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It seems like cheating, writ-ing an obituary for Hilton
Kramer, art critic extraordi-

naire. Since his best obituary is
his own
body of
work. It re-
flects the
man him-
self: edu-
cated,
independ-
ent, clear-
eyed,
rooted in a
culture of
the best that has been thought
and said — and painted. He was
opinionated in the best sense of
the term. That is, someone who
earned the right to an opinion
and isn’t just throwing one off to
meet a deadline.
Hilton Kramer never went

along with the crowd, but he did-
n’t just reflexively buck it, either.
He was his own man following his
own discerning mind — and eye.
To read him was an education it-
self. It wasn’t necessary to agree
with the man to learn from him.
Year after year, he dared to say
the obvious. Calmly but authori-
tatively. He had earned the right.
He might grow impatient with

fools, but there was no doubt he
knew one when he saw one or,
worse, had to read one. Mainly
out of a sense of duty.
Over his 84 years, having seen

so many stylish trends in the art
world come and go, so many em-
perors rushing by without
clothes, he would simply note one
more. Such is heroism in an age
when just being able to see the
obvious, and say so in clear Eng-
lish prose, has becomes a rarity
among art critics. The language
of so many of them has become
so entangled in a pretentious
argot of their own, it long ago
rose above mere comprehension.

No wonder Mr. Kramer stayed
chief art critic of the New York
Times only so long as he could
stand it — and only so long as its
management could stand him.
For he’d come to be an embar-
rassment — as people who rou-
tinely tell impolitic truths tend to
do. And bad for the art market.
No wonder he annoyed the arts
establishment, which never failed
to fall for the latest, newest,
shiniest fad before moving on to
the next with equal enthusiasm.
Hilton Kramer just wouldn’t go

along quietly with that kind of art
“criticism,” which was more like
art merchandising. He labored
under the great handicap of be-
lieving in the permanent things,
first things. Like beauty and
truth, even though the very men-
tion of such outdated concepts
would be sure to inspire hoots
from the kind of sophisticates
who knew better, or thought they
did. Or rather assumed they did,
thought so rarely entering their
minds. When pinned down, they
could always take refuge in their
jungle of impenetrable artspeak.
How explain Hilton Kramer’s

instinctive, then habitual non-
conformism? Maybe it was be-
cause he was educated — in the
old sense of the word. Rather
than indoctrinated. He clearly
had to be squelched. The man
was a walking, talking, and worst
of all, writing personification of
thoughtcrime. In his every line.
His was “a mindset that must be
crushed,” to quote a revealing
phrase from the repertoire of
today’s totalitarian liberalism.
How did Hilton Kramer become

— and remain — immune to the
hopelessly tangled vocabulary of
artspeak? My theory: It was be-
cause he wasn’t an arts major,
never even completed an arts
course. He would major in Eng-
lish and philosophy at Syracuse

even while organizing his own off-
brand art museum. It was while
doing post-gradate work at Indi-
ana in the early 1950s that young
Kramer teamed up with another
unorthodox thinker: Philip Rahv,
who would give him his big break
with Partisan Review, which in
those days was always defying the
conventional wisdom in the arts.
It was for Partisan Review that

Mr. Kramer reviewed Harold
Rosenberg’s fleetingly popular
essay on the fad of the day, Ac-
tion Painting. In that essay, he’s
explained that art isn’t art at all
— but some kind of cumulative
psychological experience, if you’ll
excuse the artspeak.There are
certain kinds of prose that do
more to obscure thought than
clarify it, and Hilton Kramer
could never take it seriously. He
called the whole Action Painting
thing “intellectually fraudulent,”
a phrase he would find useful,
and all too relevant, over the next
half-century as one passing fad
succeeded another. No wonder he
wasn’t due for a terribly long ca-
reer at the New York Times.
Instead of the artist-idols of

the day, Hilton Kramer adored
Bonnard and Matisse — art that
was an esthetic experience, not a
pretext for psychotherapy or poli-
tics or any other unsatisfactory
substitute. The poor man must
have read too much in the clas-
sics, or just had an eye. For what-
ever reason, he insisted on
judging art as art, as the work it-
self, rather than as something
else, including political graffiti or
a joke on the viewer.
The object of art, Hilton

Kramer well understood, is art,
not anything beyond itself. It is
an end, not a means. A quality
that, in its imperishable power,
reduces us to vowing, with Rilke
on viewing an archaic image of
Apollo: You must change your life.

In that sense, art is indeed a kind
of religion, of faith — a revela-
tion and imperative.
Anything else being passed off

as art in his time, Hilton Kramer
saw and dismissed: Pop Art (“a
very great disaster”), Conceptual
Art (“scrap book art”), Postmod-
ernism (“modernism with a
sneer, a giggle, without any ani-
mating faith in the nobility and
pertinence of its cultural man-
date”). He conceded that Jackson
Pollock’s work was a triumph—
not of art but of celebrity.
Hilton Kramer’s taste might be

described as high modernism,
and he never gave up discovering
and recommending those who
had practiced it — Milton Avery
and David Smith were among his
favorites — or despising the
passing parade of those who now,
as each year passes, can be seen
as low modernists. Very low.
Hilton Kramer was very much

the odd man out in an Art Age
that celebrates vagina mono-
logues and a style that might best
be described as Trashtalk Ele-
vated, and the more elevated,
somehow the trashier. Till it
makes ordinary obscenity seem
eloquent, even honest.
At his death, Hilton Kramer

was still standing against the
crowd, whether in the pages of
the New Criterion — his refuge,
fortress and look-out tower — or
in his ever readable and re-read-
able essays. Which will remain
new as only thought rooted in the
old can be. His writings were
never the newest thing. It’s hard
to think of a greater obituary trib-
ute than that.

Paul Greenberg is the Pulitzer
prize-winning editorial page ed-
itor of the Arkansas Democrat-
Gazette. His email address is
pgreenberg@arkansas-
online.com
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Santorum
surrenders
at Gettysburg

GETTYSBURG, Pa. — Three weeks
ago, Rick Santorum chose this
Civil War town to give a defiant

speech about his need to stay in the presi-
dential race, linking
his struggle against
Mitt Romney to “the
things that the peo-
ple in this battlefield
just down the road
fought for.”
Recalling the

blood shed at Gettys-
burg, he exhorted
more than 1,000 sup-
porters: “That’s why
we must go out and fight this fight.”
But if Santorum thought he was George

Meade rallying the Union forces, he
turned out to be leading Pickett’s charge
— the disastrous Confederate offensive
here at which Gen. George Pickett lost
half of his division and the war turned
against the South. Santorum lost the Wis-
consin and Maryland primaries, his poll
numbers plunged, his money dried up,
conservative and Republican Party lead-
ers urged him to quit, and he canceled a
string of campaign events.
After calling off his first two appear-

ances Tuesday, Santorum rolled into the
Gettysburg Hotel — the same spot where
he gave his Gettysburg Address three
weeks ago — for what the campaign had
said in a Facebook posting would be a
“Rally for Rick.” This time, however, he
was bumped from the ballroom by a con-
vention of district attorneys and had to
settle for a small conference room with
seats for 20 reporters.
Even in defeat, Santorum sounded defi-

ant, not even mentioning Romney in his
15-minute speech. “We made a decision
over the weekend that while this presi-
dential race for us is over for me, and we
will suspend our campaign effective today,
we are not done fighting,” he announced,
standing with some family members in
front of a wrinkled American flag (an aide
brought an iron, but there hadn’t been
enough time to use it).
Recalling his “Game on!” exclamation

after the Iowa caucuses, Santorum added:
“I know a lot of folks are going to write,
maybe those even at the White House,
‘game over.’ But this game is a long, long,
long way from over.”
But for all the tough talk, Santorum’s

once-fiery presidential bid went out like a
candle Tuesday here in his home state.
His campaign, always a shoestring opera-
tion, spent its final day in disarray. After a
long weekend off while Santorum’s young
daughter Bella was treated in a hospital,
the campaign canceled Tuesday’s events
overnight — so late that aides neglected
to update the schedule on his website.
The campaign then scheduled its Gettys-
burg “rally” for 2 p.m. But this, too, turned
out to be bad information. That was the
least of the complaints Santorum has
been hearing. Sen. John McCain said last
week that “it’s time for a graceful exit.”
Southern Baptist official Richard Land,
who rallied a group of religious conserva-
tives to endorse Santorum, said on CBS’
“Face the Nation” that Santorum “ought
to seriously consider leaving the race.”
Even Newt Gingrich, who had attacked
Romney savagely, has shifted to the past
tense: “Turns out he had more things to
hit with than I did.”
Although he faced defeat in Pennsylva-

nia’s April 24 primary, Santorum was dis-
inclined to listen — right up until the
time he took the stage Tuesday afternoon
at a lectern still bearing his “Join the
Fight” slogan. Santorum flashed a goofy
grin and raised his eyebrows as he en-
tered. He spoke about his ill daughter, his
grandfather in the coal mines, his sweater
vests and topics from Iran to the “moral
enterprise that is America.”
With his trademark bravado, he boasted

of accomplishing “things that no political
expert would have ever expected.” And he
compared himself to another politician
who once visited Gettysburg. “What I tried
to bring to the battle was what Abraham
Lincoln brought to this battlefield back in
1863 on November 19th,” Santorum said.
“He talked about this country being con-
ceived in liberty and dedicated to the
proposition that all men are created
equal.”
Yes, Santorum, like Lincoln, spoke at

Gettysburg. But it’s a safe bet that the
world will little note nor long remember
Santorum’s version.

Dana Milbank’s email address is
danamilbank@washpost.com.
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The First Amendment’s
protection for free speech
seems fairly unlimited —

an unam-
biguous
provision
included in
just 45 sim-
ple words
that begin
with “Con-
gress shall
make no
law…”
No intri-

cate phrases, no flowery modi-
fiers. We even have a common
way of restating the idea: “I can
say what I want … I’m an Ameri-
can.” But that doesn’t mean there
are no restrictions or rules.
Words involved in criminal ac-

tivity are not protected speech.
Defamatory statements are sub-
ject to legal action after being
written or uttered, to make good
the damage unfairly done. Words

that carry no penalty when spo-
ken at, say, high noon in the pub-
lic square can prompt an arrest
at 3 a.m. under a bedroom win-
dow. Seemingly innocuous words
uttered repeatedly to an unwill-
ing recipient reach the level of
harassment.
And we cannot make “true

threats” against another person.
This particular exception to First
Amendment protections seems
simple enough. But even here we
can have complex legal issues.
Case in point: A recent Arizona
legislative proposal intended to
combat cyberstalking and online
bullying. Supporters say the pro-
posed bill just revises existing
law to include a new kind of
media. But critics say it opens a
door to potential constitutional
violations by making it a crime to
offend or annoy others. No one is
defending attacks on others via
the Internet. Rather, critics of
the measure say it fails to make

important distinctions.
Groups ranging from book-

sellers to music companies to
broadcasters have called on Ari-
zona Gov. Jan Brewer to veto the
bill. Lawmakers have since
agreed to take another look at
the legislation. Among potential
First Amendment issues that crit-
ics have identified:
— The proposal fails to distin-

guish between harassing speech
delivered one-to-one, such as in
an email or phone call, and harsh
or offending speech on a Web
posting intended for the public
with no specific individual target.
— The bill’s terms are vague or

unexplained, leaving the possibil-
ity of prosecution for language
that may be offensive but lacks
the basis for criminal charges.
The potential to chill legiti-

mate speech merits this second
look by the Legislature.
Clearly the Web provides ways

for launching anonymous, unre-

lenting attacks against people.
But the Web also has provided
new opportunities for people to
air views outside the acceptable,
mainstream order of things. Many
online discussions include frank,
and sometimes profane or lew,
speech, which while offensive is
not in and of itself illegal.
A law that purports to parse

and punish speech that gives rise
to criminal conduct, but which is
not intended to apply to merely
crude behavior, ought to use spe-
cific language and terms that de-
fine exactly what it means.
Those 45 words that protect

free speech deserve that kind of
careful wording.

Gene Policinski is senior vice
president and executive director
of the First Amendment Center,
1207 18th Ave. S., Nashville,
Tenn., 37212. Web: www.firsta-
mendmentcenter.org. Email:
gpolicinski@fac.org.
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