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[llusion with or without God: Clement Greenberg and Surrealism

Takashi NAGAO

7 Abstract N

This paper aims to consider the relationship between Clement Greenberg and Surrealism from the point of view
of “death of God.” It is now easy to point out the arbitrariness of Greenberg’s criticism of Surrealism. However, if
we focus on the political and anti-totalitarian aspects of Greenberg and Surrealism, another problem becomes clear.

The perspective space in Surrealist painting is inherited from Giorgio De Chirico’s metaphysical painting,
which is based on Nietzsche, and is a so-called “illusion without God” or an anti-metaphysical perspective. On
the other hand, Greenberg’s criticism based on Kant’s philosophy reaches the idea of flatness by excluding non-
essential things from the painting, but Greenberg denies that this flatness coincides with the material plane of
canvas. Optical illusion or purely optical three-dimensionality remains; this concept is a logical equivalent of the
thing-in-itself in Kant’s metaphysics, in a word, “illusion with God” that includes transcendence or the remnants
of God.

The practice of Surrealism is to live the flow of the signs that occur after the invalidation of any transcendence,
after “death of God.” On the contrary, totalitarianism refixes and organizes the flow of the signs through virtual
transcendence. Greenberg’s criticism is an attempt to counter totalitarian “fake” transcendence by ensuring “true”
transcendence in the painting. However, after “death of God,” this “true” transcendence is also a virtual one, both
of which are indistinguishable in the end.

The difference between Greenberg and Surrealism comes from its attitude toward transcendence, and Green-
berg’s criticism of Surrealism reveals his desire for transcendence. This desire contains some danger because it
can easily be replaced by the desire for totalitarianism. However, the same is true for Surrealism. Surrealism as a

practice to live after “death of God” must always be exposed to the temptation of virtual transcendence. It is pos-

sible to say that someday dead God will return in the “illusion without God.”
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