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Introduction





People in the West have been saying extravagant things about the arts for two and a half centuries. The arts, it is claimed, are ‘sacred’, they ‘unite us with the Supreme Being’, they are ‘the visible appearance of God’s kingdom on earth’, they ‘breathe spiritual dispositions’ into us, they ‘inspire love in the highest part of the soul’, they have ‘a higher reality and more veritable existence’ than ordinary life, they express the ‘eternal’ and ‘infinite’, and they ‘reveal the innermost nature of the world’. This random clutch of tributes reflects the views of authorities ranging chronologically from the German idealist philosopher Georg Wilhelm Hegel to the contemporary American critic Geoffrey Hartman, and they could be multiplied ad infinitum.


Even those who would hesitate to classify the arts as holy often feel that they form a kind of sanctified enclave from which certain contaminating influences should be excluded – notably money and sex. The Australian critic Robert Hughes voices a general disquiet when he says that the idea of a Van Gogh landscape, the anguished testament of an artist maddened by inequality and social injustice, hanging in a millionaire’s drawing room, is difficult to contemplate without nausea. For many, the pleasure of walking round a great public art collection is enhanced by the thought that they are in a space where the laws of economics seem to be magically suspended, since the treasures on display are beyond the dreams of private avarice.


That true art should banish thoughts of sexual arousal, as well as of commerce, has been a rule ever since our ideas about art started to be formulated in the 18th century. Currently the Internet is most commonly used as a supplier of pornographic images, which must mean that they are the most sought-after art objects in our world. However, we strictly exclude them from the category of true art, and, in the case of child pornography, criminalize them. We have revived the practice of sending people to prison for looking at the wrong kind of pictures, which had fallen into abeyance since the iconoclastic frenzies of the Protestant reformation, when you could be imprisoned, or even done to death, for possessing pictures of Christ or the Virgin Mary.


The arts have traditionally excluded certain kinds of people as well as certain kinds of experience. Writers on the arts have emphasized that their spiritual benefits, though highly desirable, are not available to everyone. ‘The most excellent works of every art, the most noble productions of genius’, Schopenhauer admonishes, ‘must always remain sealed books to the dull majority of men, inaccessible to them, separated from them by a wide gulf, just as the society of princes is inaccessible to the common people.’ For some art-enthusiasts, indeed, it is this very exclusiveness that makes the arts attractive. ‘Equality is slavery’, writes the French novelist Gustave Flaubert, ‘That is why I love art.’ A common 20th-century lament was that universal education had produced a semi-literate horde, ‘insensible to the values of genuine culture’, as the avant-garde American art-critic Clement Greenberg put it, whose vulgar clamour for the degraded kinds of art they could appreciate polluted the aesthetic atmosphere.


Quite what sort of spiritual influence genuine art should impart when operating correctly on the correct sort of person remains, however, largely unexamined. It is often said, by art-lovers, that art-lovers have more ‘refined sensibilities’ than others. But this is a difficult thing to measure. Whereas there are tests for assessing intelligence, no objective computation of refinement is available, and partly for that reason claims and counter-claims in this area arouse passionate indignation. In his book The Civilizing Process, Norbert Elias tells of an 11th-century Doge of Venice who married a Greek princess. In her Byzantine circle table-forks were customary, but they had never been heard of in Venice. When the new Dogaressa was seen lifting food to her mouth by means of an instrument with two golden prongs, it gave fearful offence. Her excessive refinement was considered insulting to the Venetians, who ate with their fingers as nature intended, and she was rebuked by ecclesiastics who called down divine wrath upon her. Shortly after, she was afflicted with a repulsive illness, which the Italian theologian St Bonaventure (later nominated as one of the great doctors of the Christian church by Pope Sixtus V) did not hesitate to pronounce a judgement of God.


In our own culture the sacred aura that surrounds art objects makes imputations about superior or inferior artistic refinement particularly hurtful and disconcerting. The situation has been aggravated by the eclipse of painting in the 1960s and its replacement by various kinds of conceptual art, performance art, body art, installations, happenings, videos and computer programmes. These arouse fury in many because they seem, like the Dogaressa’s table-fork, to be deliberate insults to people of conventional taste (as, indeed, they often are). By implication such artworks categorize those who fail to appreciate them as a lesser kind of human being, lacking the special faculties that art requires and fosters in its adherents. In retaliation, those who dislike the new art forms denounce them as not just inauthentic but dishonest, false claimants seeking to enter the sacred portals of true art.


In this book I shall try to answer some simple questions that, as I see it, bear on our present resentments and confusions. I shall ask what a work of art is, why ‘high’ art should be considered superior to ‘low’, whether art can make us better people, and whether it really can be a substitute for religion, as our belief in its sacredness and spirituality implies. In recent years scientists who work on the brain and the nervous system have increasingly turned their attention to art, clarifying what physical changes take place when we view art objects. I shall assess their results, as best I can, and explain why science cannot, in my opinion, make any useful contribution to debates about art’s value.


The notion of artworks as sacred implies that their value is absolute and universal. This does not, as I shall make clear, seem to me a plausible claim. Value, it seems evident, is not intrinsic in objects, but attributed to them by whoever is doing the valuing. However, though this makes aesthetic choice a matter of personal opinion, it does not, I argue, reduce its significance. On the contrary, aesthetic choices resemble ethical choices in their decisive importance for our lives. But since they cannot be justified by reference to any fixed, transcendent standards, they must be justified, if at all, by rational explanation. In the second part of this book I make out the case – admittedly personal and subjective – for the superiority of literature to other arts, by considering how it works on us, and by reference to documented cases of its power to change people.




Notes


Items in the bibliography are referred to by the first word of the entry, plus a publication date if it is the first word of more than one entry.


1 The arts, it is claimed: see Hartman 155, Holland 73, Osborne 115, Storr 17, 145, Hegel i 11, Murdoch 83. The Australian critic: Hughes (1991) 270.


2 The most excellent: Schopenhauer Book 3 Section 49. Flaubert: quoted in Bourdieu 576. Greenberg: see Greenberg i 12.


3 For the Dogaressa’s table fork see Elias 55.
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CHAPTER ONE


What is a work of art?





‘What is a work of art?’ is a simple question, but no one has yet found an answer to it, and perhaps finding a single answer that will satisfy everyone is impossible. However, it is what I shall try to do in this chapter.


I should explain, at the outset, that I shall assume a secular viewpoint in what follows. That is, I shall exclude considerations of religious faith – not out of disrespect for religion, but because the assumption of a religious faith would alter the terms of the discussion fundamentally and unpredictably. If you believe in a God, or gods, the answer to the question ‘What is a work of art?’ will depend on what your God or gods decide – supposing, that is, that they have artistic interests. I add that rider because some gods, it seems, do not. The Catholic critic Jacques Maritain predicts that the Christian God will burn the Parthenon and Chartres cathedral and the Sistine Chapel and the Mass in C on the last day, so as to demonstrate that we should not seek eternal life in art. That is hardly the behaviour of an art-lover, and the biblical God’s prohibition of all graven images and ‘likenesses’, recorded in Exodus 20:4, suggests a marked antipathy to the visual arts. However, the biblical God must know beyond any doubt what a genuine work of art is, since he is by definition omniscient. Consequently Christian discussions of art can assume that there are certain absolute, eternal artistic values, even if God has not vouchsafed knowledge  of them equally to all mortals. In what follows I shall not take the existence of such divinely sanctioned absolutes for granted.


I have said that ‘What is a work of art?’ is a simple question, and the answer, you may say, is simple too. A work of art is the Primavera and Hamlet and Beethoven’s Fifth, and things of that kind. But the problem, rather, is what is not a work of art? What cannot be? For unless we know what art is not we cannot draw a boundary around what it is. Again, you may reply, that’s easy. There are plenty of things that are not works of art – for example, human excrement. Although that sounds a convincing answer it would in fact be an unfortunate choice. The Italian artist Piero Manzoni, who died in 1963, published an edition of tin cans each containing 30 grams of his own excrement. One of them was bought by the Tate Gallery and is still in its collection.


Very well, you may concede, excrement was a bad choice, but what about space, what about absolute emptiness. That obviously can’t be a work of art, because it’s nothing. However, that too seems questionable. Yves Klein, one of the forerunners of conceptual art, once held an exhibition in Paris consisting of an entirely empty gallery. So space can be art.


I am sure I do not need to go on multiplying examples. The rather simple-minded respondent I have been imagining, with his conviction that some things cannot possibly be works of art, could be thwarted indefinitely and at every turn. He might protest that works of art must at least be things that the artist has made. But modern sculptors like Tony Cragg or Bill Woodrow, who create their art out of found objects and junk, or Carl André with his 125 fire bricks, another Tate Gallery acquisition, would quickly dispel that illusion. He might insist that nevertheless these sculptors have chosen the materials they use, and arranged them in a certain way, so a work of art must reflect choice. It can’t be just chance. Against that we could cite the work of Dadaists like Jean Arp, who tore up and dropped scraps of paper, fixing them where they fell, or Tristan Tzara who created poems from arbitrarily scrambled sentences drawn randomly from a bag.


In desperation, our respondent might concede that a work of art can be random. But he might insist that it is at least something the artist does. The artist must be the agent. But that is wrong too. Starting in 1990 the French artist Orlan underwent a series of surgical operations to reconstruct her face to conform with historically-defined male criteria of female beauty – the mouth of Boucher’s Europa, the forehead of the Mona Lisa, the chin of Botticelli’s Venus, and so on. The operations were broadcast live to art galleries throughout the world. You could also buy videos, and relics of Orlan’s flesh left over from surgery. The whole artistic event was titled ‘The Reincarnation of St Orlan’, and clearly part of its point was that the artist was no longer agent but passive victim.


I hope the reader will not suspect at this point that this book is going to deteriorate into a harangue against the enormities of modern art, of the kind the tabloids indulge in each year when the Turner Prize shortlist is announced. In fact, the opposite is true. In reply to anyone who splutters that this or that recently unveiled installation is certainly not a work of art, my instinct is to ask ‘How can you possibly tell? What are your criteria? Where do you derive your convictions from?’ True, such questions are best left unvoiced, since they can lead to physical violence – which shows how seriously people take criticism of their artistic taste, even if they don’t much care about art.


In this connection I should like to draw attention to a recent court case. In October 2003 Aaron Barschak, the so-called comedy terrorist who gatecrashed Prince William’s twenty-first birthday party, appeared before Oxford magistrates’ court on a charge of criminal damage. Barschak, the court learned, had interrupted a talk by Jake and Dinos Chapman at the Modern Art gallery in Oxford. The Chapman brothers were discussing their exhibit The Rape of Creativity at the gallery, which features cartoon heads superimposed on a series of etchings by Goya. Barschak had splashed red paint on the walls of the gallery, on one of the artworks, and on Jake Chapman, shouting ‘Viva Goya’. He claimed in his defence that he was creating his own artwork, made out of another’s art just as the Chapmans had adapted Goya, and that he intended to enter his work for the Turner Prize. Finding him guilty, District Judge Brian Loosley said, ‘This is a serious offence of wanton destruction of a work of art and I will be considering a custodial sentence. I feel that this was a publicity stunt … Even by modern standards and even stretching the imagination to incredulity this was not the creation of a work of art.’


I confess that I do not have complete faith in District Judge Brian Loosley as an aesthetic theorist. How he decided that Barschak’s protest could not be a work of art, whereas the Chapman brothers’ construct certainly was, is not clear to me. Possibly he felt that since Barschak was committing a crime he could not simultaneously be creating a work of art. But it is easy to find theorists who have argued that, on the contrary, art and crime are intimately linked, both being protests against social norms. When a bomb was thrown into the French parliament in 1893 the French dandy anarchist poet Laurent Tailhade, a friend of Wilfred Owen, proclaimed that the victims were of no importance so long as the gesture was beautiful. Shortly after, another bomb deprived him of his right eye, much to the amusement of Paris. André Breton, the leader of the Surrealists, declared that the simplest Surrealist act would be to shoot a revolver at random in a crowd. Fifty years later the Californian artist Chris Burden took him at his word, and fired a revolver at an airliner taking off from Los Angeles, but missed. If District Judge Brian Loosley had taken these artistic precedents into consideration he might have concluded that Aaron Barschak was by comparison both witty and harmless. At all events, Barschak’s claim that he was creating his own work of art does not seem to me to be disproved by anything the judge said.


The question ‘What is a work of art?’ is of course a modern one. It is the emancipation of the art scene in the 20th century and the public bewilderment it has caused that has given it prominence. Nowadays works of art regularly provoke anger or ridicule. For most of the 19th century the situation was quite different. Aesthetic theorists then, as now, puzzled over how to define a work of art, and everyone knows about the fuss caused by Impressionist painting. But the kinds of thing – the pictures, books, sculptures, symphonies – that the definition of a work of art would have to cover were not in doubt.


Equally you might say that the question ‘What is a work of art?’ could not have been asked before the late 18th century, because until then no works of art existed. I do not mean that objects we now regard as works of art did not exist before that date. Of course they did. But they were not regarded as works of art in our sense. Most pre-industrial societies did not even have a word for art as an independent concept, and the term ‘work of art’ as we use it would have been baffling to all previous cultures, including the civilizations of Greece and Rome and of Western Europe in the medieval period. These cultures would find nothing in their experience to match the special values and expectations attached to art that make it into a substitute religion, the creation of a spiritual aristocracy called geniuses, and the arena for the display of a refined discriminatory accomplishment called taste. On the contrary, in most previous societies, it seems, art was not produced by a special caste of people, equivalent to our ‘artists’, but was spread through the whole community. Bodily ornamentation, using paint, tattoos, amulets and hair-treatments, was apparently a universal artistic practice among early humans. The same is true of dancing, which some consider to have been the earliest form of art, and which has never, it seems, belonged exclusively to humans. Adult male chimpanzees perform a ‘rain dance’ during torrential downpours, in which they stamp and slap the ground. But in none of these cases, so far as we know, has the activity been regarded as a subject for anything resembling academic study, or as one where unusual proficiency or agility is accorded spiritual value. The word ‘aesthetics’ was unknown until 1750, when Alexander Baumgarten coined it, and it was Kant in the Critique of Judgment who first formulated what were to remain the basic aesthetic assumptions in the West for two hundred years.


Kant was in several respects a curious person for the West to have chosen as its artistic mentor. His life was passed in a backwater of East Prussia, and he had little knowledge or appreciation of the arts. Music, in particular, struck him as an inferior pastime. Since it was incapable of communicating ideas, and depended on ‘mere sensations without concepts’, he felt that it should be classified as at best an ‘enjoyment’, rather than an art. Besides it was, he observed, guilty of ‘a certain want of urbanity’, since, when played loudly, it could annoy the neighbours. This was a sensitive issue with Kant, as he had himself been inconvenienced by the hymn-singing of the prisoners in the jail adjoining his property, and had been obliged to write to the burgomaster about it.


His Critique of Judgment was not merely about art but about beauty and our response to it, and it quickly established itself as a basic text in Western art-theory, respectfully invoked by innumerable aestheticians. For the modern reader it is a confusing document, for it seems to contradict itself, to make assertions that run counter to common experience, and to depend on religious assumptions that few now share. Kant begins by conceding, reasonably enough, that judgements of taste ‘can be no other than subjective’. Like pleasure or pain, they relate to the individual’s personal experience. However, this unobjectionable position soon starts to change. Whereas judgement of whether things are ‘pleasant’ or not is indeed a matter of personal taste (so that we can say ‘that is pleasant for me’, realizing it may not be for others), judgements of beauty are, apparently, different.




The case is quite different with the beautiful. It would (on the contrary) be laughable if a man who imagined anything to his own taste thought to justify himself by saying ‘This object (the house we see, the coat that person wears, the concert we hear, the poem submitted to our judgement) is beautiful for me’. For he must not call it beautiful if it merely pleases him. Many things may have for him charm and pleasantness – no one troubles himself at that – but if he gives out anything as beautiful, he supposes in others the same satisfaction, he judges not merely for himself, but for everyone, and speaks of beauty as if it were a property of things.





To a modern reader this seems patently untrue. When we say a thing is beautiful we generally mean it is beautiful for us. It is a statement of personal taste. A very elementary knowledge of how standards of beauty have changed across ages and cultures would prevent us from demanding that others should agree with us about what is beautiful. Yet for Kant, anyone using the word ‘beautiful’ correctly must require others to agree: ‘He demands it of them. He blames them if they judge otherwise.’


This is because for Kant, standards of beauty were, at the deepest level, absolute and universal. There existed, he believed, a mysterious realm of truth, which he called the ‘supersensible substrate of nature’, where all such absolutes and universals resided. The fact that we (in Kant’s curious version of reality) think everyone ought to agree with us when we call something beautiful, is an indication (for Kant) that we are dimly aware of this mysterious realm. Kant’s belief in absolutes still persists today, at any rate in some people, if only at a subliminal level. It is this that feeds the conviction that some things just are, and some just are not, works of art. District Judge Brian Loosley is, it will be clear by now, a Kantian in this respect. It is not possible in his mental universe for someone to say, ‘That is a work of art for me, though it may not be for you.’ On the contrary, there is a correct answer, and if you get it wrong you may go to prison.


Another crucial component of Kant’s doctrine was the separation of art from life. Art in previous cultures, so anthropologists and historians have found, is always bound up with everyday occupations and concerns, with the making of weapons or canoes or cooking vessels, with rituals to ensure rainfall or good harvests. Kant, on the other hand, posited a pure aesthetic state of mind that art objects should evoke. In this pure state all emotions, desires and practical considerations must be transcended. ‘That taste’, Kant decreed, ‘is always barbaric which needs a mixture of charms and emotions, in order that there may be a satisfaction.’ It is quite incorrect to think of beauty as something that stirs the emotions, according to Kant. ‘Emotion’, in the aesthetic realm, ‘does not belong at all to beauty.’ Any considerations of utility or practicality are similarly base and unworthy. The beautiful object must be admired in and for itself. Further, it is its pure form that we must admire, not its colour or, even worse, its smell, for these are mere sensuous pleasures (which is what Kant means by ‘charms’). So for Kant the pleasure we take in the sight of a rose is aesthetic, but pleasure in its smell is not, and he denies that tone in music or colour in painting can give aesthetic pleasure. Colour is a mere accessory. Modern aestheticians who take Kant seriously have continued to agonize over what may or may not correctly be called beautiful. Harold Osborne in his book Aesthetics and Art Theory cites a professor C. W. Valentine who decided that the colour of wallpaper or the sound of a bell could count as beautiful, but the taste of toffee could not.


For Kant beauty was, in addition, essentially connected with moral goodness. All aesthetic judgements are, consequently, ethical as well. ‘Now I say the beautiful is the symbol of the morally good, and that it is only in this respect’, Kant admonishes, ‘that it gives pleasure.’ In other words, when you look at a truly beautiful object you can tell it is truly beautiful because you realize that it is good. You feel it appealing to your better nature. ‘The mind is made conscious of a certain ennoblement and elevation above the mere sensibility to pleasure.’ Needless to say, Kant attributed this feeling to some fundamental bond between goodness and beauty in that ‘supersensible’ realm where all truth resided. ‘In this supersensible ground’ the moral and the aesthetic are bound together ‘in a way which, though common, is yet unknown’.


Since beauty, as interpreted by Kant, turns out to be so closely related to whatever mysterious principles underlie the universe, it is not surprising that in his view its creators must be very special people indeed. He calls them ‘geniuses’, the special property of genius being that it allows access to the supersensible region. It is only among artists that genius occurs. Men of science, Kant stipulates – even highly intelligent ones like Sir Isaac Newton – do not deserve the name ‘genius’, because they ‘merely follow rules’, whereas artistic genius ‘discovers the new, and by a means that cannot be learnt or explained’.


It is strange that this farrago of superstition and unsubstantiated assertion should have achieved a position of dominance in Western thought. Nevertheless, that is what occurred. As Kant’s ideas were developed by his followers, his special aesthetic   state came to resemble a quasi-religious ecstasy in which the art-lover’s soul gained access to a higher realm. Hegel, in The Philosophy of Fine Art, teaches that through art ‘the Divine’, and ‘spiritual truths of widest range’, are brought to consciousness. The arts are ‘the sensuous presentation of the Absolute itself’, showing God in ‘the actual sphere of spiritual existence and knowledge’. Art is better than life or nature. Its creations have ‘a higher reality and more veritable existence than ordinary life’, and nature is ‘not a mode of appearance adequate to the divine being’, whereas art is. Hegel is inclined to share Kant’s lowish opinion of music. It has, he agrees, sadly little to do with intellectual conceptions, and ‘for this very reason musical talent declares itself as a rule in very early youth, when the head is still empty’. Unfortunately, too, we often see musical talent ‘hung together with considerable indigence of mind and character’, whereas with poets (so Hegel believes) ‘it is quite another matter’. Hegel also follows Kant in excluding the sensuous from art as far as possible. The true function of art is ‘exclusively to satisfy spiritual interests, and to shut the door on all approach to mere desire’. Only the more ‘theoretical’ senses of sight and hearing can be admitted in art. Smell, taste and touch are all excluded, because they ‘come into contact with matter simply as such’, whereas in art ‘the sensuous is spiritualized’. The notion that whether something is beautiful or not depends on one’s personal taste is dismissed by Hegel with a sneer:




Every bridegroom regards his bride as beautiful, very possibly being the only person who does so; and that an individual taste for beauty of this kind admits of no fixed rules at all may be regarded as a bit of luck for both parties.





It emerges, too, that for Hegel ‘the Divine’ reveals itself only in European art:







The Chinese, Hindoos, and Egyptians … in their artistic images, sculptured deities, and idols, never passed beyond a formless condition, or a definition of shape that was vicious and false, and was unable to master true beauty.





European art, on the other hand, being genuine, makes you a better person. It is ‘in truth the primary instructress of peoples’, and it educates by ‘fettering and instructing the impulses and passions’ and ‘eliminating the rawness of desire’.


Schopenhauer, another beneficiary of Kant’s theories, made further additions to the West’s notions of high art. In pure contemplation of the aesthetic object, he claimed, the observer would entirely escape his own personality and become ‘a clear mirror of the inner nature of the world’. It was not even necessary for the object to be a work of art. A tree would do, or a landscape. By letting ‘his whole consciousness be filled with quiet contemplation’, the observer will cease to be himself and become indistinguishable from the object. Further, what he will see will no longer be the object. It will be the Platonic idea, ‘the eternal form’, of which the inner nature of the world is made. However, this remarkable accomplishment is not, Schopenhauer warns, available to everyone. You need special gifts. The common mortal, disparagingly described by Schopenhauer as ‘that manufacture of Nature which she produces by the thousand every day’, can never hope to attain the pure disinterested contemplation needed for seeing Platonic ideas. Schopenhauer seems to have thought that this was because the common mortal was too interested in sex. He is a ‘blind, striving’ creature whose ‘pole or focus lies in the genital organs’, whereas the ‘eternal, free, serene subject of pure knowing’ lies in the brain. Those beings who can attain a vision of the Platonic ideas in pure contemplation are artistic geniuses. They can be recognized by their ‘keen and steady glance’, whereas the glance of the common mortal is ‘stupid and vacant’. Men of genius may also be distinguished, according to Schopenhauer, by their dislike of mathematics, and their incapacity for earning their living or managing the affairs of daily life. As they are superior to the rational methods that direct practical life and science, they will, in addition, be ‘subject to violent emotions and irrational passions’.


It is easy to identify the dictates of Kant and his followers in the notions about art that are still in circulation today. That art is somehow sacred, that it is ‘deeper’ or ‘higher’ than science and reveals ‘truths’ beyond science’s scope, that it refines our sensibilities and makes us better people, that it is produced by geniuses who must not be expected to obey the same moral codes as the rest of us, that it should not arouse sexual desire, or it will become ‘pornography’, which is bad – these and other superstitions belong to the Kantian inheritance. So does belief in the special nature of artworks. For Kantians, the question ‘What is a work of art?’ makes sense and is answerable. Works of art belong to a separate category of things, recognized and attested by certain highly gifted individuals who view them in a state of pure contemplation, and their status as works of art is absolute, universal and eternal.


This belief naturally lent support to the supposition that all true works of art must have something in common – a secret ingredient – distinguishing them from things that are not works of art. Various theories about this ingredient were formulated, none of them plausible, though they yielded occasional interesting ideas. Investigation of numerical proportion, for example, led to the theory that the key to aesthetic value was the ‘golden section’, where the shorter of two lines bears the same relation to the longer as the longer bears to the sum of the two. This had attracted the attention of Euclid, and its claim to be the essence of all art was eagerly pressed in the 19th century. It was pointed out that it occurs in many paintings, as well as in the plans and façades of buildings from Egyptian pyramids and Renaissance palaces to Le Corbusier. It is also found in vegetable and animal forms, such as the width and length of an oak leaf, and the successive diameters of spiral mollusc shells – a fact that might, according to your viewpoint, weaken or strengthen its claim to be a distinctive property of art. Gustav Theodor Fechner (1834–87) was the first to put the theory to experimental test, and he found that a rectangle closely approximating to the golden section was preferred by more of the people he questioned than any other. However, identifying the golden section in literature and music has proved problematic. Also it apparently lacks cross-cultural appeal. D. E. Berlyne found that Japanese high school girls did not react favourably to a ‘golden section’ rectangle, but preferred one closer to a square.


Meanwhile the attempts of theorists to define works of art grew more tangled and tautological as the true difficulty of the enterprise became apparent. Though generally reinforced with abstruse phraseology, their definitions are invariably reducible to the statement that works of art are things recognized as works of art by the right people, or that they are things that have the effects that works of art should rightly have. Harold Osborne, for example, proposes that works of art are objects ‘adapted to sustain aesthetic contemplation in a suitably trained and prepared observer’ – obviously a useless definition, since ‘suitably’ leaves all the arguing still to do. The definition offered by the once celebrated American aesthetician John Dewey is more verbose but equally worthless:




When the structure of the object is such that its force interacts happily (but not too easily) with the energies that issue from the experience itself; when their mutual affinities and antagonisms work together to bring about a substance that develops cumulatively and surely (but not too steadily) towards a fulfilling of impulsions and tensions, then indeed there is a work of art.





It is hard to imagine Dewey supposed this would help anyone understand anything. Despite its air of heroically effortful rigour, its vague modifiers (‘not too easily’ and ‘not too steadily’ for whom?) give it the precision of cooked spaghetti.


By the start of the 20th century hopes of ever finding art’s secret ingredient were fading, and at the same time the art scene was exploding. The productions of modernism challenged all previous assumptions about what art was. That was deliberate. To get outside the system, to escape the ‘bourgeois’ embrace of museums and art galleries, was a modernist drive – one that has continued as an impulse behind the pluralism of contemporary art. ‘Museums’, said Picasso, ‘are just a lot of lies.’ Roy Lichtenstein declared that he wanted to paint a picture so ugly no one would hang it. The reasons for this rebellion seem to have been social and political. The world of galleries, dealers and patrons came to be seen as exclusive, the preserve of money and privilege. Museums were perceived as bulwarks of triumphal nationalism, as, in their inception, they were. The Musée Napoléon, later the Louvre, which set the pattern for other great European galleries, had been inaugurated to display the treasures Napoléon brought back to France from his conquests. The carnage of the First World War intensified the feeling that for art to associate itself in any way with institutions and official values was indecent. The notion of a museum of modern art has been called a contradiction in terms, and it is clearly one that exposes irreconcilable sets of values. For the keepers of the flame, the directors of art galleries, must gather into their temples of eternal verity works that openly flout, denounce and ridicule what those temples stand for.


The critic who has examined these developments in 20th-century art and their implications most searchingly is the American Arthur C. Danto. Historically, his work marks the end of the struggle to find separate, distinct, universal qualities that distinguish works of art. Surveying the course of Western art, he divides it into two narratives. The first, from about 1400 to about 1880, was the narrative of representation. The aim in this period was to imitate nature with more and more accuracy. Gombrich in Art and Illusion has told this story. The second narrative was modernism. Here the aim, as defined by ‘the great narrativist of modernism’ Clement Greenberg, was to explore the potential of the materials – paint, canvas, etc. Illusion was no longer pursued; the painted surface was just a surface. Art was not about nature but about art. This movement climaxed in Abstract Expressionism and ended in the early 1960s with pop art – specifically with Andy Warhol’s Brillo Box, which was the grain of mustard seed from which Danto’s thinking about art grew.


For Danto, the exhibition of Andy Warhol’s Brillo Box sculptures at the Stable Gallery on East 74th Street in April 1964 marked a watershed in the history of aesthetics. As he saw it, it ‘rendered almost worthless everything written by philosophers on art’. For the point about Warhol’s sculptures was that they were absolutely indistinguishable from ordinary supermarket Brillo boxes. They showed that a work of art need have no special quality discernible by the senses. Its status as a work of art does not depend on how it looks, or on any physical qualities whatsoever. Connoisseurs like Greenberg who believed that they could tell works of art just by looking at them were mistaken. Anything, Danto concluded, could be a work of art. His typewriter could become a work of art, though it could not become, say, a ham sandwich. What could make it a work of art was nothing in its physical make-up but how it was regarded, how it was thought of.


In fact, as Danto concedes, choosing Warhol’s Brillo Boxes as the point of breakthrough was, to a degree, arbitrary, for there were other works that might have been preferred. When Marcel Duchamp sought to exhibit a urinal at the 1917 Exhibition of the Society of Independent Artists, under the title ‘Fountain’, he was making the same point as Warhol. Duchamp also exhibited a bottle rack, a grooming comb and a bicycle wheel as works of art. For that matter, Warhol’s Campbell’s Soup cans would, strictly speaking, have been a better choice than his Brillo Boxes since, unlike the Brillo Boxes, they were not even made by him but taken straight from the supermarket shelves, so they were absolutely indistinguishable from cans not presented as works of art. However, it was the Brillo Boxes that, for Danto, clarified the philosophical situation, and they symbolized a moment of historical emancipation, coinciding as they did with the black civil rights and the feminist movements.


Danto’s conclusion – that what makes something a work of art is merely that it is thought to be a work of art – was highly unacceptable to him. He would have liked to avoid it if he could. For it seemed to open the floodgates. It reduced art to chaos. Nothing, he feared, could now be considered ‘beyond the pale’. By nature, he admits, he is an essentialist. That is, he wants to believe – does believe – that art is special, that ‘there is a kind of transhistorical essence in art, everywhere and always the same’. Although he acknowledges that anything can become a work of art, he clings to the viewpoint that ‘it is, after all, a matter of fact whether something is a work of art or not’. There must, he feels sure, be two distinct categories of objects, works of art on the one hand and, on the other, ‘mere things, with no pretence whatsoever to the exalted status of art’. To reconcile these convictions with his equally firm conviction that anything can be a work of art was difficult. However, he found a compromise that offered a solution to his dilemma. The compromise entailed switching attention from the thing itself – the Brillo box, say – to the kind of people who regarded it as a work of art. For their opinion to matter, these people must, Danto decided, belong to the ‘art-world’. That is, they must be experts and critics with an understanding of modern art. ‘To see something as art requires an atmosphere of artistic theory, a knowledge of the history of art.’ Only the opinion of such people can turn an object into a work of art, and they are qualified to do this because they can understand its meaning. For Danto works of art are distinguished by having a meaning, and not just any meaning, but a particular meaning. This correct meaning is the one the artist intended.


To illustrate his emphasis on the artist’s intention, he cites the case of a candy bar entitled ‘We Got It!’, produced by the Bakery, Confectionery and Tobacco Workers’ International Union of America, Local No. 552, and exhibited at the 1993 Chicago Culture in Action exhibition. A candy bar that is a work of art, Danto comments, need not be a specially good candy bar, but it has to be one produced ‘with the intention that it be art’. It is this intention that the experts and critics are, in his theory, qualified to recognize. Further, having recognized the intention, they can judge the work’s success by deciding whether, in their view, it achieves it. An artwork ‘must be counted as a success or failure in terms of the adequacy with which it embodies its intended meaning’.


He gives an example of his theory in action, which helps to clarify it and also, I think, exposes its failings. He asks us to imagine that Picasso, towards the end of his life, painted a necktie blue. At the same time a child, unknown to Picasso, and knowing nothing about him, also painted a necktie blue. The ties, when finished, are absolutely identical in every respect. By chance they both use the same brand of paint, and it is applied smoothly. In Picasso’s case, however, the smooth paint is a polemical allusion to and a repudiation of the cult of rough brushstroke or drip, which defined New York painting of the 1950s, and culminated in Abstract Expressionism. In the child’s case the smooth paint is just to make it nice for daddy. The question is, which, if either, of the ties is a work of art? Danto is in no doubt. Picasso’s tie is a work of art, the child’s is not. As he puts it ‘the child’s tie is not an artwork; something prevents it from entering the confederation of franchised artworks into which Picasso’s tie is easily accepted’. What prevents it, in Danto’s view, is that it does not have a meaning, or not a meaning that relates to the history of modern art as Picasso’s tie does.


Danto’s example is, I think, beautifully constructed not only to demonstrate its own fallacies but also to lead us into the fundamental issues that the question ‘What is a work of art?’ raises. In reply to his objection that the child’s tie does not have a meaning, or not the right kind of meaning, we may reply that it can in fact have any number of meanings. Meanings are not things inherent in objects. They are supplied by those who interpret them. In order to preserve his theory, Danto is constantly at pains to evade, or obscure, this fact. In discussing Duchamp’s urinal, for example, he insists that to see it as a work of art we must understand what Duchamp intended by it. Duchamp told Hans Richter that his intention had been ‘to discourage aesthetics’, and this, for Danto, is the only permissible way of interpreting the urinal as an artwork. It might be possible, he admits, to admire it aesthetically as a beautiful, white, glistening shape that one had never really noticed before. But this, for Danto, would be a sentimental irrelevance. It would be, he suggests, the aesthetic equivalent of Christ’s teaching that ‘the least of us – perhaps especially the least of us – is luminous in holy grace’. It would be a version of the Christian viewpoint that regards the whole world and everything in it as God’s artwork. Danto dismisses these pious fancies unceremoniously: ‘let us just suppose this false’. The abruptness is revealing, for Danto is skating round a weak point in his argument. Seeing the urinal simply as beautiful need not have anything to do with Christian piety, and if it were related to Christian piety that would not make it ridiculous. Danto has no real answer to such approaches, beyond insisting that they differ from his own opinion and, for him, lessen the interest of Duchamp’s urinal:




This reduction of Duchamp’s art to a performative homiletic in demo-Christian aesthetics obscures its profound philosophical originality, and in any case such an interpretation leaves quite in darkness the question of how such objects get to be works of art, since all that would have been shown is that they have an unanticipated aesthetic dimension.





But of course for some viewers discovering that an object has an ‘unanticipated aesthetic dimension’ may be precisely what turns it into a work of art, and Danto’s bluster does not prove them wrong. ‘Reality has no meaning’, he insists, ‘art does’ – to which the answer must be that reality has as many meanings as we care to apply to it, even when – to return to Danto’s imaginary episode – reality is represented by something as seemingly meaningless as a child’s blue-painted tie. For it seems likely that viewers of the child’s tie would interpret it in numerous different ways. Some might see it as a gesture of love, others (as Danto himself suggests) might see it as a revelation of Oedipal hostility to the father, exploiting the tie’s sexual symbolism. Either of these, or more, might be not just a meaning but the intended meaning, and so would meet Danto’s demand that the correct interpretation must match the artist’s intention.


But the real objection to Danto’s promotion of the artist’s intention is that it is simply unworkable as a criterion. With the vast majority of the artworks that fill our museums and galleries we have no access whatever to the creator’s intentions. In much early art even the creators’ identities are unknown. Whether they intended to produce ‘art’ in our sense at all seems, as we have said, highly unlikely. Judging works by their intentions is a purely circular exercise. The critic deduces the intention from the work and then, putting the process in reverse, decides whether the work matches the intention. Literary theorists effectively disposed of intentionalism as an evaluative procedure in the mid-20th century, and that Danto should still cling to it suggests a frantic desire for certainties.


Another flaw in Danto’s theory is revealed if we suppose that the child’s father insists that for him the tie is a work of art, as he very well might. Danto’s reply would have to be something like: ‘It just isn’t a work of art, whatever you feel about it; and it isn’t a work of art because the art-world would not consider it one.’ This reply would probably not satisfy the fond father. But ought it to satisfy us? In effect Danto’s reply is simply a version of the religious solution that I touched on at the start. The religious person, supposing he agreed with Danto, would say, ‘God does not consider the child’s tie a work of art.’ Danto says, ‘The art-world does not consider the child’s tie a work of art.’ This is essentially the same answer, in that it is an appeal to a transcendent authority whose verdict cannot be questioned, and whose decision automatically overrides all subjective and personal opinions. People with good taste are indeed, for Danto, congenitally superior – a separate breed. Good taste, he affirms, cannot be learned; it is a gift.


It is worth adding at this point that Danto’s faith in the decisions of the art-world extends to other arts beside painting. Indeed, it applies to all the arts. There is a music-world that decides what is music and what is just noise, a dance-world that distinguishes dance from mere movement, and a literary-world that identifies literature. These distinctions, for Danto, are real and definite. ‘The newspaper story’, he affirms, ‘contrasts globally with literary stories, not being literature.’ In some cases more than one of these bodies of experts would have to adjudicate, it seems. Danto cites Robert Morris’s ‘Box with the Sound of Its Own Making’ (1961), which was a tall wooden box with a tape recorder that played hammering and sawing noises inside it. As a visual and aural phenomenon, this could qualify, presumably, either as music or as sculpture. The Manhattan telephone directory might also, Danto observes, become an artwork in a number of different categories. It might be seen as an avant-garde novel or a paper sculpture or a folio of prints. But, as in the case of the painted blue tie, only the art-world’s validation could transform it into art


The painted tie may seem a trivial example. But the confrontation between Danto and the father can serve as a model for all disagreements about what a work of art is, and all arguments about the respective merits of ‘high’ and ‘low’ art. The Danto strategy, in the debate I have imagined, is to over-rule the father’s personal feeling – to make his opinion of no account. When champions of high art dismiss or devalue the pleasures people get from so-called low art, the strategy is the same. Whatever the particular circumstances, the argument of the high-art champions will be reducible to something like this: ‘The experience I get when I look at a Rembrandt or listen to Mozart is more valuable than the experience you get when you look at or listen to whatever kitsch or sentimental outpourings you get pleasure from.’


The logical objection to this argument is that we have no means of knowing the inner experience of other people, and therefore no means of judging the kind of pleasure they get from whatever happens to give them pleasure. A very little self-examination will tell us that the sources of our own pleasures and preferences are by no means apparent, even to us. In each of us there is an undiscovered country. Writers have known this, and have been telling us about it, for a long time. Here, for example, is Virginia Woolf: ‘We do not know our own souls, let alone the souls of others. Human beings do not go hand in hand the whole stretch of the way. There is a virgin forest in each, a snowfield where even the print of birds’ feet is unknown.’ This would make a good reply to Danto, supposing the fond father knew his Virginia Woolf and could call the quotation to mind.


Although we cannot access another person’s consciousness, we can tell, if only by crude question-and-answer methods, that people’s responses to the same artwork vary enormously. The most thorough examination of this problem that I know is Hans and Shulamith Kreitler’s book Psychology of the Arts. This is a mammoth survey of all the arts, incorporating the results of over a hundred years of investigation in experimental aesthetics, sociology, anthropology and psychology. The bibliography runs to 1,500 items. What the Kreitlers find is that responses to art are highly subjective, and that personal associations play a major role in determining preference. Experiments show a variability in people’s responses so great that the reported averages are virtually meaningless. In music, for example, despite the insistence of purists that a proper response should not carry the listener beyond the music itself, empirical studies have repeatedly indicated that a whole spectrum of emotions, associations, ideas and imaginings are actually present. Further, these studies have failed to uncover any common elements in the imaginings suggested by particular pieces of music, or any correspondence between these and the declared intentions of the composer.


As for the question why different people respond differently to the same work, the Kreitlers agree, in effect, with Virginia Woolf that it cannot be known, or rather that to answer it your knowledge would have to be virtually infinite. It would have ‘to extend over an immeasurably large range of variables, which would include not only perceptual, cognitive, emotional and other personality characteristics, but also biographical data, specific personal experiences, past encounters with art, and individual memories and associations’. This enormous amount of data would have to be collected before an investigator could even start to understand the response of a single viewer to a single artwork.


I have suggested that those who proclaim the superiority of high art are saying, in effect, to those who get their pleasure from low art, ‘What I feel is more valuable than what you feel.’ We can see now that such a claim is nonsense psychologically, because other people’s feelings cannot be accessed. But even if they could be, would it be meaningful to assert that your experiences were more valuable than someone else’s? The champion of high art would have to mean not just that his experiences were more valuable to him, for that would not prove the superiority of high art, only his preference for it. He would have to mean that the experiences he derived from high art were in some absolute and intrinsic sense more valuable than anything the other person could get from low art. How could such a claim make sense? What could ‘valuable’ mean in such a claim? It could have meaning only in a world of divinely decreed absolutes – a world in which God decides which kinds of feeling are valuable and which are not – and this, as I have said, is not the world in which I am conducting my argument.


In rejecting Danto’s suggestion that he ought to agree with the art-world’s verdict, the father might well point out, in addition to the objections I have outlined, that faith in the art-world is rather attenuated in contemporary society. Modern art, as seen through the spectrum of, for example, the Saatchi phenomenon, has become synonymous with money, fashion, celebrity and sensationalism, at any rate in the mind of the man on the Clapham omnibus, and his disillusionment is shared by more weighty cultural critics. Art’s surviving role in our mass-media society, declares Robert Hughes, ‘is to be investment capital’. Effective political art is now impossible, because an artist must be famous to be heard, and as he acquires fame his art acquires value and becomes ipso facto harmless. ‘As far as today’s politics is concerned, most art aspires to the condition of Musak. It provides a background hum for power.’ Hughes returned to the attack in a speech to the Royal Academy in June 2004, following the auction of an early Picasso for $100 million at Sotheby’s the previous month. This sum, he pointed out, is close to the GNP of some Caribbean and African states, and ‘something is very rotten’ when the super-rich of the West can spend it on a painting. ‘Such gestures do no honour to art. They debase it by making the desire for it pathological.’ He quoted the friend and authorized biographer of Picasso, John Richardson, who said that no painting was worth so much, and that the buyer ‘should instead have given the money to something much more worthwhile’. Alluding to Damien Hirst’s shark in formaldehyde, Hughes also condemned the reliance of modern art on shock tactics. ‘I know, as most of us do in our hearts, that the term “avant-garde” has lost every last vestige of its meaning in a culture where everything and anything goes.’ The critic of postmodernism Fredric Jameson is as pessimistic as Hughes, and for broadly the same reasons:




Aesthetic production today has become integrated into commodity production generally: the frantic economic urgency of producing fresh waves of ever more novel-seeming goods (from clothing to aeroplanes), at ever greater rates of turnover, now assigns an increasingly essential structural function and position to aesthetic innovation and experimentation.





An index of the public’s reaction to these trends was afforded in July 2002 when a celebrated modern artwork met with a fatal accident. The work was a bust of sculptor Marc Quinn’s head made from nine pints of his own frozen blood, and titled Self. It had been bought in 1991 by Charles Saatchi, reportedly for £13,000, and kept, as its nature required, in a refrigerator. Unaware of its contents, builders renovating the kitchen in Saatchi’s Eaton Square house switched the freezer off, and did not notice until two days later that it was surrounded by a pool of blood. There was no mistaking the levity with which this incident was reported in the British press. Columnists smilingly reminded their readers that the Saatchi mansion also had a special room containing Tracey Emin’s £150,000 unmade bed. The Times jokily recalled other accidents that have befallen modern artworks. A John Chamberlain abstract made from crushed and welded cars was taken away by dustmen when left momentarily on the pavement outside a New York gallery. Porters at an auction house removed the brown paper wrapping from a chair, without realizing that it was an integral part of a sculpture by Christo. In the Evening Standard, the art-world’s comment on Saatchi’s loss (‘A spokesman for the Tate said today “Marc Quinn is a very important artist”’) was quoted with apparent satirical glee.


This irreverence turned out to be merely a rehearsal for the explosion of humour that greeted the Momart warehouse fire in May 2004. The casualties included two of the most celebrated items from the Saatchi collection, Tracey Emin’s tent, appliquéd with the names of everyone she had slept with, and the Chapman brothers’ Hell, a tableau of mutilated toy soldiers bought by Saatchi for £500,000. The artist Sebastian Horsley voiced the common reaction, though in rather less guarded terms than most:




My only regret is that the artists themselves weren’t on the funeral pyre. That would have been really great … The artists play the well-remunerated role of court dwarfs … Why have they let it happen to them? Saatchi, Jopling, Turner prizes – these prizes are for turncoats, cardboard outlaws who go on bended knee for an award from a society they profess to despise. What has happened to defiance? Why have the punk generation become so tamed, so emasculated, shaking hands with the royalty of the art-world and moving in circles that their work is supposed to scorn?





Public comment in the press and phone-in programmes over the next few days repeatedly endorsed the opinion that Brit-Art was a confidence trick, an alliance of hype, money and talentlessness. Only in a culture where the art-world had been wholly discredited could the destruction of artworks elicit such rejoicing, and in this atmosphere Danto’s injunction that we should accept the verdict of the art-world in deciding what is, or is not, a work of art is comically unrealistic.


Yet not so long ago – within living memory – it would have made sense, and would have seemed, to most people, quite acceptable. What has changed is not so much the art-world as us. An increased reluctance to accept authority of all kinds – medical, scientific, political – was a well-mapped trend of the later 20th century, and scepticism about the art-world’s posturing is part of it. Improved access to higher education is one underlying cause – the number of university students in the population has increased fivefold since the mid-1960s. But another factor countering acceptance of art-world views is the advent of mass art. The forces that produced mass art were social as well as technological, and insofar as they were social they represented the rebellion of the many against the few. We can quickly glimpse what they rebelled against if we scan the pages of Ortega y Gasset’s essay The Dehumanization of Art, published in 1925. Modernist art in every sphere – painting, music, sculpture, literature – is, Ortega observes, essentially unpopular, exclusive and elitist. That is its function. It acts ‘like a social agent’, segregating from ‘the shapeless mass of the many’, two different castes of men, those who understand it and those who do not. It implies that the first group ‘possesses an organ of comprehension denied to the others – that they are two different varieties of the human species’. Consequently modernist art will ‘always have the masses against it’, because it deliberately insults them. It forces them to recognize themselves as ‘the inert matter of the historical process’.


What Ortega did not foresee was that the masses would retaliate, and would take possession of an art of their own that would eclipse elitist art. Within decades, the 20th-century technological revolution, tirelessly innovative, would be providing them day and night – on screens, through headphones, through amplifiers – with art on a scale and of a kind undreamed of by the official art-world, and greeted by that world with bewilderment and detestation. Classical music now occupies a tiny corner of the multi-million dollar recorded music industry. Poetry-readers and theatre-goers are as rare as practitioners of origami compared with the global hordes who live their imaginative lives through TV soaps. Painting has virtually died out, while the elephant dung and inflatable dolls of the art-world represent a desperate attempt to snatch some crumbs of publicity from mass art’s endless parade of glittering, world-class celebrities.


I said at the start of this chapter that I would not only ask but answer the question ‘What is a work of art?’, and it is time to do that. Danto is right to argue, I think, that the answer cannot lie in the physical attributes of the object itself. Anything can be a work of art. What makes it a work of art is that someone thinks of it as a work of art. For Danto, that someone must be a member of the art-world. But no one, except the art-world, believes that any more. The art-world has lost its credibility. The electorate has extended, has, indeed, become universal. My answer to the question ‘What is a work of art?’ is ‘A work of art is anything that anyone has ever considered a work of art, though it may be a work of art only for that one person.’ Further, the reasons  for considering anything a work of art will be as various as the variety of human beings. So far as I can see this is the only definition wide enough to take in, on the one hand the Primavera and the Mass in C, and, on the other, a can of human excrement and a child’s blue-painted tie.


It follows, of course, that the old use of ‘work of art’ as a term of commendation, implying membership of an exclusive category, becomes obsolete. The idea that by calling something a work of art you are bestowing on it some divine sanction is now as intellectually respectable as a belief in pixies. After the Momart warehouse fire and the light-hearted public reaction, Tracey Emin reported on the radio that friends abroad had sympathized with her for living in a country where works of art were so little valued. We can now see that her and her friends’ indignation, though understandable, derived from a simple misunderstanding of modern thought. They assume the existence of a separate category of things called works of art (to which they believe Emin’s productions belong), which are intrinsically more valuable than things which are not works of art, and which accordingly deserve universal respect and admiration. These assumptions, we can now see, belong to the late 18th century, and are no longer valid in our culture. The question ‘Is it a work of art?’ – asked in anger or indignation or mere puzzlement – can now receive only the answer ‘Yes, if you think it is; no, if not.’ If this seems to plunge us into the abyss of relativism, then I can only say that the abyss of relativism is where we have always been in reality – if it is an abyss.


My definition is, I believe, the one to which Danto’s reasoning was always leading him. At many points in his writing, seemingly without realizing it, he leaves questions about the identity of artworks open to individual judgement. Discussing whether there is a limit to things that can be made into artworks, for example, he comments: 




My own view is that there would be cases in which it would be wrong or inhuman to take an aesthetic attitude, to put at psychical distance certain realities – to see a riot, for instance, in which police are clubbing demonstrators, as a kind of ballet, or to see the bombs exploding like mystical chrysanthemums from the plane they have been dropped from.





Quite so. But there is no question, here, of the art-world making the decision. It is conceded that something may be a work of art for one person and not for another. If you think it is, it is. Danto’s relentless reasoning forces him to the brink of this realization, though he cannot quite bring himself to jump.


A curious result of the definition I have proposed is that there turn out to be fewer art experts around than we imagined. The ignoramus’s attitude to art used to be parodied as ‘I don’t know much about art but I know what I like.’ But this, it seems, is all any of us can say. Of course, there are scholars and critics deeply learned in one or many branches of the arts. But we have seen that the responses of people to works of art are almost infinitely varied. We have seen, too, that to know even one picture or book or piece of music, you would have to know all these responses. A work of art is not confined to the way one person responds to it. It is the sum of all the subtle, private, individual, idiosyncratic feelings it has evoked in its whole history. And we cannot know those, because they are shut away in other people’s consciousnesses. Yet if we do not know them, we cannot really know even a single artwork. So it seems that none of us knows much about art, though we know what we like.




Notes


1 Maritain: see Tillman 479.


2 Manzoni … Yves Klein: see Hughes (1991) 382.


3 Arp … Tzara: see Hughes (1991) 61. Orlan: see Korsmeyer 161–3. Barschak: reported in The Times, 31 October 2003.


4 Laurent Tailhade: see Hibberd 134–5. Breton … Burden: see Hughes (1991) 267.


5 rain dance: see Van Lawick-Goodall 162–4. Kant was in several respects: for music see Kant 172–4, for the beautiful, 27, for the supersensible, 149, for charms and emotions, 58, for the morally good, 198–202, for scientists, 151–2, 161.


6 C.W. Valentine: Osborne 123.


7 Hegel … teaches that: for the Divine see Hegel i 9, for the Absolute, i 77, for higher reality, i 11, for Nature’s inadequacy, i 40, for music, i 37, for the senses, i 52, for brides and bridegrooms, i 61, for the Chinese etc., i 101, for fettering passions, i 66.


8 Schopenhauer, another beneficiary: see Schopenhauer Book 3 Sections 34–39.


9 golden section: see Berlyne 228–30; Osborne 63-5.


10 Meanwhile the attempts: Osborne 10–11; Dewey 162.


11 Picasso … Lichtenstein: see Hughes (1991) 351, 366. The critic who has examined: the following paragraphs draw extensively on Danto (1964), (1981) and (1997). For Danto’s ‘essentialism’ see (1997) 95; for the art-world, (1997) 165; for the candy bar, (1997) 185; for ‘intended meaning’, (1997) 165; for the painted necktie, (1981) 40; for ‘demo-Christian aesthetics’, (1981) 93; for the Manhattan telephone directory and literature, (1981) 136, 146; for the limit to what can be art, (1981) 22.


12 Virginia Woolf: Woolf 14.


13 In music: see Kreitler 279–80. As for the question: Kreitler 364–5.


14 more weighty cultural critics: see Hughes (1991) 111, and Hughes’s speech to the Royal Academy of Arts reported in The Times, 3 June 2004, 10; Jameson 37.


15 Marc Quinn’s head: see the Evening Standard, 3 July 2002, and The Times, 4 July 2002.


16 Momart warehouse fire … Sebastian Horsley: see The Times, 27 May 2004, 3, and T2, 7.
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