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UNITY

Five quotations on the subject of esthetic unity:

“But where the Ideal-Form has entered, it has grouped and coordinated what from a diversity of parts was to become a unit; it has rallied confusion into cooperation; it has made the sum one harmonious coherence; for the Idea is a unity and what it molds must come to unity as far as multiplicity may.”  Plotinus, Enneads, c. 260 BC

“I define Beauty to be a harmony of all the parts, in whatever subject it appears, fitted together in such proportion and connection, that nothing could be added, diminished or altered, but for the worse.”  Leon Battista Alberti, On Painting, 1435
“In all the fine arts, that composition is most excellent in which the different parts most fully unite in the production of one unmingled emotion; and that taste the most perfect, where the perception of this relation of objects, in point of expression, is most delicate and precise.”  Archibald Allison, Essays on the Nature and Principles of Taste, 1790

Beauty is “multeity in unity:  that in which the many, still seen as many, become one.”  Samuel Coleridge, “On the Principles of Genial Criticism,” 1814

“Another corollary of the conception of expression as activity is the indivisibility of the work of art.  Every expression is s single expression.  Activity is the fusion of the impressions in an organic whole.  A desire to express this has always prompted the affirmation that the work of art should have unity, or what amounts to the same thing, unity in variety.   Expression is the synthesis of the various, or multiple, in the one.”  Benedetto Croce, Aesthetic, 1909.

UNITY

Unity is a quality of art often considered essential to esthetic value and significance.  At the broadest level of interpreting unity we can distinguish between experience, and having an experience.  By experience we mean the continuous, unbounded flow of perceptions and events surrounding us.  A large portion of our lives are spent in this perceptual flux in which we drift indeterminately, indifferently; we are minimally receptive, not maximally responsive.  An experience, on the other hand, has value because it is distinct from this continuum.  It is an experiential whole set apart from the transient flow of experience in general.  An experience has a high degree of internal structure:  Events combine, noticeably developing to a final point of culmination.  There is a beginning, a middle, and an end.   In a word, there is unity.

The American philosopher John Dewey, in his book Art as Experience, cites six features that characterize the unity of an experience:
1) First, there is completeness.  “We have an experience when the material experienced runs its course to fulfillment.”  For example, we are confronted with a problem that we eventually solve, thereby concluding that segment of our lives.

2) Secondly, an experience has a sense of internal impetus, or direction:  it “has a developing movement toward its own consummation”; “it possesses internal integration and fulfillment reached through ordered and organized movement.”

3) Too, an experience possesses continuity in which “each part flows freely, without seam and without unfilled blanks, into what ensues.”

4) Such a unifying flow, however, is not at the expense of the self-identity of each part.  “In a work of art, different acts, episodes, occurrences melt and fuse into unity, and yet do not disappear and lose their own character as they do so.”  Within an experience, then, there always remains a clear articulation of parts.

5) An experience also has cumulativeness, a constant building up of intensity and significance:  “a sense of growing meaning conserved and accumulating toward an end.”

6) Finally, an experience possesses a dominant quality “that pervades the entire experience in spite of the variation of its constituent parts.”  For example, an experience might be broadly described as tragic or triumphant, as bitter or bucolic.  Frequently in (contemporary) art a single dominant quality is replaced by several, often competing ones, for example in the “tragicomedy” of Beckett or Pinter.

To summarize Dewey, it is the unity of an experience that permits it to be a complete, continuous whole, possessing clearly articulated parts, and evolving toward an increasing accumulation of significance and meaning.  A work of art is very similar to an experience, except that it has been artificially produced.  (Notice the relation between art, artifact, artifice, artificial.)  The special distinctiveness of art work possesses is first and foremost due to the level of unity it contains.  It has long been held that a work of art should be a unified, complete, self-sustaining, and self-fulfilling whole, in which each part exists out of mutual necessity.  Aristotle, for example in this book Poetics, states that a play must be unified so that it will produce a single, condensed impact, and furthermore, that it should proceed from part to part with the greatest sense of inevitability.  All developments within the story “must arise out of the very structure of the plot, in such a way that as a result of what has happened beforehand, it follows either necessarily or probably that these particular things happen.”  This principle of unity has historically compelled artists to make each portion of a work contribute meaningfully to the whole, and indeed, the esthetic validity of each part has come to depend on this relationship to the whole.  Components which appear extraneous, or whose meaningfulness to the whole can not be interpreted or justified by the internal structure or “logic” of the work, should be eventually improved or removed.  Ultimately, the unity of a piece becomes synonymous with its esthetic integrity.

On a 5 x 8 inch log card, please answer the following three questions as thoroughly as you can:

1. What are the characteristics of unity in both “natural” and “artificial” experiences?

2. Why is unity important in experience?  How is it related to the acquisition of knowledge?

3. Do you think that the experience of unity could itself produce a feeling of satisfaction or gratification?  Why?  If so, under what conditions?

