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saw him as brash and artless in the mid-nineteenth century and van Gogh and 
the Fauves o f  course were seen in this light. But the modern works re ferred to 
here are not primarily anti-sensibility art - they re present many other qualities ; 
but they do contain a bit of this element which is more strongly represented in Pop 
Art. 

But works of art cannot really be the product of blunted sensibilities - it is only a 
style or posture. It is , however, the real quality o f  our subject matter -the particular 
awkward , bi zarre and e xpedient commercial art styles which Po p Art refers to and 
amplifies. Since works of art cannot really be the product of blunted sensibilities, what 
seems at first to be brash and barbarous turns in time to daring and strength , and the 
concealed subtleties soon become a pparent. 

Anti-sensibility is the stance most characteristic , I think , o f  recent art in the sense 
that it is most unlike the Renaissance tendencies o f  transition, logical unfolding, 
purposeful nuance, and elegance. Although the anti-sensibilities stance appears as 
mindless , mechanical, gross and abru pt or as directed by prior or non-art decisions, 
its real meaning , I feel , lies in the artist 's personal sensation o f  performing a di fficult 
feat of bravado while really respecting all of the sensibilities. This is its meaning if it is 
successful - in Pop Art or any other style. 

It may also have other meanings : Brassy courage, com petition with the visual objects 
o f  modern li fe ,  naive American freshness , and so on. 

In a strained analogous way perha ps we can see the twentieth-century tendency 
toward anti-sensibility in art joining the readymade real insensibility o f  our commercial 
environment to form Po p Art. 

19 George Kubler (1912-1996) from The Shape of Time 

The author was a Yale University academic. Though his work grew out of research initiated 
before the Second World War, it struck a chord among artists of a younger generation in the 
1960s. Kubler argues the need to broaden the conception of art to include a rnuch wider 
range of hurnan artefacts over a much longer time-span than has been norrnal within the 
discipline of art history. In art-historical terrns, he is critical of the Wolfflinian conception of 
evolving styles which lay behind rnuch Modernist theory, and he invokes instead the 
precedent of Riegl (see Art in Theory 181 5 -1900, VAS and 10). Robert Morris and Robert 
Smithson were arnong the artists who found in Kubler's arguments a stimulus for their own 
critique of the autonomous Modernist work, and for their desire to rnove art beyond the 
confines of the gallery (see VIIA6, VIIB3 and 4, VIID6). In their attempts to relate art to the 
large-scale technologies of the modern world, they invoked links with the often massive 
works of ancient cultures to which Kubler had helped draw attention. First published New 
Haven, 1962; the present extracts are taken from the third printing of 1965, pp. 1-3, 8 - 9, 
31 and 32. 

Let us suppose that the idea of art can be expanded to embrace the whole range of man
made things, including all tools and writing in addition to the useless, beautiful, and 
poetic things of the world. By this view the universe of man-made things simply 
coincides with the history o f  art. It then becomes an urgent requirement to devise 
better ways o f  considering everything men have made. This we may achieve sooner 
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by proceedi ng from art rather tha n from use, for if we depart from use alo ne ,  all useless 
things are overlooked, but if we take the desirableness of things as our pqint 
of departure, then useful objects are properly seen as things we value more or less 
dearly. 

In effect, the only tokens of history continually available to our senses are the 
desirable things made by men. Of course, to say that man-made things are desirable 
is redu nda nt because ma n's native i nertia is overcome o nly by desire, a nd nothi ng gets 
made unless it is desirable. 

Such things mark the passage of time with far greater accuracy than we know, 
and they fill time with shapes of a limited variety. Like crustaceans we depend for 
survival upon an outer skeleton, upon a shell of historic cities and houses filled with 
things belonging to definable portions of the past. Our ways of describing this visible 
past are still most awkward. The systematic study of things is less than five hundred 
years old, beginning with the description of works of art in the artists' biographies of 
the Italian Renaissance. The method was extended to the description of all kinds of 
things only after 1750. Today archaeology and ethnology treat of material culture in 
general. The history of art treats of the least useful and most expressive products of 
human industry. The family of things begins to look like a smaller family than people 
once thought. 

The oldest surviving things made by me n are sto ne tools. A co nti nuous series ru ns 
from them to the things of today. The series has branched many times, and it has often 
ru n out i nto dead e nds. Whole se que nces of course ceased whe n families of artisa ns 
died out or when civilizations collapsed, but the stream of things never was completely 
stilled. Everything made now is either a replica or a variant of something made a little 
time ago and so on back without break to the first morning of human time. This 
co nti nuous co nnectio n i n  time must co ntai n lesser divisio ns. 

The narrative historian always has the privilege of deciding that continuity cuts 
better i nto certai n le ngths tha n i nto others. He never is re quired to defe nd his cu,t, 
because history cuts anywhere with equal ease, and a good story can begin anywhere 
the teller chooses. 

For others who aim beyo nd narratio n the questio n is to find cleava ges i n  history 
where a cut will separate different types of happening. Many have thought that to make 
the inventory would lead toward such an enlarged understanding. The archaeologists 
and anthropologists classify things by their uses, having first separated material and 
me ntal cult ure, or thi ngs a nd ideas. The historia ns of art ; wh 6 separate use ful a nd 
aesthetic products, classify these latter by types, by schools, and by styles. 

Schools and styles are the products of the long stock-taking of the nineteenth
ce ntury historia ns of art. This stock-taki ng, however, ca nnot go o n  e ndlessly ; i n  theory 
it comes to an end with irreproachable and irrefutable lists and tables. 

In practice certai n words, whe n they are abused by too commo n use, suffer i n  their 
meaning as if with cancer or inflation. Style is one of these. [ . . .  ] 
* * * 

[ ... ] However useful it is for pedagogical purposes, the biological metaphor of style 
as a sequence oflife-stages was historically misleading, for it bestowed upon the flux of 
events the shapes and the behavior of organisms. By the metaphor of the life-cycle a 
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style behaves like a plant. Its first leaves are small and tentatively shaped; the leaves of 
its middle life are fully formed; and the last leaves it puts forth are small again but 
intricately shaped. All are sustained by one unchanging principle of organization 
common to all members o f  tha t  species, wi th varian ts o f  race occurring in differen t 
environments. By the biological metaphor of art and history, style is the species, and 
his torical s tyles are i ts taxonomic varie ties. As an approxima tion, never theless, this 
me taphor recognized the recurrence o f  cer tain kinds o f  even ts, and it offered a t  leas t a 
provisional explanation o f  them, instead o f  trea ting each even t as an unpreceden ted, 
never -to -be-repea ted unicum. 

The biological model was not the most appropriate one for a history of things. 
Perhaps a system of metaphors drawn from physical science would have clothed the 
situation of art more adequately than the prevailing biological metaphors: especially if 
we are dealing in ar t wi th the transmission o f  some kind o f  energy; wi th impulses, 
genera ting cen ters, and relay poin ts; wi th incremen ts and losses in transi t; wi th resis t
ances and transformers in the circui t. In shor t, the language o f  elec trodynamics migh t 
have suited us better than the language of botany; and Michael Faraday might have 
been a be tter men tor than Linnaeus for the s tudy o f  ma terial cul ture. 

Our choice of the 'history of things' is more than a euphemism to replace the 
bristling ugliness of 'material culture.' This term is used by anthropologists to distin
guish ideas, or 'men tal cul ture,' from ar tifac ts. Bu t the 'his tory o f  things' is in tended to 
reunite ideas and objects under the rubric of visual forms: the term includes both 
artifacts and works of art, both replicas and unique examples, both tools and expres
sions - in short all materials worked by human hands under the guidance of connected 
ideas developed in temporal sequence. From all these things a shape in time emerges. 
[ . . . l 
* * * 
Only a few art historians have sought to discover valid ways to generalize upon the 
immense domain of the experience of art. These few have tried to establish principles 
for archi tect ure, sculpt ure, and pain ting upon an in termedia te ground par tly in the 
objects and partly in our experience of them, by categorizing the types of organization 
we perceive in all wor ks o f  ar t. 

One strategy requires enlarging the unit of historical happening. At the beginning of 
the century F. Wickhoff and A. Rieg! moved in this direction when they replaced the 
earlier moralizing judgment of 'degeneracy' that had been passed upon Late Roman art, 
with the hypothesis that one system or organization was being replaced by a new and 
different system of equal value. In Riegl's terms, one 'will-to-form' gave way to 
another. Such a division of history, along the structural lines marked by the frontiers 
between types of formal organization, has had reserved approval from almost all 
twentieth-century students of art and archaeology. 

These proposals differed altogether from the notions of necessary sequence first 
advanced by the Swiss historian of art, Heinrich Wolfflin. [ .. . ] 

The shapes of time are the prey we want to capture. The time of history is too coarse 
and brief to be an evenly granular duration such as the physicists suppose for natural 
time; i t  is more like a sea occupied by innumerable forms o f  a fini te number o f  types. 
A net of another mesh is required, different from any now in use. [ . . .  ] 




