Gilhooley

VA30

PROPERTIES OF A WORK OF ART THAT MAKE IT ESTHETICALLY VALUABLE

The Interdisciplinary Context in which we Study Esthetic Value: Art was one of man’s first intellectual achievements. 30 thousand years ago, when he was living in small groups in caves, using crude stone tools, surviving by hunting and gathering, man was creating masterfully naturalistic paintings on cave walls. More that 20 thousand years before geometry was invented, man was carving complex geometrical designs on animal bones and tusks, and drawing near perfect rectangles on these same cave walls. Around three thousand years ago, man began to write about the significance of art, and during the classical Greek period esthetics was established as a branch of philosophy. Esthetics asks questions about the meaning, value and significance of art experiences. Once you become involved with art, even in a superficial way, unavoidable esthetic questions arise. For example, “What makes this painting (or melody or poem) better than another?” Even a beginning class in art appreciation has to wrestle with such a question.  To answer such questions we employ an interdisciplinary perspective, marshalling the expertise of many academic disciplines. In this course it’s likely that you will employ ideas drawn from natural science, mathematics, social sciences such as psychology, along with specialties from the humanities like philosophy and communication theory. Here’s an example of an interdisciplinary esthetic theory: Looking at visual art is pleasurable.  From past experience we know that pleasure is an emotional experience arising from the fundamental need to survive.  A psychobiological esthetic theory developed by Canadian esthetician D. E. Berlyne proposes that esthetic pleasure, like other forms of pleasure, derives from this most elemental need to survive.  Where other kinds of pleasure relate to specific human needs such as eating or sexual reproduction, Berlyne’s theory proposes that esthetic pleasure derives from man's informational needs related to his survival. Certainly the world is far more complex, chaotic and confusing than man can manage, and man is at an informational deficit when trying to understand either himself or the world around him. Typically, people are faced with overwhelming amounts of information that need to be organized and interpreted, and it’s certainly clear that survival frequently depends on the efficient interpretation of this information.  Berlyne’s psychobiological esthetic theory proposes that gratification stemming from this process of "information management" provides the basis for esthetic pleasure. 


As you develop a basic understanding of esthetic theory in this course, remember that in the 20th century esthetics developed into an interdisciplinary form of inquiry: its study draws from the fields of art, natural science (like Berlyne’s emphasis on biology), and various social sciences such as psychology, sociology or even political science (e.g., Marxism or Feminism). Listed below is a brief introduction to basic esthetic concepts.
Art Possesses a Compelling Quality Causing Sustained Attention: Works of art are esthetically significant to the degree to which they are interesting and meaningful. A play by Shakespeare is esthetically valuable because it provides more intensely structured meaning than we typically encounter in the world. Following Berlyne’s theory introduced above, because meaning gives a person "power," and therefore improves the individual's potential for survival, the discovery of significant amounts of meaning brings pleasure. To some extent, the experience of esthetic pleasure is also mediated by the participant's quality of attention. (Obviously, a viewer's quality of attention is not a "property of a work of art," but this concept is included to provide a broad overview of esthetic theory.) In esthetic theory this is described as a participant's esthetic attitude. In general, esthetic pleasure is associated with a state of free-floating, "disinterested" attention or curiosity present in the viewer. This kind of attention is called disinterested because it is not motivated by any utilitarian purpose. The kind of attention associated with esthetic pleasure has also been described as flow, a state of intense absorption or concentration. From an informational point of view, because art experiences provide unusually highly structured meanings, esthetic experiences are sometimes called "optimal experience."

Beauty: Formal properties of color and form; and properties of design such as balance, order, unity, and unified variety; can provide esthetic pleasure simply because of the structural attributes of informational messages. In this case it's not the semantic meaning of the message (what the message is about), but rather the syntactic structure (the form) in which the message is conveyed that causes the experience of pleasure. From Berlyne’s psychobiological point of view, certain kinds of structural organization, probably because they match the mind's innate methods of organizing information, engender spontaneous feelings of pleasure when they are encountered. 

Communication of Powerful Emotions: Esthetic pleasure is often linked to the experience of intense emotions. Importantly, these emotions typically occur in a "representational" form, that is they are emotional experiences which are being reexperienced in an artificial form. For example, when Macbeth dies in Shakespeare's play you don't die and neither does your father nor your friend.  A real death doesn't occur, but rather what occurs is a symbolic representation of a death.  We may feel intense distress at Macbeth's death and that's because in our individual pasts we've each experienced death in a powerfully moving way, and these feelings are rekindled as we watch Macbeth die. The key to understanding emotion in art experiences is to remember that art is an artificially constructed experience made specifically for repetitive reexperiencing of emotions and thoughts. From an evolutionary perspective, such artificially constructed experiences made up of complex symbolic representations may improve man's adaptation to an exceedingly complex world. Creating “optimal experiences” to be experienced during leisure may indeed serve to sharpen man’s perceptual acuity and interpretive abilities.  From this perspective art might be a kind of recursive, self-reflective thought whose value for the individual and society may ultimately be improved adaptation. What we can be certain about is that man was making visual art long before the invention of written language and recorded history. According to archeologist Steven Mithen, homo sapiens were making art “right out of the box,” from their first appearance 100,000 years ago. Whatever its purpose, art making has deep roots in the human experience.

Aristotle was a Greek philosopher who developed an esthetic theory of catharsis to explain how individuals and society benefit from the experience of dramatic tragedy. “How could it be good for people to experience powerfully negative emotions in art?” one might ask. Aristotle proposed that by reexperiencing tragedy through art people discharged pent up and otherwise debilitating emotions, and were then more capable of functioning effectively in society.


 Finally, there is a popular idea that art is related to truth, and that the value of art is that it reveals in powerful ways certain profound truths about life. Again, this suggests that a reason human beings make art is to get at hidden truths and thereby improve adaptation.
Originality: It is a fairly contemporary notion that artistic value derives to some degree from the originality, the uniqueness, of the piece. This is related to the idea that art is a form of personal expression, and the belief that every person is unique, an idea that became highly valued in the Romantic era (1780-1860). An idea associated with originality that also blossomed in the Romantic era is the belief in artistic genius. A related idea with an even longer life in the arts is the question of inspiration. Where do artistic products come from? In classical times people wrote about artists being inspired by a muse. In the more recent past the mystery of artistic creation has been associated with insanity and madness.
Craftsmanship and Skillful Execution: Traditionally esthetic quality has been associated with very skillful technical execution. Like originality, skillful technique is associated with artistic genius. A contemporary view proposed early in the 20th century is that technique should perfectly match artistic intent, and that form should follow function. In this case, technique is always at the service of artistic intention and should not be valued in itself. Nonetheless, people often derive pleasure from the beautiful way something is crafted, and this form of pleasure may again be associated with qualities of design, and properties of color and form, described above.

The Myth of "Beauty in the Eye of the Beholder" (the over-valuing of individual differences): There is a common and mistaken belief that there really are no recognizable qualities in works of art that make one object more esthetically valuable than another, and therefore esthetic value really lies in the eye of the beholder, it is a property of the viewer not of the object viewed. While such a belief is wholly inconsistent with a variety of larger cultural beliefs and values (and is blatantly narcissistic), it nonetheless persists.  If it were true that esthetic value resides in the viewer and not in the properties of the object, then the following would not exist: There would be no art museums or galleries and there would be no great art (since any object would be equally capable of engendering an esthetic response); there would be no canon of great artists, authors, poets or musical composers (since anything made any-which-way by anyone would be equally likely to foster esthetic experience); art-making would not be an academic discipline taught in schools (there would be nothing to teach) while all forms of art appreciation (visual art, music, dramatic and literary arts) would be taught within the psychology curriculum as aspects of perception and pleasure. There would be no great art, only great viewers of art. Nonetheless, if the "beauty is in the eye of the beholder" myth is so irrational and is so completely inconsistent with enduring cultural and educational institutions and beliefs, then why does it persist?

The simplest explanation for the persistence of this belief is that it gratifies our narcissism while absolving us of the responsibility of tackling the thorny problems art presents. It is a way in which everyone is right in their feelings and beliefs. “I don’t know much about art, but I know what I like” is a popular phrase which exults personal preference over esthetic competence. Hearing this expression caused the painter Ad Reinhardt to quip sarcastically, “Isn’t it nice that the obligation to be intelligent doesn’t extend to the field of art?” 

A consequence of the “Beauty in the Eye of the Beholder” myth is that people over-value the relative significance of individual esthetic preferences and therefore miss recognizing broader patterns of esthetic judgment. This is akin to noticing that everyone's face is different while ignoring the fact that faces really have more in common than they have differences. For example, any face bears more resemblance to any other face than it will to a puddle of motor oil, a tree trunk or a virus. By focusing on the individual differences we miss the larger more common pattern. In visual art we over emphasize individual differences in preference when we conclude that everyone will have a (slightly) different reaction to Michelangelo's sculpture and fail to recognize that the vast majority of society judges Michelangelo's sculpture to be "great."
High Art and Popular Culture: Definitions fluctuate about what constitutes art. These definitions are not fixed but rather they are socially defined and change over time. A basic distinction when studying art is made between high art and low art, sometimes called kitsch. High art is a category of refined objects thought to be the supreme cultural achievements of humankind. It is art made (usually) by the best artists and is appreciated by an educated public. High art takes itself very seriously, seeks an esthetic high ground, and is associated with expressions such as art for art’s sake. College and university art programs teach high art, and this document introduces you to a number of its ideas. By contrast, the same creative impulse may be expressed in a form socially considered as common and esthetically insignificant. For example, the TV program, “The Simpsons,” (or the cartoons which illustrate it) would be considered low art. Yet, the creators of “The Simpsons” may be involved as seriously with the same esthetic concerns as a video artist whose work has just been purchased for the permanent collection of the Metropolitan Museum of Art. From the point of view espoused here, “The Simpsons” will enter the High Art Kingdom if and when it is evaluated as esthetically valuable. According to high art, the movement between socially created categories of art (such as high and low art) will ultimately be esthetically not socially determined.
Essay Problem: Select two works of art (attaching color reproductions of each to your essay). Apply the concepts outlined in this handout to explain why one art work is better (more esthetically valuable) than the other. 
