necessary? For the purposes of
this paper, I have obviously exaggerated the extent to which these are
alternative models for museums: in fact, almost every exhibition worth
viewing has elements of both. I think that the impact of most exhibi-
tions is likely to be enhanced if there is a strong initial appeal to
wonder, a wonder that then leads to the desire for resonance, for it is
generally easier in our culture to pass from wonder to resonance than
from resonance to wonder. In either case, the goal-difficult but not
utopian-should be to press beyond the limits of the models, cross
boundaries, create strong hybrids. For both the poetics and the politics
of representation are most completely fulfilled in the experience of
wonderful resonance and resonant wonder.
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9. Thomas da Costa Kaufmann, The Scho ' ,
of Rudolf IJ (Chicago' U' , f rool of Prague: Pall1tlllg at the Court

. nrversrry 0 ChIcago Press, 1988), 17.
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12. Durer's own words, "iounderliche kiinstliche ding," carefully balance the
attribute of wonder and the attribute of artfulness.

13. It could be argued that the resonance evoked by the Musee d'Orsay is too
celebratory and narrow. The cue cards tend to exalt French culture at the
expense not only of individual genius but of society: that is, while the cards
help the reader grasp the vitality of collective genres and styles in this period,
they say very little about the conflicts, social divisions, and market forces that
figured in the history of the genres and the development of the styles. But even
if the cards were "improved" ideologically, the overwhelming meaning of the
museum experience would, I think, remain fundamentally the same.
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