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Summary. Michael Fried’s 1967 essay “Art and Objecthood” is one of the most well-known and influential 
pieces of art criticism ever written, and continues to generate novel interpretations. Its overtly theological cast, 
however, has never been the subject of close study. This article focuses on Fried’s decision to use a lengthy 
quotation from Perry Miller’s biography of the theologian Jonathan Edwards as his epigram, and contends 
that Fried’s essay is informed in significant ways by Edwards’ notions of history and grace, and characterized 
by wordings that reveal an active engagement with Miller’s text. Certainly, the contexts in which Edwards and 
Fried worked were irreducibly different. Nevertheless, an examination of the ways in which Fried drew on 
Miller’s text and Edwards’ ideas demonstrates that he was productively influenced by both in composing “Art 
and Objecthood.”
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“The problem – which in one sense is the problem of this entire study – is what he really meant by it.”  
-Perry Miller, Jonathan Edwards1

Since its publication in Artforum in the summer 
of 1967, the significance of Michael Fried’s “Art 
and Objecthood” (Fig. 1) has been consistently 
acknowledged and reaffirmed; as David Velasco 
put it, in 2022, the essay “remains an enduring 
touchstone.”2 A vastly influential piece of art crit-
icism in its own time, Fried’s piece continues to 

yield new and diverse readings in the present tense. 
In 2013, for example, Jennifer Doyle accented its 
queer aspect, arguing that the best moments of the 
essay recall a cruising scenario.3 And in 2023, Tina 
Post provocatively re-read “Art and Objecthood” 
in relation to reductive racist stereotypes, contend-
ing that Fried’s characterization of Minimalist art 
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Fig. 1. Michael Fried’s publication “Art and Objecthood” in “Artforum” 1967
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paralleled longstanding descriptions of Black sub-
jects as obstinate, inexpressive, and stubbornly 
present.4 Certainly, “Art and Objecthood” is com-
monly discussed through the lens of intellectual 
history, and read in relation to Fried’s philosoph-
ical interests at the time.5 But it is also a piece of 
writing whose meanings are still very much the 
subject of ongoing construction and discussion, 
and whose pivotal references to religiosity and 
theological terminologies have never been exhaus-
tively analyzed. In this article, I will thus employ 
close textual analysis in order to contextualize and 
clarify Fried’s allusions to the theologian Jonathan 
Edwards and his use of terms such as faith and 
grace, and will contend that Fried employed such 
themes as semantically flexible material in devel-
oping his provocative and original critical position.

SITUATING “ART AND OBJECTHOOD”

The central arguments of the piece are, at least, 
established and comfortably familiar. Over the 
course of a dozen pages, Fried offered an ambitious 
critique of Minimalist (or literalist, as he called 
it) art, making in the process numerous asser-
tions that still shape, today, discussions of Mini-
malism. Emphasizing the scale and hollowness of 
much literalist art, and claiming that it frequently 
involved a hidden anthropomorphism, Fried went 
on to accuse literalists of creating work that was 
effectively theatrical. Literalist art, in his view, pro-
jected a kind of presence, and therefore produced 
a distanced and self-conscious beholder: a subject, 
that is, who is always aware of her relationship to 
the literalist object. All of this was anathema to 
Fried, who still partly accepted Clement Green-
berg’s argument that every artistic medium must 
entrench itself firmly in its specific areas of compe-
tence – and who held that the most powerful mod-
ernist works of art could prompt a virtually instan-
taneous optical effect that bordered on the revela-
tory.6 By contrast, Fried concluded, literalist art was 
irredeemably rooted in a more mundane embodied 
and durational form of experience, which offered 
no clear resolution. He thus provided a potent, if 
controversial, account of an important artistic 

genre: an account that has since been termed both 
definitive and crucial.7

But if the ambitious argument of “Art and Object-
hood” has interested many readers, so too have its 
unusual opening and closing – or what Fried would 
later call “the overtly theological cast of my essay’s 
rhetorical framework.”8 That framework included 
an epigraph drawn from, of all things, Perry Mill-
er’s intellectual biography of the 18th-century New 
England Puritan philosopher and theologian Jon-
athan Edwards, which had first been published in 
1949. Fried’s readers were thus confronted with a 
lengthy passage whose content was challenging and 
whose relevance was far from immediately clear:

Edwards’s journals frequently explored and 
tested a meditation he seldom allowed to reach 
print; if all the world were annihilated, he 
wrote… and a new world were freshly created, 
though it were to exist in every particular in 
the same manner as this world, it would not be 
the same. Therefore, because there is continu-
ity, which is time, “it is certain with me that the 
world exists anew every moment; that the exist-
ence of things every moment ceases and is every 
moment renewed.” The abiding assurance is that 
“we every moment see the same proof of a God as 
we should have seen if we had seen Him create 
the world at first.”9 

This was hardly standard fare in the pages of Art-
forum. True, erudite epigraphs were popular in 
mid-century art criticism: Harold Rosenberg, 
for instance, had prefaced his seminal essay “The 
American Action Painters” with a passage from 
Apollinaire, and Fried placed excerpts from Marx 
and Kierkegaard atop several of the writings he 
published in 1966 and 1967.10 Nevertheless, Fried’s 
allusion to Edwards’ meditations was unusual, in 
large part because of its explicitly religious con-
tent. After all, as James Elkins has since noted, “the 
excision of piety and faith from art has deep roots 
and is entangled with the very ideas of modernism 
and postmodernism.”11 In an essay by Fried, who 
had established himself as a leading modernist, 
an overt reference to a proof of God thus read as 
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perplexing, or even willfully provocative. And yet 
the epigram was merely the start of things – for in 
the final paragraph of his essay Fried returned to a 
religious vocabulary in a passage that soon become 
infamous: 

I have wanted to call attention to the utter perva-
siveness – the virtual universality – of the sensi-
bility or mode of being that I have characterized 
as corrupted or perverted by theatre. We are all 
literalists most or all of our lives. Presentness is 
grace.12

Presentness is grace: and modernism, by impli-
cation, is associated with the instantaneity of an 
encounter with the divine.

It is perhaps difficult to fully comprehend, a 
half-century later, the jarring nature of Fried’s 
analysis. But the recorded reactions of Fried’s 
peers offer at least a sense of the piece’s effect. Years 
later, for example, Rosalind Krauss – who was, at 
the time, also a modernist critic and a colleague of 
Fried’s – remembered the jolt that she felt on first 
reading the essay. “[I]t produced a shudder,” she 
recalled, “like a lining ripping open so that the 
ideological seams showed through.”13 Fried’s cita-
tion of Edwards and bold reference to grace simply 
could not be squared in her mind with modernism’s 
emphasis upon rationalism and what she called its 
abiding “contempt for piety.”14 The artist Robert 
Smithson, meanwhile, responded with a raucous 
letter to Artforum in which he characterized Fried 
as a fanatical puritan. Writing in a tone that was 
at once playful and dismissive, Smithson imagined 
a televised spectacular entitled “The Tribulations 
of Michael Fried” – and prefaced his own account 
with a passage drawn from Miller’s book, impishly 
ridiculing what he saw as the pretentious spiritual 
skeleton of Fried’s text.15

More recently, however, several scholars have 
indicated an interest in developing less polemical 
and more nuanced analyses of Fried’s allusion to 
Edwards, and have offered initial sketches of the 
relationship between the two thinkers and their 
positions.16 Nevertheless, each of these analyses 

has been brief, and several of them are marred by 
basic misreadings. In her generally engaging book 
Chronophobia: On Time in the Art of the 1960s, 
for instance, Pamela Lee wrote of “the essay’s last 
sentence, in which, citing Jonathan Edwards, Fried 
proclaimed, ‘presentness is grace.’”17 It is a curious 
and misleading moment in Lee’s book, for in fact 
Fried’s closing sentence is not a citation of Edwards 
at all – and arguably does not even reflect (as we 
shall see) an Edwardsian position.

In short, there exists no serious, sustained con-
sideration of the precise relationship between 
Edwards’ ideas, Miller’s text, and Fried’s essay: a 
regrettable lacuna, given the continued importance 
of “Art and Objecthood” and the assertiveness with 
which it foregrounds a religious terminology. This 
article, then, offers a detailed study of the com-
plex relationship between Edwards’ wordings and 
ideas (as they were presented by Miller) and Fried’s 
essay. Specifically, it begins by contending that 
Fried was understandably sympathetic to Edwards’ 
conception of history, in which a general progress 
is occasionally threatened by moments of reversal 
that in turn require intervention by committed 
individuals. But Fried did not only embrace that 
idea; he also deployed a vocabulary derived from 
Miller’s book in conveying his sense of exaspera-
tion regarding certain recent developments in the 
field of contemporary art. Furthermore, Fried also 
adopted Edwards’ notion of perpetual creation  – 
but modified it, significantly, in order to accent 
what he termed the constant work being done by 
the viewer. Here, Fried meaningfully departed 
from Edwards in emphasizing an active and rig-
orous process of intellectual labor, rather than the 
passive model of revelation advanced by his Puri-
tanical predecessor. Ultimately, however, Fried did 
retain Edwards’ emphasis upon the merely partial, 
or fleeting, aspect of transcendence; indeed, one 
rewarding way of reading his essay is as an explora-
tion of that idea. In any event, the main point is that 
a close reading of “Art and Objecthood” reveals 
that Fried was more deeply and variously engaged 
by Miller’s book on Edwards than has previously 
been recognized, and thus allows us to see a canon-
ical piece of art criticism in new ways.
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‘A WONDERFUL BOOK’: FRIED AND MILLER’S 
STUDY OF EDWARDS

Of course, Edwards’ ideas constituted only one ele-
ment in the complex admixture of ideas that led 
to “Art and Objecthood.” Importantly, the essay 
was written at a moment when Fried was distanc-
ing himself from the ideas of Clement Greenberg. 
Greenberg’s writings had been invaluable, as Fried 
has since acknowledged, in aiding his own intel-
lectual maturation, and the early writings of the 
younger critic regularly depended upon Green-
berg’s theorizations of modernist art.18 Fried was 
intrigued by Greenberg’s teleological interpreta-
tion of modernism and his insistence that the best 
modernist works are experienced in an immediate, 
all-at-once manner.19 Greenberg’s tendency to dis-
cuss modernism using ethical terms, too, evidently 
interested Fried.20 And yet, by the mid-1960s Fried 
had begun to question some of his mentor’s funda-
mental claims. As Diarmuid Costello has argued, 
Fried pressured Greenberg’s notion that each artis-
tic medium has an unchanging essence, whose 
identification was the ultimate goal of modernism. 
Instead, Fried now viewed such essences as the 
products of convention: in other words, he saw the 
essence of a practice such as painting as subject to 
an open and ongoing transformation, over time.21 
Essences, Fried felt, still existed – but where his 
mentor had seen them as unchanging, Fried now 
perceived them to be evolving.

This shift in Fried’s thinking was due in large part, 
as several writers have pointed out, to his active 
interest in the work of Stanley Cavell, a Harvard 
philosopher with whom Fried enjoyed a close 
friendship in the late 1960s.22 Cavell, at the time, 
was deeply interested in Wittgenstein’s discussions 
of convention, and his interpretation of the sub-
ject proved crucial to Fried’s evolving conception 
of modernism.23 At about the same time, however, 
Fried was also reading ambitiously into the history 
of 18th-century religious thought and early Amer-
ican Puritanism. Admittedly, this emerging inter-
est was essentially casual, rather than systematic 
or academic, but it soon began to manifest itself 
in his writings. In 1965, for example, Fried argued 

that Kenneth Noland’s “use of the stain medium 
is puritan in its self-discipline.”24 And it was at 
around that time, too, that he happened to come 
across (“more or less by chance,” as Fried would 
later recall it) a copy of Perry Miller’s study of Jon-
athan Edwards.25 Part of a series of intellectual 
biographies on American men of letters, Miller’s 
book was first published in 1949 and then reissued 
a decade later. A remarkable volume (one reviewer 
called it “the most important study of Edwards that 
has as yet appeared”), it was celebrated both for its 
suggestion that Edwards’ ideas can best be appre-
hended in aesthetic terms, and for the related idea 
that his writings might thus be more easily appre-
ciated by a modern humanist than by an orthodox 
believer.26 Or, as Miller put it, Edwards should be 
seen as “one of America’s five or six major artists, 
who happened to work with ideas instead of with 
poems or novels.”27

That unexpectedly aesthetic emphasis may have 
been one of the factors that led Fried to see Mill-
er’s biography as a “wonderful book.”28 But it likely 
appealed to him on several other levels, as well. For 
one thing, Miller’s account of Edwards’ view of 
history must have felt quite recognizable. The final 
chapter of the book offered a sustained and sympa-
thetic analysis of Edwards’ unfinished A History of 
the Work of Redemption, a text rooted in the idea 
that history is an orderly series of events. Miller’s 
summary of the work’s underlying philosophy is 
helpfully clear: “History, Edwards says, is a grand 
conception, a design, a chain of events within a 
scheme of causation.”29 Moreover, the scheme 
advanced by Edwards was one bent fundamentally 
towards spiritual progress. “In general,” insisted 
the preacher, “grace is growing.”30

Despite obvious differences in context and empha-
sis, Edwards’ teleological notion of history broadly 
recalled the accounts of Modernist art that had 
dominated formalist art criticism in the early 
1960s. Most famously, a similar idea had stood at 
the heart of Greenberg’s “Modernist Painting,” 
which was first published in 1961; in it, Greenberg 
associated Modernism with the intensification of 
a sustained project of self-criticality that he traced 
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back to Kant.31 But Rosalind Krauss’ summary of 
the Modernist view of history is also relevant in 
this regard:

The syllogism we took up was historical in charac-
ter, which meant that it read only in one direction; 
it was progressive […] The history we saw from 
Manet to the Impressionists to Cezanne and then to 
Picasso was like a series of rooms en filade. Within 
each room the individual artist explored, to the 
limits of his experience and his formal intelligence, 
the separate constituents of his medium. The effect 
of his pictorial act was to open simultaneously the 
door to the next space and close out access to the 
one behind him.32

One room thus led, inexorably, to the next (or, as 
Miller put it, “Successive events in different ages 
are parts of a continuous whole; the chain is never 
broken.”)33 But who, exactly, did Krauss mean by 
“we”? Notably, she specifically attached the linear, 
progressive model to a conversation she had had 
with Fried, in 1965. As noted above, though, Fried’s 
ideas were evolving quickly, and by 1967 he har-
bored real doubts about such a simplistic teleology. 
Nevertheless, the philosophy of history that Fried 
encountered in Miller’s book surely struck him as 
broadly familiar.

Indeed, it may also have appealed to him in a more 
specific sense. For while Edwards saw the large 
design of history as one of general progress, he also 
acknowledged the existence of periods of temporary 
retreat or reversal. “History moves,” wrote Perry 
Miller, summarizing Edwards’ ideas, “through 
a pulsation of ‘special seasons,’ interspaced with 
exhaustion and backsliding.”34 Clearly, this was 
very different from the insistence of Greenberg and 
Krauss that there could be no exemptions to the 
general project of self-definition and purification 
(“No a rebours was possible,” Krauss later recalled, 
“no going backward against the grain”).35 Edwards, 
by contrast, offered a historical model that was 
predicated upon general advancement, but could 
also explain and accommodate moments of regres-
sion. Indeed, it had seemed to Edwards that he was 
living in just such a moment, as he felt surrounded 

by heretical clans such as the Anabaptists, Quak-
ers, and Deists. The 1730s were thus, for Edwards, 
an exception to a broad pattern of improvement; in 
Miller’s phrasing, the decade was a “time of dark-
ness.”36 

It is fascinating to think of Fried contemplat-
ing these words and ideas as he composed “Art 
and Objecthood.” After all, as James Meyer has 
observed, the preceding year had been a trium-
phant one for the Minimalists – and thus a trou-
bling one for Fried. The Jewish Museum’s Primary 
Structures show had drawn substantial interest, 
Donald Judd had held his debut exhibition at the 
Leo Castelli Gallery, and Carl Andre had unveiled 
his first installation of arranged bricks at Tibor 
Nagy.37 Then, too, there were the writings, as 1966 
also yielded the publication of Bruce Glaser’s inter-
view with Judd, the first portion of Robert Morris’ 
“Notes on Sculpture,” and Lawrence Alloway’s “Sys-
temic Painting” – all of which were quickly seen as 
major theoretical statements.38 Cumulatively, these 
episodes constituted a substantial challenge to the 
Modernist position. But how to understand such a 
challenge, in a general historical sense? Greenber-
gian Modernism, built around a notion of history 
as a narrative of unidirectional progress, seemed to 
offer no viable explanation. But Miller’s text, with 
its frank acknowledgment of periods of reversal 
and backsliding, provided a promising alternative:

Though the large design is constant progress, from 
Adam to Christ, from Christ to the Judgment, 
within these segments of time the morphology is 
retreat and advance… The intervals are necessary 
in the design as times for the gathering of forces…39

History, here, is cast in terms that are in part geo-
graphical and martial; it is largely the language of a 
military campaign. And, as in any sustained cam-
paign, setbacks are understood to be inevitable, but 
are not necessarily seen as debilitating. Rather, they 
represent opportunities for regrouping and consol-
idation.

Fried actively embraced these ideas in “Art and 
Objecthood.” “[T]here is a war going on between 
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theater and modernist painting,” he declared, 
“between the theatrical and the pictorial.”40 Read 
in the abstract (or read, say, with an eye towards 
the escalating crisis in Vietnam) such a claim can 
read as hyperbolic and naïve. But read in the light 
of Miller’s biography of Edwards, it suggests that 
Fried was beginning to explore the potential of a 
specific philosophy of history – and to insert him-
self into the middle of a perceived conflict, in an 
active effort to influence its outcome. Hence the 
unmistakably bellicose aspect of his argument. 
“This essay,” he added, in the essay’s culminating 
paragraph, “will be read as an attack on certain art-
ists (and critics) and as a defense of others.”41 He 
was correct; it was indeed read in that way. But it 
should also be understood in relation to Miller’s 
contention that in Jonathan Edwards’ most contro-
versial tracts, “the method is a sustained attack.”42 
Like Edwards, Fried had come to feel that excep-
tional historical moments demand aggressive and 
even bellicose responses.43

Fried’s essay echoes Miller’s biography of Edwards 
in other ways, as well. Numerous readers have 
remarked, over the years, on the moralizing tone of 
“Art and Objecthood.”44 But it has never, it seems, 
been observed that Fried repeatedly opted for 
word choices that echo Miller’s text.45 Consider, for 
instance, Fried’s claim that the literalist sensibil-
ity has been “corrupted or perverted by theater.”46 
Corrupted, perverted: to be sure, the terms would 
carry, in virtually any context, a pronouncedly 
judgmental aspect. But it is notable that both words 
had also appeared repeatedly in Miller’s biogra-
phy of Edwards, where they were used to describe 
a dissolute cultural environment. Yale College, for 
example, is characterized as “corrupted & ruined 
with Arminianism & Heresy,” and comparable ref-
erences to corruption appear in no fewer than eight 
other passages in the book.47 Allusions to perver-
sion also recur. In evoking Edwards’ unhappiness 
with contemporary notions of faith, for example, 
Miller writes that “New England had so perverted 
the language of the founders – the language lent 
itself rather too easily to perversion…”48 Again, 
the cultural contexts described by Miller and Fried 
were distinct. But a shared vocabulary allowed each 

writer to create an air of moral exasperation and 
indignation.

A further example of this tendency appears in 
Fried’s characterization of modernist works of art 
that reveal themselves suddenly. “It is as though,” 
wrote Fried, “one’s experience of the latter has no 
duration – not because one in fact experiences a 
picture by Noland or Olitski or a sculpture by David 
Smith or Caro in no time at all, but because at every 
moment the work itself is wholly manifest…”49 Here, 
Fried’s use of the phrase every moment clearly ech-
oes Edwards, who had employed the same word-
ing four times in rapid succession in describing the 
reconstituted world, in the passage chosen by Fried 
for his epigraph:

[…] “it is certain with me that the world exists 
anew every moment; that the existence of things 
every moment ceases and is every moment 
renewed.” The abiding assurance is that “we 
every moment see the same proof of a God […]50

But Edwards, of course, was proposing cosmic 
ontology; Fried, by contrast, was centrally con-
cerned with an aesthetic experience. Through a 
simple act of verbal appropriation, Fried thus con-
veyed his interest in Miller’s text and in Edwards’ 
ideas – but also his willingness to apply those ideas 
to a new context.

EVOLVING ESSENCES: FRIED’S MODIFICATIONS 
OF EDWARDS

Evidently, then, Fried had read Jonathan Edwards 
attentively, and “Art and Objecthood” can be seen 
as a testimony to that interest. Unsurprisingly, 
though, there were also some real differences 
between the positions of Fried and Edwards. And, 
interestingly, the brief ellipsis in Fried’s epigraph 
points to one of those differences. With that ellip-
sis, Fried eliminated an aside in Miller’s text, which 
framed Edwards’ ideas in a larger context and 
which reads in the original like this:
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Edwards’s journals frequently explored and 
tested a meditation he seldom allowed to reach 
print; if all the world were annihilated, he wrote 
(ringing changes on Locke’s concept of identity as 
consisting in idea), and a new world were freshly 
created, though it were to exist in every particu-
lar in the same manner as this world, it would 
not be the same.51

The parenthetical reference to John Locke is brief, 
and feels almost cryptic – unless one has read the 
rest of Miller’s book, which insists that Edwards 
was deeply affected by Locke’s notion that identity 
is effectively an idea, rather than a substance. Ear-
lier in the book, Miller had laid out Locke’s radical 
proposal in some detail: 

If all the atoms in a man’s body were changed 
overnight, and he still thought of himself as the 
same person, his identity would endure. ‘In this 
consists identity, when the ideas it is attributed to 
vary not at all from what they were that moment 
wherein we consider their former existence, and 
to which we compare the present.’ A plant that 
has ‘one common life’ is one coherent body, no 
matter what branches are lopped off.52

Edwards was evidently fascinated with this idea. 
Indeed, as Miller observed, he “pounced upon this 
concept as one of the most liberating in the Essay.”53

So why, then, did Fried eliminate the reference to 
Locke’s concept of identity? Conceivably, the clause 
may simply have felt distracting, as it alluded to a 
series of ideas explicated elsewhere in Miller’s book. 
Simply cutting the passage resulted in a clearer and 
more tightly focused epigraph. But eliminating 
it also allowed Fried to avoid a tacit endorsement 
of the claim that essences are fixed and enduring. 
That, again, was a Greenbergian position: that, say, 
flatness and the delimitation of flatness constitute 
the irreducible essence of pictorial art.54 Influenced 
by Cavell, though, Fried was no longer sympa-
thetic to such a position. Rather, he now under-
stood essences to be mere reflections of a need for 
historically contingent conventions – and thus 
open to revision over time.55 Eliminating Miller’s 

invocation of Locke’s emphasis on persistent ideas 
obscured an alternative to Fried’s evolving concept 
of essences.

At the same time, too, it also resulted in the con-
venient repression of Locke’s emphasis on endur-
ance and continuity: themes that were central, it 
is worth noting, in the writings of several leading 
Minimalists. For example, in the second install-
ment of his “Notes on Sculpture,” published in 
October of 1966, Robert Morris had written that, 
due to the motion of viewers, the perceived shape of 
Minimalist works “does not remain constant. For 
it is the viewer who changes the shape constantly 
by his change in position relative to the work.” And 
yet, he added, these apparent changes in shape 
hardly affected one’s basic impression of the object, 
or the form itself. “[I]t is,” contended Morris, “the 
strength of the constant, known shape, the gestalt, 
that allows this awareness to become so much more 
emphatic in these works than in previous sculp-
ture.”56 Much as a plant remained, for Locke, the 
same plant, no matter what branches were lopped 
off, a cube remained, no matter where one stood, 
a cube.

Fried was fully aware of these ideas, of course, and 
in fact much of “Art and Objecthood” constitutes a 
serious engagement with (and criticism of) them. 
By eliminating the reference to Locke, though, 
Fried crafted an epigraph that was stripped of its 
reference to the themes of constancy and dura-
tion, and that centered instead upon the notion of 
renewal. Which, Fried went on to argue, was a con-
cept relevant in the discussion of the best modern-
ist art, as well:

It is this continuous and entire presentness, 
amounting, as it were, to the perpetual creation 
of itself, that one experiences as a kind of instan-
taneousness: as though if only one were infinitely 
more acute, a single infinitely brief instant would 
be long enough to see everything, to experience 
the work in all its depth and fullness, to be forever 
convinced by it.57
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The experience of a modernist work of art, in short, 
bordered on the revelatory, while durational art 
was cast as merely mundane, or secular.

Notice, though, the cautiousness in Fried’s asser-
tion, which is scattered with qualifications: as it 
were; a kind of; as though. Indeed, Fried has since 
drawn attention to this aspect of his essay, stress-
ing the “reliance in the passages quoted above on 
constructions involving ‘as though,’ which by itself 
should have ruled out taking instantaneousness 
literally, so to speak.”58 That is, instead of simply 
equating an aesthetic encounter with instantane-
ousness, Fried meant to suggest something anal-
ogous or comparable: something nearly but not 
entirely equivalent. In doing so, he was yet again 
echoing Edwards, who had argued that “there is a 
crucial difference between God and man: God is 
by definition a Being who perceives not separate 
entities in succession, but the totality of being in a 
single, eternal glance.”59 Ultimately, for both writ-
ers, humans are condemned to a life of temporal 
duration, denied a true experience of instantane-
ousness, or a full commingling with the divine. It 
is a gulf that simply cannot be traversed. “The par-
ticular time,” Edwards concluded, “will never come 
when it can be said, the union is now infinitely per-
fect.”60 Or, to use Fried’s terms, the time will never 
come when one is “infinitely more acute.”

Despite this, both Edwards and Fried contended 
that a partial experience was still desirable. Indeed, 
both men used the term grace to describe this par-
tial knowledge of the transcendent – and both seem 
to have felt that grace was theoretically available to 
all. That said, though, they did offer very different 
accounts of the process by which grace could be 
acquired. As Perry Miller explained, Edwards had 
been educated in a Puritanical New England, “in 
which it had always been held that man is passive 
in the reception of grace and that he is bound to 
sin if he tries to earn salvation by his own efforts 
or on his own terms.”61 In a Calvinist system, char-
acterized by a strict emphasis upon predestination, 
grace was bestowed, rather than sought or earned.62 
For Fried, by contrast, grace was entirely depend-
ent upon the constant active effort of the viewer. 

“[T]he rightness or relevance of one’s conviction 
about specific modernist works,” he wrote in “Art 
and Objecthood,” “is always open to question.”63 
Viewing is thus associated with a relentless process 
of inquisition and self-examination. And because 
conviction was closely linked, in his mind, to grace, 
grace was thus the outcome of hard work. It “must 
be secured again and again, as though continu-
ously,” as Fried later put in, in a retrospective gloss 
on “Art and Objecthood,” “in the act of experienc-
ing, by the viewer, by us.”64 Of course, this accent 
on ongoing effort might be seen, in its own right, as 
a variant on the Puritans’ historic emphasis on the 
value of labor.65 Regardless, though, Fried’s sense 
that grace was earned through active work set his 
account from that of Edwards.

Interestingly, the two men also differed in their 
attitudes about the potential usefulness of struc-
tured analysis in this process. For Edwards, naïve 
simplicity could make one more open to the recep-
tion of grace, and a formal education could in fact 
constitute an impediment. As Miller put it, in his 
biography of Edwards:

Edwards constantly preached (as the ‘Notes’ 
discover) that persons of ‘mean capacities’ may 
see whatever reason requires a long discourse 
to explain; because grace is sensible, unlettered 
people may well have the simple idea in perfec-
tion when the gentry know it not. Because the 
heart is the subject of sensible knowledge, simple 
souls may apprehend more of divinity than Har-
vard graduates.66

By contrast, Fried (who was, of course, a Har-
vard graduate) held that the best Modernist works 
rewarded those willing to engage in rigorous exam-
ination, and were simply not accessible to casual 
observers. Indeed, one of Fried’s most fundamen-
tal complaints about Minimalist art involved its 
apparently universal accessibility. In “Art and 
Objecthood,” he thus quoted, disapprovingly, Tony 
Smith’s celebration of an art that is “something 
everyone can understand.” To Fried, such an open 
comprehensibility precluded the need for meaning-
ful interrogation, yielding a simple, unquestioned 



9

“
A

R
T

 A
N

D
 O

B
J

E
C

T
H

O
O

D
,”

 M
I

C
H

A
E

L
 F

R
I

E
D

 A
N

D
 J

O
N

A
T

H
A

N
 E

D
W

A
R

D
S

experience rather than anything that could con-
ceivably be called conviction or grace. Or, as Fried 
put it, rather coldly: “It is, I think, hardly necessary 
to add that the availability of modernist art is not 
of this kind.”67 Again, then, while Fried followed 
Edwards in centering the quality of grace, he felt 
that arduous, systematized analysis was a means, 
rather than an obstacle, to its acquisition.68

AN ORIGINAL NOTION OF PRESENTNESS

With that important distinction in place, we can 
now turn to the final sentence of “Art and Object-
hood” – which, as Barry Schwabsky once observed, 
“is probably the best known sentence Fried has 
written.”69 Presentness is grace: again, Fried’s closing 
assertion has frequently been read as a direct allu-
sion to, or citation of, Edwards.70 But in fact, while 
Fried was certainly interested (as we have seen) in 
Edwards’ notion of grace, the term presentness is 
not at all central to Edwards’ writings. It does not 
appear once in Miller’s biography of Edwards; nor 
does it merit a mention in any of the indices in the 
26-volume collected works of Edwards.71 Admit-
tedly, several scholars in recent years have used the 
term in characterizing Edwards’ arguments against 
the Deist notion of a clockmaker who had aban-
doned his creation after its conception.72 But these 
applications of the term postdate Fried’s essay, 
and differ significantly from his use of the word – 
which, it is important to note, was not limited to 
“Art and Objecthood.” The term also appeared, for 
example, in a catalogue essay that Fried composed 
for a 1967 exhibition of paintings by Jules Olitski: 
“One is forced, that is, to bear down on each color 
with unaccustomed intensity, as though each color 
competes for presentness with every other.”73 For 
Fried, the term was clearly an important one, and 
he used it to suggest both an intensification of per-
ception and a partial or qualified transcendence of 
ordinary, time-bound habits.74

Fried was not, it is perhaps worth pointing out, 
the only mid-century writer to use the term pre-
sentness in such a way. Strikingly, the theologian 
Martin Buber frequently employed the word to 

comparable ends. In his widely read I and Thou, 
for example, Buber had invoked a person entan-
gled in self-will: “Without sacrifice and without 
grace, without meeting and without presentness, 
he has as his world a mediated world cluttered with 
purposes.”75 Presentness, here, is again associated 
with grace and with the transcendence of selfish, 
earthly experience. Moreover, as Donald Moore 
has observed, revelation for Buber was “a present 
experience” – and “this ‘presentness,’ this ‘ever-
anew’ of each moment, is the key to Buber’s ‘holy 
insecurity…”76 Like Fried, Buber thus explored and 
privileged the concept of perpetual recreation. But 
while Buber’s use of the term presentness is there-
fore broadly similar to Fried’s, Fried has alleged 
that he has never read I and Thou, and that he was 
unaware, until recently, of any overlap in terminol-
ogies.77 Writing in 1967, Fried thus seems to have 
been honestly oblivious to the various religious 
connotations of the term presentness, and to have 
employed the word instead in a manner that par-
alleled but did not depend upon the phrasings of 
earlier theologians.78

The result, though, was inarguably complex: an 
essay that opened with an invocation of the reli-
gious meditations of Jonathan Edwards but closed 
with an abstract suggestion that grace could be 
understood in secular, aesthetic terms. The overtly 
theological cast of the rhetorical framework, as 
Fried later called it, was thus married to an insist-
ently modernist formalism. And this willfully idi-
osyncratic arrangement clearly frustrated or con-
fused many of Fried’s readers. Krauss, as we have 
seen, claimed that “the ideological seams showed 
through,” while Lee imposed a missing unity on 
the piece by calling the concluding sentence an 
“Edwardsian edict.”79 Perhaps the most sustained 
criticism, though, came from T.J. Clark, who com-
plained that Fried never fully explains, in “Art and 
Objecthood,” his metaphysics. “I do not mean to 
insinuate,” wrote Clark, “that a religious point of 
view is indefensible in criticism […] But the view is 
not defended here, it seems to me, just noised abroad 
in an odd manner.”80 Indeed, Clark even pointed, in 
a footnote, to Fried’s use of the terms presentness 
and grace, calling them metaphysical buzzwords 
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tion – but that ultimately depend upon intuition.81

Each of these reactions is understandable. Ulti-
mately, though, perhaps each depends upon a mis-
placed expectation of unity or consistency. Fried’s 
opening citation of Perry Miller’s biography of 
Edwards seems to have led readers, again and again, 
to expect an explicitly religious interpretation of 
art. (“This,” Tim Gough has written, “is art criti-
cism, or art theory, as theology.”)82 But that is not, 
ultimately, what Fried provided. Instead, he offered 
a sustained attack on Minimalism that was clearly 
informed by Miller’s text – but that also treated it, 
repeatedly, as a malleable source of terms and ideas. 
Fried’s essay, I have argued, advanced a view of 
history that was broadly comparable to Edwards’, 
and it repeatedly featured wordings and syntactical 
structures that appear in Miller’s book, as well. At 
the same time, however, Fried edited the passage 
cited in the epigram in order to bring it into closer 
conformity with his own ideas, suggested new 
meanings for terms quite dear to Edwards (faith is 
now conviction, and grace is now presentness), and 
edged away from Edwards’ notion of grace as espe-
cially accessible to the unlettered. Miller’s biogra-
phy of Edwards was thus both source and foil to 
Fried: a text in which he recognized certain ideas, 
and against which he could define others. And so it 
feels somehow misplaced to expect a full account of 
metaphysics in “Art and Objecthood,” for it is not, 
in the end, a religious essay. Instead, it is a piece 
of art criticism that employs religious thought as a 
model, or a template: a framework, to use Fried’s 
own words. Daniel Sack recently claimed that 
Fried, in “Art and Objecthood,” “wants a work of 
art that, like a church, provides the architectural 
support for a moment of eternal transcendence.”83 
That is exactly right: the work of art is like a church, 
but not a church. This is not, finally, art criticism as 
theology. It is art criticism as creative analogy.

CONCLUSION

“There is an essay to be written,” Clark wrote, in a 
footnote to his discussion of “Art and Objecthood,” 

“on when and how the religious attitude in criti-
cism declines from [a] complex building and ques-
tioning of the past into a set of merely metaphysical 
episodes in an earthbound, present-bound discus-
sion of cases.”84 This is not quite that essay – but as 
I have tried to show, an understanding of Fried’s 
complex, varied, and productive engagement with 
the work of Jonathan Edwards and Perry Miller, 
rooted in an attention to his use of specific terms 
and phrases, yields a clearer sense of his aims and 
strategies, as he modified existing ideas to convey 
his own evolving sense of the trajectory of modern 
art. Nearly sixty years after its publication, “Art 
and Objecthood” continues to inspire creative new 
interpretations. But it also continues to challenge 
readers; in Stephen Melville’s memorable wording, 
“we move through hallways and meet in rooms 
in which ‘Art and Objecthood’ becomes only ever 
more unreadable.”85 A focus on what Fried himself 
called the essay’s theological cast thus offers valu-
able evidence as to how he may have intended the 
piece to be read – and may, perhaps, offer at least 
a measure of something like grace in the process.
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„MENAS IR OBJEKTYVUMAS“, MICHAELAS FRIEDAS IR JONATHANAS 
EDWARDSAS

Santrauka

1967 m. Michaelo Friedo esė „Menas ir objektyvumas“ yra vienas žinomiausių ir įtakingiausių kada nors parašytų 
meno kritikos kūrinių, kuris ir toliau kuria naujas interpretacijas. Tačiau jos atvirai teologinė sudėtis niekada ne-
buvo nuodugniai tyrinėta. Šiame straipsnyje pagrindinis dėmesys skiriamas Friedo sprendimui kaip savo epigramą 
naudoti ilgą citatą iš Perry Millerio biografijos apie teologą Jonathaną Edwardsą, kurioje tvirtinama, kad Friedo esė 
labai pagrįsta Edwardso istorijos ir malonės sampratomis bei jai būdingomis formuluotėmis, atskleidžiančiomis 
aktyvų įsitraukimą į Millerio tekstą. Žinoma, kontekstai, kuriuose Edwardsas ir Friedas dirbo, buvo nepalyginamai 
skirtingi. Nepaisant to, išnagrinėjus būdus, kuriais Friedas rėmėsi Millerio tekstu ir Edwardso idėjomis, paaiškėjo, 
kad kuriant „Meną ir objektyvumą“ jie abu produktyviai paveikė šį meno teorijos traktatą.

Reikšminiai žodžiai: Michaelas Friedas, minimalizmas, Jonathanas Edwardsas, teologija, malonė, modernizmo 
meno teorija.
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