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When t he German philosopher Theodor Adorno wrot e in one of  his
aphorisms in Minima Moralia: "The whole is t he false" (50), he expressed
his increasing disenchant ment  wit h t he t ot alit arian claims of  what  he
called t he "moral t errorism" of polit ically mot ivat ed art  ("Commit ment "
98). "No gaze at t ains beaut y," he adds in anot her aphorism, "t hat  is not
accompanied by indi>erence, indeed, almost  by cont empt , for all t hat
lies out side t he object  cont emplat ed" (Minima Moralia 76). The
part icular object  is dialect ically opposed t o "all t hat  lies out side." All t hat
lies out side is t he whole t hat  is false. But  t he part icular object , as I want
t o show in t his essay, const it ut es it self  only in and t hrough t he lingering
gaze of  t he observer who is t hus implicat ed in a dialect ic bet ween t he
aest het ic and hist ory.

Elizabet h Bishop's aest het ic exemplif ies bot h Adorno's skept icism
about  t ot alit arian claims and his advocacy for t he part icular object . Like
Adorno, Bishop admired t he paint er Paul Klee who, she point s out  in an
int erview, "didn't  have a formulat ed myt h t o look t o, apparent ly, and his
accomplishment  was very considerable. [. . .] I'm not  int erest ed in big-
scale work as such. Somet hing needn't  be large t o be good" (Schwart z
and Est ess 295). Even t he furnishing of  her house near Pet rópolis in Brazil
shows Bishop's preference for t he part icular over t he large or general:
"You will not ice t hat  t he st udy t urns it s back on t he view of t he
mount ains—t hat 's t oo dist ract ing!" she explains. "But  I have t he int imat e
view t o look at ; t he bamboo leaves are very close" (289). Bishop's
"int imat e view" is explicit ly borne out  in her poet ry. In one of  her poems,
ent it led "Poem," she cont emplat es a small paint ing "about  t he size of  an
old st yle dollar bill" (Bishop 176). The minut e size of  t his paint ing [End
Page 4 9] and t he close, exclusive at t ent ion it  demands suggest  t hat
Bishop's aest het ic is an aest het ic of  t he part icular. The lit t le paint ing in
"Poem" appears t hus as a correct ive of  a paint ing in an earlier poem,
which bears t he t elling t it le "Large Bad Pict ure" (Bishop 11; see Schwart z
and Est ess 314).

The accident al but  fort uit ously complement ary conjunct ions of
Adorno and Bishop, as I hope t o suggest  here, will reveal ont ological and



et hical dimensions in a dialect ic bet ween what  Adorno calls t he part icular
and t he universal. To exemplify t his inquiry wit h a small paint ing in a brief
lyrical poem is t o f ind oneself  at  a specif ic locat ion in t his dialect ical
relat ionship. The part icular, as Georg Lukács argues in his essay, "Specific
Part icularit y," is t he middle t erm in what  he renames as t he dialect ic
bet ween t he universal and t he individual. Lukács here appears t o echo
t he German philosopher G.W.F. Hegel, who charact erized t he lyric as
di>erent  from t he epic in embodying a principle of  "Besonderung,
Partikularität und Einzelheit" (174) (uniqueness, part icularit y and
singularit y). According t o Lukács, t he focal point  in t he f ield of
part icularit y det ermines t he genre of  a lit erary work: while drama is more
universal (or symbolic), t he epic or novel t reat s it s subject s more
individualist ically. This lat t er charact erizat ion would appear yet  more
applicable t o t he lyric, which seems addressed in Lukács's observat ion
"t hat  t he elevat ion of  every individual det ail t o t he level of  part icularit y
can only be accomplished by t he int ensif icat ion and concent rat ion of  it s
immediat e sensible and percept ible charact er" (231). Such elevat ion of
individual det ail in t he lyric event ually result ed in t he elevat ion of  poet ry
t o ideology, or of  t he part icular t o privilege. In his essay "Poet ry in a
Discouraging Time"—whose t it le alludes t o t he rear guard act ion of
unregenerat e New Crit ics—Christ opher Clausen charact erizes poet ry as
"an essent ial form of knowledge because of  it s unique abilit y t o embody
t he part icular in subt le and powerful form; it s comparat ive lack of
generalizat ion is in fact  it s main advant age." Poet ic insight s, he goes on
t o say, "are unique and cannot  be t he subject  of  t heory wit hout  being
generalized almost  out  of  exist ence" (711). If  Clausen's defensive t it le
and his privileging of  t he part icular over t he general exemplify t he
conservat ive side...
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