            
What is Art, and (why) do we need it ?

What 'Art' might be is a vexed question. Whether we need it is perhaps, in the end, less so. Why we might need it, if we were to admit to such a thing, is a matter of much speculation essentially based on subjective experience. Why do we 'need' religion ?  Why do we 'need' dreams ?  Why do we 'need' love ?  Why, indeed, do we 'need' at all in this emotional / spiritual sense ?

As organisms living on land we need air to breathe and water to drink and food to eat, and as self-mobile organisms we require sense organs in order to locate the more elusive of these necessities. We process the impressions of our sense organs in a further organ, and this we call the brain. To cut what seems to be going to be a long story short, what we call the higher mammals have very complex bodies and sense organs and brains, and the brains of some of us are so large that we use them to make patterns out of our experiences which help us to find our way around in the world. These patterns have become so important to our species that we feel they have an independent life outside our bodies, even outside the world. This is what we call the mind, and it is in a way a picture or map of the world in the 'abstract'. We can move the patterns and symbols around in our heads to make shapes which we have never seen in the world, and this ability is what we call 'imagination'. Imagination is the most powerful tool we have. 'Art' is the use of the imagination to order the patterns we make from sense impressions and from the effects sense impressions make on us within our minds into a form, or 'work' usually in one of several 'media' which are culturally determined, that is to say, decided by our parents. These media are usually related to a particular sense. Thus humans have auditory, visual, and physical art forms, as well as art forms that are based on that mysterious representational system we call language. Olfactory and purely sensual (that is 'touch' art) seem rarer in human cultures, and in Europe we have concentrated on visual, auditory and linguistic forms, often in combination.

This is a drearily plausible and rationalist evolutionary theory of art. According to the authorities so beloved of Herbert Read and Christopher Small art is controlled and mediated by nine sisters who breathe ideas into the souls of artists. Their domination of the Art world was not seriously challenged until Jehova relaxed his prohibition on idolatry. Since then, all manner of spirits have been involved in the promulgation of artistic inspiration, indeed, it has become something of a free-for-all, with even mere mortals claiming credit as 'muses'. The spirits of place and time are often credited with involvement in the creation of art works, for example. Many artists are happy enough to ascribe inspiration to a greater or external power, while some claim their source lies within. A traditional  Hawaiian song-maker will say that the songs are always there in the sea, all he has to do is get to the right place, (beyond the breakers) and sing his invocation. The difference between the internal world of the mind and the 'external' world of the abstract (of thought, spirits, god, number, pattern, and the numinous) is probably only one of perception. For the early christian, man held inside him a miniature of the cosmos. Of course, there is a reason that all these spirits wish to associate themselves with creative art, and it is the same reason that certain people like to own Newspapers; it gives them their opportunity to get their point of view across, hence the reputation of art for promulgating 'eternal truths' and 'timeless perceptions'. To be fair, many spirits have the best interests of humans at heart, and although some of their influence produces little more than spiritual propaganda much of it is, however misguidedly, intended for our benefit. This explains art's concern with questions of human 'nature', human 'society', and human perception. The recent rise of science has caused some dissension in the ranks of the elementals, some of whom are rumoured to have got in touch with Einstein, and others of whom may have disguised themselves as sub-atomic particles.

On the other hand, Walter Benjamin perceives art as having only the remains of a religious value. He proposes that the first art was conceived with a religious/magical/social 'cult' significance, and that the respect afforded to the 'original' 'authentic' work in our culture is the relic of this association.

"The unique value of the 'authentic' work of art has its basis in ritual, the location of its original use value."

(Benjamin, 1970.)

But perhaps he does not address the question of what art is with all this, merely shifting the emphasis onto 'what is ritual ?' or 'what is

religion ?" instead.

Herbert Read, in his apparently commonsense way proposes that beauty is the pleasing arrangement of forms. Certainly, we organise forms in art, dividing up space or time, but Read's thesis seems more or less to ignore literature until he wishes to quote a writer. Many otherwise respectable authorities maintain that thought is only possible through the medium of language, and even that thought and language are the same thing. (I would say this is certainly disproved by artists in the non-verbal media. What are they doing if not thinking ?  It may be true that conscious thought is only possible in language, but then that would depend on one's definition of 'conscious'.


"A work of art always involves a pattern of some kind."


"What we really expect in a work of art is some personal element."

says Read. Thus he comes to define a work of art as


"pattern informed by sensibility."

(Read 1972)

He suggests that we appreciate a work of art through 'empathy', a process of imaginative projection wherebye we feel ourselves into the object of our perception, so that we 'become one with' it, it becomes our subject. This notion he credits to Theodore Lipps. All this seems to answer the question; art is something to do with the appreciation of beauty, through proportion. People have an inbuilt aesthetic sense, and the artist adds some special insight of his own. Thus it is not technique that makes an artist, but the quality of his perception. However, does it really get us any nearer to the understanding whay it is we need to do this thing ?

Nietzsche, writing from his love of drama and opera came nearer the question of what emotional/psychological need art might fulfill. I do not wish to seem to mean 'utility' by 'need'. As far as I can tell art is virtually definable in our culture by its complete lack of practical value. We have 'pure art', art that is of no use to anyone.If it serves no purpose, then it is probably art.  However, Nietzsche perceives an emotional / spiritual need which art may serve. Art, he says, and art alone, can protect us from our godless universe. Art can protect us from the 'nausea' that results from knowledge of the 'terror and horror' of the human condition, as religion once did. Having announced the death of god, Nietzsche offers us only Wagner. We must tame the horror into sublimity,; we must 'discharge' the 'nausea of absurdity' as comedy. This religious substitution, then, becomes a common theme. Read agrees;

"We look back into the past and see art and religion emerging hand in hand from the dim recesses of pre-history."

(p. 82)

"....and then in Europe about 500 years ago, the first signs of a definite breach appear."

the high renaissance is, Read goes on to say, an era of individualistic, rather than religious, art.

This conception of Art History coincides with Christopher Small's analysis of the split between world and man, or body and mind, although he is far less smugly satisfied with the results tahn Read. Small places places this shift of perception around the time of the adoption of the 'equal tempered scale' (a flexible period sometimes fixed around 1690. The well-known Bach pieces 'Das Wohltemperierte Clavier are dated 1722-1740) and blames Protestantism and Descartes (1596-1650). There are thus at least 150 years between the dates of their new epochs, although both imagine the Greeks as having had a balanced culture preferable to our own. (We dismiss all thoughts of slaves and women from our minds when we consider the blessed Greeks.)

Art and religion, Art and Science. All three are ways of making sense of the world. Art is involved in manifesting and describing and evoking personal experience, external and internal. It is a form of pattern-making the essence of which is communication. Religion attempts to make contact with the other, and what we imagine as underlying, or being behind, or within the other. It is, like science, and art, an attempt to make sense of experience, but from an internal perspective. Like art, it deals with our feelings about, and reflections on, experience. Science concentrates on the external world, nature, the other, as enemy, slicing and measuring, relying not on experience and reflection, but on observation and experiment. Thus Small:

"Science....as a mode of thought....concerns....non-experiential knowledge, its aim remains the total domination of nature....its approach involves the transformation of the 'observed other' into an object."

D.E.Berlyne, quoted by Anthony Storr in 'Music and the Mind' makes my pattern-forming explanation for me.

"The aim of all intellectual pusuits, including science, philosophy and art, is to seek unity in the midst of diversity, or order in the midst of complexity. Their cultural task is to fit multifarious elements into some kind of compact, cohesive, apprehensible scheme."

Which therefore, of course, excludes any data which do not fit the chosen pattern. All attempts to understand reality must exclude that which is incomprehensible within the pattern. Thus science distrusts and ignores emotion, intuition, spirituality, and imagination, all well-documented, persistent and vital human characteristics. Art lays no claim to objectivity, and rarely to inclusiveness, unless through 'transcendence', and art is as various as can be in method and form, indeed, it is almost ludicrous to suppose that one term can adequately embrace both a landscape by Corot and 'Kind of Blue' by the Miles Davis Quintet. Still, if science4 contains both particle physics and entomology......... Both are mental activities, modes of thought which concern themselves with detecting patterns and manipulating the signs we ascribe to these patterns. If science is concerned with investigating matter and establishing 'truth', or a more exact map of reality, art is no less seriously, if less methodically, concerned with investigating and expressing, transforming and understanding human experience.

So, art is an experientially based mode of thought expressed in diverse forms, which is for.......

Leo Tolstoy, Russian Count, Author, Christian anarchist, wrote as follows in his monograph 'What is art ?'

"To evoke in oneself a feeling one has once experienced and having evoked it in oneself then by means of movements, lines, clours, sounds, or forms expressed in words, so to transmit that feeling that others experience the same feeling - this is the activity of art.

Art is a human activity consisting in this, that one man consciously by means of certain external signs, hands on to mothers feelings he has lived through, and that others are infected by these feelings and also experience them."

Mild and reasonable as these sentiments may seem they are a tall order. To transmit feeling to another to the extent that it is experienced by them would be the most extra-ordinary achievement. That aside, Tolstoy introduces the notion of communication into the discussion, which I feel is welcome. Read has reservations, however, and amends Tolstoy's testament to read:

"....the real function of art is to express feeling and transmit understanding."

This seems a good function, if rather patrician and modernist in that T.S.Eliot sort of a way the 1930's had. It seems to define art in terms of what good we might expect to derive from it. We recognisre in art our own emotions subdued and transformed by the artist. This is all quite noble and morally improving, I expect, but there are disputes hidden beneath the surface of thisorderly view. Read dismisses art which allows itself to get involved with things. His stress on understanding shows us his moral purpose. His concept of 'empathy comes under attack from realists. Is it really possible to project into an object and become it ?  Surely only in the most figurative sense. When we look at an  image are we not being affected by a combination of structural form, colour, line, subject, style, interpretation, expression all wrapped into a matrix which affects us although what we consciously perceive is only a fraction of it. 'Sympathy', rationalist critics aver, is possible, but 'empathy' is not.

Hegel tries to address the question of the human need for art, saying in his roundabout way that humans express their self-consciousness in art, therebye affirming their existence. We need to prove to ourselves that we exist, a process sociologists call reification. We need to make our mark on the world. Well, we've certainly done that.

The original use of art in ritual has vanished here, however, except as Benjamin's ghostly 'aura'. Art attempts to address the unknown, the numinous, the eternal. It serves some metaphysical, some spiritual purpose. Unlike science it does not wish to annihilate the unknown, but move towards it. People are restlessly creative, constantly interfering with everything, generally making things worse. They need to make their mark on things, they have an itch, their minds whir with symbols, they are conscious of themselves, and with their awareness of themselves comes a concommitant awareness of their seperateness from everything else. This is the story of the 'fall', the explanation of the notion of original sin. This is why Wordsworth struggled all those years. He wished to regain his sense of connection with everuything else. He was acutely conscious, and equally unable to connect with what he wished to feel. If the effect of ritual is the production of a trance state in the participants which produces a stopping of thought then ritual, not art, is what Woirdsworth should have practised. However, the pursuit of creative art does share some meditative features. It does give us a feeling of connectedness with the forces that animate what we have for centuries looked on as god's 'creation'.

In a sense art, like religion, or philosophy, seeks to make manifest the relationship of humanity to the rest of the world. Our level of connectedness, or lack of it, is expressed in art, as is our feeling about the relationships we have within and with our society. Art also embodies connection between indivduals, a work of art acts as a contract between artist and audience wherebye the expression of one individual is recognised by another. Art is not a passive consumption process, a work of art is realised only in the consciousness of another being.

Theodore Adorno states his opposition to Read's more or less comfortable thesis thus :

"....the continued sullying of art by the true, the beautiful and the good - the ideals of a philistine culture."

Adorno's ideal seems to be an art almost without an audience, even perhaps without form. For him, works should show no concern for the viewer, who is described in terms of reflexes. He describes 'wanting to be a source of pleasure' as a 'childish notion', and so it is, and none the worse for that. This is the aesthetics of masochism, a stern, elitist, puritanical business. He seeks 'spiritualisation'; once again an address to the numinous, the unknown.

Now, clearly art is a big field, and so is meaning. We have to hold questions off with one hand while we answer those that get through with the other. But if I can draw some of these opinions together we shall have what will pass as a conclusion, if not to the question, then at least to the essay.

People make patterns. They discriminate between forms and relationships on the grounds that some are more pleasing than others. People are afraid of, and attracted to, the unknown. Whether people believe in god or not, they perceive their position in the world as tenuous. People have self-awareness, and wish to express their awareness of themselves to others. People have a strong compulsive, irrational, emotional, magical side to their natures which is not adequately catered for by the scientific world view. Therefore we need and have 'art'.
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