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  Preface


  Art is guarded. Art is in cities. Art is often in old established buildings. It can seem very bourgeois. The bulk of art gallery visitors are from the middle-class. All characteristics that lend suspicion as to what side art takes in the class struggle. How do you approach it if you are a socialist but still love it? Why do you like it? Are you secretly a turn-coat? Are you not really a socialist but hanker unconsciously for an elite world beyond yourself? Are art works really something, or are they just another product of hype and overpricing in the universe of consumerism and stock exchange values? How many times have I stared at the Vermeer in the National Gallery London and asked, do I think this painting is good just because I know it is worth fifteen million pounds and because it is surrounded by guards in black uniforms? I asked, am I really seeing something on that gallery wall or am I just dazzled by an illusion that this little rectangular canvas is quite rare and beautiful?


  After asking this question for a number of years I came up with an answer: “Yes”. Yes I think these paintings are worth something, are beautiful and rare. Having studied fine-art and having pretensions to making some good works of art myself I came to realize that the materials that go into a painting have some very strange effects. This is not really mystical; just the product of different colors and pigments on the senses. This book is an attempt to find this aspect of paintings, not to dissect the beauty and magic of them by their practical origin, but to understand this in a material sense. Theorizing in this way does not dissolve the mystique of art, but explains it in terms of materials and its material affect on the body. The magic extends from the subtleties of nature to the precisions of human perception.


  I always thought the atmosphere in art galleries to be very nice. This sense starts from the works of art and seems to move outwards through the room and walls to all the facilities, café, toilets etc. even to the dress sense and presentation of artists and those working closely with it. This is the affect of having a cared-for object or objects in the vicinity. Intensified sensual entities made just for the human body and its outreach faculties. What a contrast to the big exterior world, the majority of the present-day designed and built environment where color, texture and shape and their effect on the human eye, body and feeling are sacrificed to commerce and lumpen brash economy. This abuts the world of art as if the two environments are diametrically opposed. Sometimes a kind of class policing on both sides even excludes one from the other and this policing extends to attempts to analyze the situation, to theory. Here we try to avoid this by bringing art out of its placebo environment to demonstrate its links to science, physical perception and the limitations made on it by the tools of the trade: the art and design materials produced under the current conditions of production. It is easy to write about art in poetic terms but this is often too abstract and limited by its own beautiful self-referentiality and produces practical and theoretical obstacles for a material holistic method. This needs to be avoided because real clarification of the subtle alienating effects of much of popular culture itself is distinguished by the most ‘non-applied’ discipline of the art world: fine-art, and its writing companions in art history and theory. The latter rarely encourages art as a sensual and dialectical process, i.e., from nature and for us in nature. This effect has several repercussions. It deprives socialism of a thorough materialist critical conception of art by creating a void in art theory for present day communist parties throughout the world and for socialist and communist societies in the future. This void is the unspecified area of the relationship of ideology to art from a sensual, physical and materialist viewpoint. This void obfuscates the details of the process of the reproduction of the means of production on the level of feelings, via the aesthetic level (Tedman 1999). It leads to a series of relatively feeble and politically neutral critiques that overlook the profoundly subliminal affect of media such as television, advertising, pop music and cinema. Marx and Engels never denied the affect of superstructure on the base and alluded to the fact that reactionary art, media and oppressive environments are all part of the same process that stem from the same economic oppression.


  A prime difficulty and failure to transgress this alienation in art and art theory, and to incorporate both a physical and rational aspect persists even now, perhaps because art operates at the level of feelings. Everyone is submerged in their own romantic tendencies, desires and choices regarding art and any challenge to them can be very destabilizing. So it is difficult, impossible even, to write from outside of popular culture, by looking into it and judging it except perhaps for the possibility of a keynote: fine-art, as a sort of gateway to a different type of aesthetic universe. Albeit a largely conjectural keynote put into place as a phantom sensed out from small chinks of light breaking through from the art of the past, different societies and small progressive caveats found in contemporary art and design departments and practices. With these foundations however one can construct a whole world and step into it. The construction of an argument, a philosophical stance, poem, musical composition, book, novel, or painting can be so far away in time and space but so close affectively, empathized and lived. The language and grammar of artists in the form of materials and technique are used succinctly to accommodate these affects and this is well studied in literature but vastly looked in the realms of art. The focus here is on the form of the work and its potency beyond time, space and ideology because of its appeal to the relatively slow-changing formal vehicles of perception, entities that must be taken into account along-side ideology. To ignore this is idealist, a denial of Einstein’s theory of relativity; of the observation point of the body in space that changes the perception of time by its very presence.


  This is an attempt to break art down into its essential components, a bit like Jean Piaget’s Structuralism project. If one traces the route between each discipline correctly, from the machinations of the “purest” component of the art world, fine art, this can then be applied to other related and “applied” disciplines, studies in popular culture, architecture and design. The importance of this in societal change is still underestimated forty years after Althusser’s initial concept of the reproduction of the means of production. The necessity of breaking it down and theorizing the galaxy of art and design is as necessary as it is political because the question of socialism and aesthetics is so far only partly answered.


  Introduction


  As an art student I knew works of art had to be constructed, usually in a studio with paint tubes, pigments, resins, canvases and stretchers and disheveled artists and students struggling to make something meaningful with the shapes, colors, substances and ideas. This contrasted wildly with visits to art galleries where there was no sign of this labor. The lofty spotlessness, ornate frames and hushed reverence, all scrutinized by guards, negated the origins of the toil involved in the arrangement of the materials in the paintings. I knew these two forces stood in contrast and that between them they harbored many forms of political and social struggle. The frosty gallery atmosphere served to negate egalitarian access of everyone to the benefits of art and from the acknowledgment of their specific contribution to its production in the social formation. These are class divisions and class antagonisms evident by the confinement of art galleries to major cities, by faux refinement and the unspeakable physical labor that make the artworks everything they are. This book sets out to analyze this space, a vacuum, of how the real, dirty, messy, obscene material artistic labor of love contrasts with the theoretical, non-practical and ideological description and presentation of it. These are the missing details of the extraction of art materials from the natural world to be reprocessed by artists to serve the senses. Most useful in this task are materialist philosophers and their sophisticated descriptions of our relationship with nature; Abelard, Spinoza, Schaupenhauer and particularly Marx, who carefully ground all his ideas within these relationships. Marx and Engels were comprehensive in their attempt to describe our place in the cosmos and relationship to nature and each other. Part of the demonstration of this relationship between humans and nature entails a description of the methods by which we take what we need from it in order to live. The way we obtain everything, food, housing and fuel, without which there can be no philosophy or art. Marx uses the term ‘the economic base’ to explain the methods by which we transform the raw materials of nature to satisfy these necessities. A key aspect of this process is the work involved in accomplishing it, the labor. Any positive action in life, practical activity, thinking, invention, relaxation, fantasizing and dreaming can be construed in its end purpose as labor either as the direct physical transformation of the materials of nature or by the advance of our comprehension of it and conjecture into its possibilities, to make it more malleable for our purposes. The terms material base and the mode of production are the fundamental economic and social transactions that demonstrate the relationships between labor and nature.


  Particularly within the realms of thought, many disciplines exist that contribute to understanding natural processes and how eventually to manipulate them. A vast selection of these studies unite in Marx and Engels’s method of analysis, their philosophy: dialectical materialism.1 It takes us to the fundamentals of these processes and how best to observe them. The basis of dialectical materialism is that the body, senses and intellect of humans, everything, was formed by nature. Thus the evolutionary formation of humans is entwined with all the other animals, natural phenomena, substances and transactions on the planet. This was a slow process, little by little, over millions of years, the species grew, altered and mutated to what it is today. The body, the senses, like those of every other substance and animal that lives, or ever lived, grew out of this. It is an interaction, a to-ing and fro-ing, a chemical progress wrapped up in sunshine, rain, foliage, fauna, minerals and insects. Senses, physique, thinking and language all originate here. So in our formation and mechanisms we are a sort of organic mirror image of nature, an edging forward of its movement, a flowering at its edges.


  There is evidence that the senses particularly are permeated with these transactions. Not only the apparent senses, the visual and auditory, tactile and olfactory, but a sensual melangé inside the body forming the fundamental facilities for nuance and unconscious feelings. The pertinence of peripheral vision is one example of how many signs and signals function unconsciously. Signals from it often completely by-pass conscious vision and go directly to parts of the body that do not ostensibly deal with vision. Information is passed through unconscious corporeal routes to inform all levels of consciousness of ideas and feelings that seem to uncannily originate from nowhere. They are a formative link between the finer echelons of the external and internal mechanisms of the body, the visual, oral, tactile and the cognitive facilities of the psyche. As Freud explains, the body is a sunken hyper sensitive tissue covered with a protective skin over its surface as a shield against the harshness of the environment, leaving only a few sensitive samples on the surface in the form of the five senses. Inside we are a sensual cauldron, no senses are separate but connect together and the stimuli gathered from one route can change pathways and inform other internal facilities such as one of the other senses or thought, consciousness or the unconscious. Our bodies are an organized dynamic with the mind and ideas yielding the more abstract sensory conclusions in the form of the rational. So the world of unconscious feeling gives rise, at least partly, to information and sense knowledge that appears to come from thin air because it is unconscious or pre-conscious. This has sometimes been observed or acknowledged in the past as immaterial, supernatural, telepathic, witchcraft or occult until it was eventually grounded by Freud in the somatic.


  Artists use these subtleties of perception in their work. Like witch doctors they manipulate the materials of nature and organize them to stimulate the senses. They seize the very substances that enhanced and motivated the body in evolution and combine them in particular formations to construct works of art. Starting with the surface on which to paint; cave walls gave rise to wooden panels and eventually wooden frames and then canvas. The excellent artists of antiquity preoccupied themselves with the whole art object including all the substances underneath the paint. These are the all-important under-layers of grounds which were found to have an intrinsic effect on the work as the all sensitive unconscious eye and sense detects its nuances. Artists soon began choosing their colors and textures very carefully. The substances that were ground up and bound as under-layers made all sorts of changes to the paint on the surface. They seemed or could be interpreted to have an almost mystical affect; the substances are there but can hardly be seen directly as they begin to stimulate the transactions of perception to inform the whole body, not necessary consciously but as feeling and abstract ideas that seem unconnected. Small wonder that art still has a transcendent magical quality imposed on it that, even today, after Einstein, Freud, Marx and Darwin, remains a dominant feature of art theory.


  Paintings that stimulate the senses, body, mind, the unconscious and the conscious use substances from nature in order to prepare for us intensified blue-prints of our sensual relationship to nature. The very best artists have always been aware of the primal, subterranean aspect of this and have always sought to comprehend it at a material level. Using the real materials of nature that are inextricably intertwined with our evolution to awaken these faculties to full potential. The practice of art here reverts again to the quest to understand a relationship to nature as the desire to manipulate and ultimately to make it work in harmony with us.


  The name for this exploration, based in the visual sense, is the discipline of fine-art. It is the uncovering of the stimulation of our body and senses in relation to substances and stimuli from the external world. The origins of this discipline as we said, are found in the materials of nature. As with all production, the raw materials and their transformation into works of art, are part of the general transactions of expropriation from nature involving labor and are therefore part of the material base. The study of the production of art, fine art, therefore always needs to include a study of the material base and the rules and formulas of these transactions. Exactly in the same way as all of philosophy and scientific investigation is ultimately founded to uncover the relationship to nature in its profound and harmonious aspect. The more sophisticated this information is, the better we are at extracting the benefits and of actually knowing what they are.


  Dialectical materialism, as we said, takes its starting point from nature and from the expropriation of it by labor and of how thoughts and ideas relate to this. The pertinence of philosophy to economics for example is demonstrated in works such as The German Ideology to show that economics, the conditions of labor, have a profound influence on philosophy and also that philosophy has great influence on economics. So we find that the economic base and superstructure that comprise ideology and the humanities disciplines including art are indisputably related. The relationship, the precise details of its influences and effects have been open to dispute almost since Marx and Engels first wrote about them. How do the components of base and superstructure relate to each other to keep the whole system turning? Louis Althusser shed light on the reproduction of the base and superstructure as it continues on through time and as we go about our daily management and existence. To explain this he emphasized the role of ideology and what he called ideological state apparatuses to describe the affects of ideology on the subject and so define its role in “the reproduction of the means of production.” For artists and those working in disciplines that deal with the senses, the emphasis on ideology here as the product of ideas is a little too conscious, linguistic-based and does not quite adequately describe the realm of the senses and their contribution. Gary Tedman (Aesthetics & Alienation 2012) has attempted to ameliorate this by taking clues from Marx’s own work, particularly the enigmatic 1844 Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts. On account of the emphasis on the eccentric formal arrangement of this particular work Marx is here considered as a poet and an artist as well as a writer. In this case Marx defined the meaning of his work through writing and language but also crucially by the form. This is the form that ties in and emphasizes the language, it is the sculptural setting that gives the work its complete meaning. The study concludes that Marx’s Manuscripts were written in a particular “eccentric” topological manner that in short serve to emphasize his words through the material construction and arrangement of the pages. Marx the writer therefore expressed certain modernist principals by his technique.


  Tedman has explained this formal “three dimensional” expressive device used by Marx, incorporating the use of materials as well as language, as a means of creating a sensual affect in the reader. Thus drawing attention to an aesthetic meaning for Marxism, based in sense and feeling, which is hitherto largely unexplored. Tedman claims that the design of the Manuscripts has a slight formal influence on the way they are read and divulges the methodology to enable the location of the role of feelings and sensuality in Marxist theory. Thus defining sense and perception as part of an aesthetic level in the relationship between the base and superstructure and in the “reproduction of the means of production”.


  Freud himself was also on this track. In The Uncanny he writes:



  “It is only rarely that a psycho-analyst feels impelled to investigate the subject of aesthetics, even when aesthetics is understood to mean not merely the theory of beauty but the theory of the qualities of feeling. He works in other strata of mental life and has little to do with the subdued emotional impulses which, inhibited in their aims and dependent on a host of concurrent factors, usually furnish the material for the study of aesthetics.” … “Good as nothing is to be found upon this subject in comprehensive treaties on aesthetics, which in general prefer to concern themselves with what is beautiful, attractive and sublime - that is, with feelings of a positive nature - and with the circumstances and the objects that call them forth, rather than with the opposite feelings of repulsion and distress.”



  This is an emphasis on aesthetics as feeling and senses and their heightening or likewise their oppression and dulling - as anesthetics. It enables a radical exploration of sense-based disciplines and is particularly apt for analyzing art because of its emphasis on feelings as part of the corporeal body as formed by nature. Tedman similarly interprets Marx’s concept of alienation as the physical and psychological estrangement of the sensual body from nature and thus from its own self as itself a part of nature. This succeeds in removing many transcendent, humanist and spiritual connotations associated with the term ‘aesthetic.’


  I contest that alienation itself functions in the discipline of art history to generate a failure to incorporate a sensual physical aspect to the theory of art. As the last bastion of immateriality, it is likely to be so, given the subtleties of perception and unconscious thought and feeling involved. Art can easily be mistaken and heralded as godly, transcendent, a semblance of the old alchemy remaining in the twenty-first century. Some of this difficulty persists certainly because art operates at the level of feelings and this is a serious problem for workers in the industry. The general realms of art and culture involve vulnerable personal emotion, affections, memories and sense reactions; elements that are painful and even disorientating to challenge and antagonize. These are the values of a lifetime instilled through the dominant economic base, tradition and personal history, and at this level any challenge to these feelings becomes political. Contemporary culture is difficult to really critique and understand because everyone is writing from the “inside”, even theorists need to tune in and turn off to the escapism of popular culture; pop music, cinema and celebrity culture, as a release from daily pressure as a cultural “soother”.


  An example of how relationships between people, the material base and art materials effect art objects can be found in the work and production of the artist Vermeer. The choices Vermeer made for his work are no longer available to most artists. Like others of his era he spent the first seven years of his career making and acquiring materials for his trade; digging and scrapping them from the earth and the sides of mountains; burning and processing them to make pigment. Today students in college are encouraged to take a tube of paint off the shelf and start painting. Off-the-shelf paint has extra oil added to prolong the shelf life and thereby dilutes the power of the color. The type of oil added to tube paint is usually linseed and under these constraints one is faced with far more difficulty to come up with an original surface and therefore a unique feel to the work, such as Vermeer himself achieved. He would also have been fully conversant with pigment grinding techniques using pestle and mortar or glass slabs to extract color. In this process artists and students of Vermeer’s time were able to make a precise choice of paint binder, noting how it interacts with other materials to determine the overall affect of the work. In total a great deal of information of many colors, oils and resins would have been at Vermeer’s disposal to account in part for the quality of his production.


  One factor that unites most major artists is that they are all interested in the tools of their trade and are keen to experiment to find the right combination for their particular purpose. This means mistakes and mishaps but the experimental nature of their work is also often not very well documented. The first chapter Vermeer, Materialism and the Transcendental In Art, is an attempt to give insight into how this particular artist approached his materials at a time when there was more of an intimate connection and before industry intervened in that relationship. We will explore why Vermeer’s work is often defined by its transcendence and spirituality but not by its material construction. Linking the processes of construction and technique to the aesthetic appeal of the work is necessary because materials and their deft manipulation by the artist form the very appeal of the work. Techniques are elements that bridge the concepts of the artist with his own physical interaction and with the works themselves. If executed well art materials merge with ideas and the sensual interaction of the artist to finally affect the viewer thus providing an interface between the reactive substances of the body and the exterior natural world. A provocation at the most basic and profound level and on which rests the figurative, symbolic, narrative, ideological endowment and eventually the politics and policing of the work of art.


  How can the sensual information regarding materials construed from fine art be used outside of the ”art” world and the controlled environments of galleries and museums? Is it destined to remain the requisite of an exclusive few or could it help to improve the world we live and work in? Chapter 2 Color, Facture, Art and Design, ponders the very profound nature of perception, its manipulation by artists and their materials and renders the application of this to the world of the designed and built environment. Focusing on the example of industrially produced color we scrutinize visual perception that has evolved to discern thousands or millions of shades and colors and is fully integrated with the countless textures and substances of nature. Minerals, plants, moving objects, sky, lakes, rivers and seas are each elements with their own unique colors and textures. The artist chooses material extractions from these and reorganizes them to intensely stimulate the subtlety of perception as it has developed through these phenomena over millennia. We find all this is in contrast to the modern designed and built environment in which many people, those in cities, spend twenty-four hours a day. This environment is limited to a few dozen colors and a few dozen textures such as are made available by the contemporary limitations of the production process. We argue that this severely limits visual and sensual perception in the extremity of its potential elicitation, from nature and from some works of art. This limitation is therefore part of a sensual alienation or estrangement of the subject in the realms of design. The possibility also emerges of transgressing the limitations of production merely by vaguely altering the mode and means of production. The example given here is the work of the French artist Yves Klein. He utilized the modern industrial technology of color manufacture without the modern pressures of the mainstream capitalist mode of production, speed and cost effectiveness. The work that Klein produced under these conditions demonstrates the possibilities of using industrial technology to produce art works whose pertinence has expanded in the fifty years since their creation and will perhaps eventually endure to be on a par with the masters of antiquity.


  The previous chapters refer to the ability to perceive color as it effects the whole body in a homogeneous and systematic manner. Visual Syntax explores this in more detail as the physical affect of art materials or design materials on the sensual body. Theoretical examples are derived from diverse disciplines to illuminate the function of the perceptive senses and their profound integration. Concepts are drafted from linguistics and mathematics to uncover the nature of the effect of color and ultimately of art. It delves beyond vision and ideas to the holistic domain of the complete physical body to include the rational and the physical. We use the example of a painting by Paolo Uccello, The Battle of San Romano, to demonstrate a consciously organized systematic aspect to color relations and how these are advanced with the sensual use of materials to make the painting successful. This process again includes technical skill and aspects of the manufacture of colored pigment, oils, gesso and other materials and their complementation as they are applied to the canvas. It demonstrates that artists such as Uccello, work sensitively in the application of the systematic nature of color so as not to impose vulgar formal structures onto color perception. The result is a holistic physical unity and the expression of the sensual potential of the body particularly summoned through this.


  The study of the contribution of women to art entails a discussion of gender from within the mode of production and the relationship of this to culture. Drawing on the ideas of Jacqueline Rose and Judith Butler, Women, Culture, Class, Labor explores the relations of gender to the relations of production. Beginning with the use-value of ‘typically’ female labor and its relationship first to the dominant mode of production and the conciliation of this with alienation in the mainstream labor process, it concludes that these relations entail many contradictions that boost the meaning of gender. These origins are reinforced by the fashion and the cosmetics industries and further through mass popular culture. Ultimately this serves to redirect sublimated creative energy already alienated by the mode of production. The result is the denial of the relationship between the female and the physical world including her own body and libidinal creativity. It concludes that gender is derived from a fundamentally genderless use-value that is worked up by the alienated mode of production. However, the plastic potential of sexuality that is constantly molded and changed partly in relation to economic and social situations, functions as a subversion against its prohibitions and becomes plausible when based on Freud’s concept of bisexuality.


  Aesthetic World In The Future conjectures the production of art to a time when different relations of production exist. It examines how these new relations will effect and affect the production of art and the designed environment. The basic premise here is that art is the mediator between the mode of production and the sensual subject. This space in our current system of capitalism is vacuous and difficult to negotiate therefore the production of art in its full sense is equally tortuous. But with this distance lessened through changes in the mode of production, the whole production of high art would itself become far simpler. It would ripple out from the fine arts to architecture, design, objects in the environment, interior design and fashion. These disciplines would become relatively akin to works of art, and works of art themselves would lose their exclusive, ‘heavenly’ and rare properties. The mass culture of such a system would be closer to what we today call fine art and the rarity that is now high art would relatively diminish. The possibilities of art brought into the environment on a highly disseminated scale is demonstrated by an examination of the mid-twentieth century architect Jean Prouvé. Prouvé had limited success intervening in the mode of production to create industrially produced prefabricated housing that maintains high aesthetic and design qualities even throughout the industrial production process.
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