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oth art' appreciation and criticism in context

and art making are integral learning strands of

the Visual Arts curriculum. Students at basic
education level and senior secondary level learn
through art appreciation and criticism, and art
making to acquire a comprehensive experience and
learning of the art. It is expected that their ways of
seeing, making and thinking are to be enhanced,
students thus develop their positive values and
attitudes.

Art appreciation and criticism not only involves
viewers'directresponsestothevisualappearance of
an artwork, it also requires viewers’ understanding
that a piece of artwork might have different
meanings in different contexts. In the process of
appraising artwork or phenomena, students should
enquire about the social, cultural and art context
in history, which may have influenced the creation
of a particular piece of artwork or art phenomenon,
and the students’ current context for multiple-
perspective and critical interpretation.

The Arts Education Section of the Education
Bureau issues the Art Appreciation and Criticism in
Context Series to support schools to implement the
learning activities of art appreciation and criticism.
The Education Bureau, therefore, invited several
eminent scholars and research practitioners to
write for this Series, and provide knowledge of art
appreciation and criticism, as well as materials of
historical, cultural and art contexts. Teachers may
apply these materials with flexibility in theirlearning
and teaching. This Series includes understanding
different perspectives and strategies of appraising
art and learning about the cultural contexts of
China, Hong Kong and the West. This can serve as
reference materials for analysing, interpreting and
judging various artworks or phenomena. Artworks
from diverse cultural contexts are employed as
examples to illustrate how to select and apply
relevant materials for multiple-perspective and
critical art appreciation and criticism.

"In this book, art refers to the visual arts.
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The Series is arranged in nine Parts. Part One
What is Art Criticism? aims to describe the
theories and strategies of art criticism from
the contextual approach. Content of this Part
includes:an overview of therelationship among
arttheories,arthistory,and artappreciationand
criticism; different strategies and perspectives
of art criticism such as the context of viewing,
the context of creation, the psychological,
semiotic and phenomenological perspectives;
as well as the process of and vocabulary used
for art criticism.

Part Two Understanding Chinese Art through
Culture explores how Chinese culture: | Ching,
Confucian, Taoism and Buddhism relates with
art, the cultural factors embedded in Chinese
art, the effects of Chinese culture in the
evolution of Chinese art, and ways to apply
thematic approach to appraise Chinese art.

Part Three Understanding Western Art through
Culture introduces the evolution of art from a
broad context, the characteristics of Western
art and architecture, and some important
artworks.Italsodescribesthe historical, cultural,
economical and technological contexts, and
the views of art of relevant periods of time,
which might have effects on the creation of
art.

Part Four Understanding Local Art through
Culture analyses the contextual factors, which
influenced the evolution of Hong Kong art
from historical, social, cultural and economic
perspectives. The topics explored in this
Part include: the effects of Chinese, Western
and local cultures, and globalisation on the
evolution of local art; and the relationship
between some local socio-cultural phenomena,
such as the exploration of cultural identity, and
art.
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What is

Art Criticism?

Part Five Understanding Visual Artworks with
Functions from Various Perspectives provides
guided analyses and comparisons of visual
arts work with functions and perspectives
from design educators, artists and popular
broad
significance and human

culture practitioners. It involves a
view of historical
values, studying the functions and aesthetics
of utensils, the need for development and
creativity in crafts, and the formation and

influence of trendy styles.

Parts Six to Nine are examples of appreciation
and criticism. They illustrate how to apply
knowledge of appreciation and criticism, and
employ various materials for multi-faceted
explorations and interpretation of artworks of
diverse genre, periods of time and cultures.

Knowledge and implementation strategies of
appreciation and criticism, and materials of
history and culture relevant to art provided
in this Series can be used together with other
reference books and Internet resources to
complement and verify each other. Teachers
may encourage students to read textual and
visual resources extensively to broaden their
scope of view, strengthen their art knowledge,
enhance their thinking skills, and develop their
ability and attitude of learning to learn.

Arts Education Section of
the Education Bureau
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love you’

The meaning of this ‘lovely’ sentence is

not all self-evident. It depends on who
said it and how it was. It may be romantic or
cynical, genuine or hypocritical, or simply no
meaning at all. These three words cannot tell
us what the sentence means unless we know

the context in which it is uttered.

Art is the creation of human beings. However,
theaestheticvalueofanyartworkisnotobvious.
Of course we can have an ‘intuitive’ and ‘direct’
reception to any artwork as beautiful and
enjoyable without further remarks. We simply
like or dislike it. We think it is only just a matter
of personal taste. Art, unlike knowledge, is
something not cognitive in nature. We do
not have to learn to understand or appreciate
artwork. We just feel if it is agreeable or not.

But if we are asked to explain why we do or do
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not like a particular artwork, we have nothing
to say except referring back to our personal

taste.

Perhaps we do not have to answer such
question. However, if we further are asked
how this personal taste is formed we may be
perplexed at what exactly constitutes ‘personal
taste’. In fact, we are always influenced by the
current fashion of taste without any enjoyment
for granted. Most of our so-called personal
taste is nothing personal but uncritically
naive. Paradoxically, the personal taste is
the internalisation of the common taste.
Personal taste in fact can only be understood
in context of the common. We do not have an
independent judgement as such. We are always
in the context of the web of cultural meaning,

value and taste.

One of the aims of art education is to instill
a sense of independent judgement to our
studentssothatthey mightknowforthemselves

the reason and value why they like or dislike
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is aesthetically valuable or not.

| believe this series of books will serve the
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rt appreciation and criticism is an integral

component of the Visual Arts curriculum. It

involves an audience in feeling and enjoying
a piece of artwork directly from his/ her perceptual
experience and intuition, and the understanding of
different views about art criticism as the theories
and conceptsabout “whatis art”have been evolving
over time and space. To foster teachers’ knowledge
of art criticism, and their strategies of guiding
students to perform art criticism, the Education
Bureau commissioned Professor Frank Vigneron
of the Chinese University of Hong Kong to author
this book and share his studies of the theories and

practices of art criticism.

Thisbookisorganisedinsixchapters,whichintroduce
various theories, perspectives such as sociological
and historical, ancient and contemporary tools for
performing art criticism, and relevant learning and
teaching strategies. The final section provides a list
of useful books, magazines and websites for further

reading.

Teachers may use this book as one of the reference
sources and apply the suggested theories and
practice into their classroom teaching. Teachers
may also explore other source materials with
students for enriching their experience of art
appreciation, and broadening their scope of view

on understanding and interpreting works of art.

Arts Education Section of
the Education Bureau
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Chapter One
Introduction

1.Respondtoart Anartworkissomethingthat
calls for areaction. Let us take the example of a
wall. If this wall is something you pass in front
of without noticing it, it cannot play the part
of an artwork. However, the minute you pause
to look at it and respond to it, it becomes an
artwork of some kind. Everything can be art
once you consider it with something more than
a fleeting glance. We are then left with two
questions: What sort of things, and in which
conditions, can become artworks? What kind of

response can be generated by an artwork?

2. What sort of things, and in which conditions,
can become artworks? If anything can become
an artwork, not everything is. The question
of what constitutes an artwork can only be
answered historically and aesthetically. Just
try to imagine you are an eighteenth-century
European merchant. For you, an artwork would
necessarily fall into one of these categories:
painting, sculpture or architecture. We are,
however, individuals living in the twenty
first century and our conception of art has
undergone deep changes since the invention
of art history in the nineteenth century. It is
therefore quite impossible to respond to art of
any period, not the least of our own, without
at least a superficial knowledge of the history
of art, of how art was defined in the past and

how it is defined today. The history of art and
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aesthetics (i.e. the theory of art) are necessary

to art appreciation and criticism.

3. What kind of response can be generated by
an artwork? The first response to an artwork
is, paradoxically, the one that generated it.
In the case of artworks created by individuals
(generally called ‘artists’), it will always be
a good idea to try to understand the artist’s
motivation for creating a specific artwork. But
you should notstop there.Onceyouunderstand
the historical context of a work and the reasons
for its creation, you can try to understand
why you like or dislike it. Any response to an
artwork is adequate since everyone has his/
her own taste. Just stating your likes or dislikes
however, does not constitute art criticism. To
become art appreciation and criticism, likes or

dislikes must be argued.

4. Use of language Obviously, in an academic
or school environment, a response to art
should manifest itself in the form of language.
Since we are not living in the past, we cannot
talk about art with the words of the past. It is
therefore necessary to understand a number of
key concepts, embodied in a series of words
given in this book (chapter ‘Concepts that are
useful for understanding art today’), to practise
contemporary art criticism. The list of concepts
explained in this book form the basis of well-
informed art criticism, it is, however, in no way

exhaustive.
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What is

Art Criticism?

Is art criticism the same as art appreciation?
What do they involve? Art appreciation relies
on judgment and personal taste; it is the study
of personal responses to particular artworks. Art
criticismisanattemptata more objective study
of artworks or art movements. To do so, the art
critic has to rely on the artwork but also on a
number of things external to it. Knowledge of
history, psychology, sociology and philosophy
is necessary to understand the context of the
artwork and answer questions like: What were
the intentions of the artist? Who made it and
in what circumstances? To what historical and
sociological background does it correspond?
Does it play a critical role and of what? Etc.

In fact, it is impossible to establish an
exhaustive set of questions since every artwork
will create its own particular questions. In
conclusion, art criticism and art appreciation
are very different, but interesting art criticism
cannot really be accomplished without art
appreciation and the subjective psychological

responses it generates.
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Chapter Two
Knowledge / Theories
involved in art criticism

1. Art in philosophy To ask a question like "What
was the artist’s intention in creating this artwork?’
or, even more simply, ‘Why did the artist create
that?’ is already thinking philosophically. The
variety of answers to these questions, however,
is breathtaking and every period of history has
come up with different solutions. From the
beginnings of philosophy in the Greek world
for the West, art has been a major concern for
philosophers. It was for a very long time thought
of in conjunction with the concept of beauty and
related to metaphysics, especially in the Christian
world. Then, around the eighteenth century,
it turned towards less metaphysical questions
while philosophers started asking psychological

questions around the problem of taste.

In the twentieth century, art became central to
the question of being: what was it about art that
was soimportanttohuman beings? More recently,
by the second half of the twentieth century, art
has changed so much from earlier periods that
it has become impossible to determine a single,
or major, philosophical trend surrounding the
problem of art. But, to generalise grossly, it might
be possible to say that the bewildering variety
of artworks today has rendered the question of
what is art central to any philosophical activity.
This question, ‘What is art?’, is a philosophical
question about contemporary art and one does
not require being philosophically trained to

tackle it. In fact, once a basic knowledge of art
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What is

Art Criticism?

history has been gained by the students, it is a

debate that can always be made in a classroom.

2. Art history While a spontaneous reaction to
an artwork can be one of the most pleasurable
experiences, it is naive to think we can get a
better understanding of any artwork without
knowledge of the arts of the past. An innocent (i.e.
uninformed) reaction might be a starting point,
but it becomes even more pleasurable once your
understanding of the artwork goes deeper than

the mere surface.

The first stage of any teaching leading to the
practice of art appreciation and art criticism has
to be the study, even superficial, of the history of
forms. But, however essential it still is, the history
of forms (i.e. each period is supposed to have
known a coherent evolution in the shapes and
subject matters treated by the artists) has been
recently criticised for being too rigid a framework
for the understanding of human creativity. As a
matter of fact, the study of art history should also
lead to the study of the concept of art itself. If
the teaching of art history is clearly conducted,
it should naturally lead the students to the
understanding that the word ‘art’ has meant very

different things across the centuries.

One just has to look at the first chapter of the
most popular book of art history ever published,
the interestingly titled The Story of Art by Ernst
Gombrich (1909-2001), to see that the notion of
‘art’ is far from simple. This chapter is on a variety
of works from a variety of places and periods: from
the paintings of animals on caves made some

twenty thousand years ago in southern France to

21
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masks made by inhabitants of New Guinea in the
nineteenth century. Gombrich is perfectly right to
remind us that, even though these things have
come to be considered as ‘art’, they played very
different functions for the people who made them.
These functions, whether they were religious,
decorative or political, have very little in common
with what Westerners came to call art. But even
in Europe, the term ‘art’ meant different things
at different times: the Greek word we translate
as ‘art’ (this term is techné, and is also the origin
of the word ‘technique’) was not only used for
painting or sculpture but also for what we would

consider today as craft.

The nineteenth century in the West has given to
the word ‘art’ a specific meaning that was more
or less imposed unchallenged on the rest of
the world. For the visual arts, ‘art” was painting,
sculpture and architecture and that notion is still
how most people would define art today. Even in
modern Chinathat definition waswidely accepted,
even though the painters of the past would not
have recognised sculpture as one of the arts (the
'true’ arts were, as anyone know, poetry, literature,
calligraphy and painting). Contemporary artists
have profoundly changed the meaning of the word
‘art’, and we can see some of them working on
notions such as ‘maintenance as art’, ‘archeology
as art’, ‘environmental protection as art’, while
others are still making paintings, sculptures or

buildings.

3. Art in theory The incredible variety of art
practices across the centuries is matched by
an incredible variety of discourses on art. The

motivations of the artists who made the artworks
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of the past can partly be found in their writings
and the writings of other specialists on art. These
writings form what is called art theory. Even
though they also rely partly on the philosophy of
art and on art history, they are quite a different
type of discourse on art. When artists are writing,
the texts of art theory present two types of
approach: either a justification of the artistic
choices of an individual (which is true of most
art theory of the past), or a desire to position the
artist’s work in the history of art or the art of the
present. When non-artists are writing art theory, it
is often to give their opinion on what constitutes
good art (and this position has, for the most part,
been abandoned today - see the section ‘Binary
approach’in Chapter Three) or what the definition
of art is.

Once again, these discourses can only be
understoodifoneknowsaboutthekind of artworks
they refer to and the definition of art they rely
on. It is quite obvious that reading the art theory
of a seventeenth-century Dutch painter will give
no clue to the understanding of an African mask
or a contemporary installation. In contemporary
art particularly, the texts produced by an artist on
his/her own artworks are very often an integral
part of their art practice. Especially in this case,
it is extremely informative to find out what the
artists have been writing.

4. Art criticism As a discipline, art criticism
was born out of the need for non-practitioners
to understand what the artists were doing. The
difference between art criticism and the art
theory written by non-artists is the fact that art

criticism is the product of the observation and
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the analysis of a single artwork, or a group of
works presented with a single project in mind.
Art criticism is not about generalisation; it
may end up formulating great theories, but it
should always start with a specific art object.
Art criticism was born in the pages of the press
in eighteenth-century Europe and has retained
ever since this attachment for the present.
Even though it is always possible to practise
art criticism on an artwork of the past (as |
will illustrate in three examples), really fruitful
art criticism should take as its subject matter
contemporary artworks more in tune with

contemporary questions.

5.In conclusion Art appreciation and art
criticism, to be constructive ways to look
at works of art, should be conducted in a
methodical way. | understand that this is not
what most teachers want to convey to their
students,and thefun’aspectofartis more often
what the educator would like to emphasise in
the classroom. ‘Fun’, however, does not need to
leave the classroom once questions about art
history, philosophy and theory start to appear
after the initial reaction of the students to an
artwork. One piece of advice: do not use words
like ‘philosophy’, ‘history’ or ‘theory’ with your
students; they tend to frighten most people
even though most questions which go beyond
‘Do you like it?" are about philosophy, history
and theory.
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What is the relationship between ‘art in
philosophy’, ‘art in theory’, ‘art history’ and
‘art criticism’? None of the above can function
without the others. They are independent
domains of investigation but are quite useless
without the others when it comes to art
criticism. Today's serious-minded art critics
have knowledge of philosophy, art theory and
art history. But it can be said that any serious
philosopherofartisrequiredtohave knowledge
of art theory, art history and art criticism, and
so on. From these different disciplines, it is

possible to define several approaches.
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Chapter Three
Brief introduction on various
approaches

1.Biographical approach Looking at the life of
an artist to try to understand his/her artworks
has been and remains an essential aspect of
both art history and art criticism. As a matter
of fact, it is widely recognised that Western art
history itself started in the sixteenth century
with a series of books on the lives of famous
painters, sculptors and architects. This makes
sense, since it is during that period that the
concept of ‘artist’ started to change: before
the period of the Renaissance, the people
making paintings, sculptures and buildings
were, in a sense, just ‘doing their job’. During
the three centuries that followed, the idea of
the artist as genius slowly emerged and, by the
early twentieth century, a painter like Picasso
was given an almost god-like status: he was
the creator, producing artworks in a burst of

magical creativity.

But, even before Karl Marx and sociology
changedourunderstandingofwhatindividuality
is (see ‘Sociological perspectives’), it was felt
that the life of the artist was not enough to
interpret an artwork: an understanding of
the artistic background of an artist cannot
be ignored. For instance, we should always
try to answer the following question when
practising art appreciation and criticism: "What
were the prevalent ideas about art at the time
this artwork was made?’ which is a much more
general question about art history and art

theory. Art is always of its own time, there is no
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such thing as an artwork ‘ahead of its time’ (in
spite of what the vanguard artists of the first
half of the twentieth century believed). Some
artworks may be showing the way towards new
developments (this is what ‘influential’ means),
but they are always the result of a certain art
environment, an environment defined by
what other artists were doing and how they
were thinking at the same time. It is necessary
to know about that artistic background to
understand any artwork.

2. lconography lconography is the simplest

way to practise art criticism, especially
criticism and appreciation of the art that
preceded abstract art in the West (in some
cases, it can also be used for installation art
and performance). At its most obvious, it is
the identification of the objects appearing on
a painting and their interpretation, but it can
also be applied to sculpture and decorative
schemes in architecture. To know the
signification of each object, each character,
what they symbolise, what role they play in
the narrative of the artwork are all questions
of iconography. It is therefore the perfect
companion to the first act that should be
performed on an artwork before any attempt
to move on to a sociological, psychological

or philosophical analysis: description. An
example of iconographic study will be given
in the studies of the next chapter (‘Criticising
art from various perspectives’). However
interesting, iconography does not seem to be
enough when it comes to a large portion of
contemporary art: how can the description of a
piece of conceptual art, where all you can see

is forinstance a piece of thread on a cardboard,
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provide any kind of meaningful information.
In any case, the fact that iconography cannot
really be applied to that type of art does not
make it any less interesting. It just requires
othertypesofinterpretation to make sense (see

the example of Land Art in the next chapter).

3. Binary approach What | refer to, as a
‘binary approach’ in this book cannot be used
in constructive art appreciation and criticism
today. | call it ‘binary’ because it is an attitude
that artificially creates a boundary between
‘good’ art and ‘bad’ art. There was such a thing
as ‘bad’ art in the past and many art theorists
have written many pages on what constitutes
‘good’ art. The most famous example would be,
in Europe, the battle between the poussinists,
defenders of the French painter Nicolas
Poussin  (1594-1665), and the rubenists,
defenders of the Flemish painter Pieter Paul
Rubens (1577-1640). The first ones believed
that drawing was the most important part of
painting and called ‘good’artonly pictures with
a very clear and ordered sense of composition;
the others believed that colour was the most
important part of painting and called ‘good’ art
only pictures with a very complex and dynamic
sense of composition. That battle raged on for
the most part of the seventeenth century and

early eighteenth century.

But, beyond this clear example of how taste can
vary, a general understanding of craftsmanship
was generally what made the difference
between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ art: students of art
were taught specific techniques of painting
and sculpting and they simply had to use

them in their practice of art. Recognising the
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capacity of the artist to apply these technical
rules was the way to recognise, without much
effort, his/her quality as an artist. It was a
reaction against these rules, taught without
much flexibility in the Academies of the late
nineteenth century, which led many artists
to develop new ways to create art. It would
be impossible to understand movements like
Impressionism or Cubism without realising
that they were revolting against that binary
approach to art. Taste was changing in the
sense of a greater plurality, and the number
of techniques mastered by the artists greatly
increased. Even though many movements of
the twentieth century continued to proclaim
that their own way of making art was the only
acceptable one, it soon became much more
complicated for the viewers to recognise
‘good’ from ‘bad’ art because the artists’ points

of view were becoming increasingly varied.

Around the second half of the twentieth
century, something happened (why and how it
happened is still the core of the debate about
modernism and postmodernism and there is
still no consensus on that issue) that so deeply
changed the general understanding of what
represents art that it soon became impossible
to divide artworks into ‘good’ or ‘bad’ art.
Whereas each new point of view was still
advocated by a group of people, the so-called
movement (Cubism, Futurism, Surrealism, etc.),
it seemed that today each artist represents a
specific point of view (which makes, by the way,
the attempt to recognise schools or trends in
contemporary art an impossible task). In fact,
and it is a result of that long period of a binary

approach to art, there were some artists of
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the early twentieth century who were actively
looking for the ‘bad’ in their painting, making
artworks destined to shock the spectators who

still thought they could recognise ‘good’ art.

It must be understood that whether we like an
artwork or not should have no bearing on the
desire to practise art appreciation and criticism.
The fact that youdon'tlike an artwork should be
an even greater incentive to try to understand
why by analysing the work in the contexts
we have already defined: situate the artwork
in art history and art theory. | have observed
very often that we end up liking an artwork we
originally disliked just because we understand
where it comes from, how it was made, etc. In
conclusion, a binary approachis notacceptable
anymore and even the artworks that were
universally considered ‘bad’ in the past deserve
our attention today. As for contemporary art,
it is its most basic characteristic to be diverse
in its techniques, subject matter and media.
Today, it has become impossible to rely on a
fixed set of criteria to judge an artwork: each
one of them will call for a specificinterpretation

and a specific response.

4. Modernist approaches The first thing one
should be aware of is the difference between
‘'modernist’ and ‘Modernism’. "Modernist’ has
two meanings: the first being ‘about modern
times’ and the second ‘of Modernism’. A
‘modernist poem’ could therefore mean either
‘a poem about contemporary experience’
or 'a poem written by a Modernist writer’.
Unfortunately, the distinction is not made often
enough, but one should keep in mind that, as

far as art is concerned, the word Modernism
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applies to a specific period of the arts in the
twentieth century. It is therefore safer to use the
term ‘contemporary’ when speaking about the
artists of today, to call them modern would be
too ambiguous. Unfortunately, what Modernism
is about is still the subject of debates. | will
therefore only give the most widely accepted

definition of Modernism.

It is generally accepted that Modernism includes
two major trends: the first one is called vanguard
(oravant-garde) and the second ‘art for art’s sake’.
Even though some movements somehow partake
of the two attitudes (like Surrealism), they are
generally seen as two separate and irreconcilable

trends.

* Vanguard is the name used by the movements
and the artists who believed their art could
change people’s lives. It is the basic belief

of a movement like Constructivism, a group

of Russian artists who, after the communist
revolution of October 1917, made artworks
designed for the masses. But it is also part of
other movements like some factions of Cubism
(like the Golden Section and its formidable

representative, the architect Le Corbusier).

*'Art for art’s sake’ was the motto of other artists
or movements who believed that their art
was an independent endeavour, unrelated to
society, and their ambition was to produce

which

effectively in the art theory of the eighteenth

a ‘pure’ art. This tradition, started
century, culminated by the second half of the
twentieth century into a form of art criticism
called Formalism. Formalism was particularly

well adapted to such forms of art as abstract
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painting or abstract sculpture. The formalist
artist is the epitome of ‘art for art's sake’
in that, he/she believes the artwork is a
completely independent object that stands
on its own: the only way one could talk
about it, because of the absence of subject
matter or because the subject matter is not
the primary concern of the artist, is to refer

only to relationships of forms and colours.

5.Postmodernistapproaches Something
happened after the World War Il that seemed
to have changed the way art is practised:
this new attitude is generally referred to as
‘postmodern’. One has to be very careful
when using the term ‘Postmodern’ since many
art historians and art critics do not believe
the changes were so deep that they called
for a new name. Some art historians and art
critics, for instance, prefer to call the newest
developments in art ‘late Modern’. However, |
personally believe the changes were profound
enough to call for a new name. If we accept
that there is an art of Modernism, it must
therefore be possible to recognise specific sets
of ideas and ambitions, which made the art of
that period ‘Modernist’. Once we accept that
possibility, we should be able to see that there
has been ideas and ambitions played out by
more recent artists, especially in the period
between the nineteen-sixties and today,
which were not parts of the art of Modernism.
These new ideas should therefore support the

existence of the ‘Postmodern’.

In relation with Modernism, | should add that
‘Postmodern’ is very often used to talk about

the ‘defeat of the vanguard’. If the vanguard
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miserably and could not prevent the horrible

RAREURHRS  BFREABEMARAEREN killings of World War Il and especially the Shoah,
the murder of millions of Jews. Most contemporary
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role in society, the way they see other people, the

2, EATESMRARE—Y) 0 BERLETA way they react to unexpected situations, etc. If the
artists of Modernism tried to change everything,

FRDMRBHEINZE—RIABE—LENE - many artists of Postmodernism are only trying to

change one little thing at a time.
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I]H
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unitary definition of art. The multiplication of

KRR EENLLE "8, —5 (fla TEE words attached to the word art (‘feminist art’,
‘conceptual art’, ‘media art’, ' performance art’,

e r ===
REMlr, ~ TEISEM, ~ THEBEM, ~ TRE
! ! ! ’ etc.) and the fact that the old Western centres of

sr, ) 0 RBAELA RS ATRONMA 0 E art are being rivaled by the artists of the rest of the
world are typical of that notion of Postmodern.

FHAHMBBRRMRARBE  ELBLEREN

The last chapter of this book will present a series

NHOERFUBEIE o« KEWRE —S B Y — K5 of concepts that should help the practitioner of
art appreciation and criticism understand these

%
rJ>

ERMEMTENERE THRELEES -

notions.
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What does art theory mean in the context of art
criticism? To recapitulate, art theory represents
the writings of anyone who write about art in
the hope that their theories will be used for art
making or art appreciation. These writers can
be artists, philosophers or even people who are
not involved in art making or art appreciation
but believe their ideas can be applied to art.
In fact, the writings of many contemporary
thinkers who are not directly involved in art
have been used by artists to create artworks.
Whereas art theory was clearly defined as a
literary genre in the past (i.e. artists and writers
who established clear rules for art making), the
limits of art theory are not so easy to establish
today as more and more texts of all kinds are

being used by artists for art making.

Does new art require new criticism? We have
just seen that art criticism has changed with
the times. Whether it was a new kind of art that
generated a new kind of art criticism or vice-
versa is generally impossible to answer. It is
more useful to consider that new art and new
art criticism appeared at the same time and

influenced each other in an endless feedback.

Does traditional art require traditional art
criticism? It would be impossible to try to
practise art criticism on traditional art with
the eyes of the art critic of its time (it would
be futile, for instance, to try to write about
18th century French art with the thoughts of
Denis Diderot). We cannot see with the eyes of

our ancestors, we are people of our time and
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any attempt to put ourselves in their shoes is
bound to fail. It is therefore unavoidable to
look at the art of the past with the tools at our
disposal, (i.e. the philosophy, the art theory
and the art history produced in the second half
of the twentieth century).

Can new art be criticised in traditional
perspectives? Some traditional perspectives
like the binary approach are useless nowadays
because nobody is pretending to know what
‘true art’ is anymore. Notions like ‘what art
should be’ or ‘the purity of art’” are historically
conditioned; they are the product of a certain
conception of Western artthatisnotacceptable
anymore. This concept of ‘true art’ would force
anyone torejectanything that does not fall into
hisorherconception ofartas ugly orridiculous.
It is that attitude that led seventeenth century
Western artists to consider that Chinese
painting was not art because Chinese painters
were not using shadows; it is the same attitude
that led seventeenth century Chinese painters
to consider that Western painting was not
art because Western artists were not using
the brush and ink. People will always prefer
some things and hate others, but this is about
personal taste and cannot be construed as
truth: the fact that | don't like liquorices, for
instance, does not make it inherently bad, it is

the same with art.

However, with the exception of this binary
approach, most types of art criticism from

the past are still in use and are still very
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helpful. For example, formalist criticism can
still be used today to analyse certain types
of abstract painting, even though it might be
more interesting to do so with other methods.
Similarly, the biographical approach to art
criticism is still widely popular and most art
lovers still want to know about the life of the
artist. Sometimes, the life of the artist is full
of relevant information on the making of the
artwork, but sometimes it is not. In conclusion,
most methods are still useful as long as the
art critic tries to make a solid and well-argued
statement without pretending to force his/her

opinions on others.

What is art criticism in context? It is in the
nature of everything to exist only in a specific
context and artworks are no exceptions: there
is no such thing as an artwork separated from
a context. The type of observation and the type
of discourse necessary for art criticism always
rely on the artwork and its context; and since
every artwork and every context are different,
they will call for different observations and
discourses. In the end, art appreciation and
criticism in context can be applied to both arts
of the past and of the present because they are
methods that require infinite adaptability from

their practitioners.
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FEME Chapter Four
NN R X i Criticising art from various
perspectives

1. BT HHN TR 1.The tools of art criticism

Sociological perspectives For a very long time,

HEERE ERERENBE  AMSRA

the individual was considered to be a completely
BARTEEENEE A5/ LUBIIRERREM autonomous entity, something that would be able

to existinitself, independently of its environment.

- ALZBMERTHRERAIUEFEREEZE

It was therefore possible to think of the work of
e BN R1E T RBMTMEM , WAMERE - & art as something that could also exist in a vacuum.

RIS T 4 ElEE AR o BhE S The ‘art for art’s sake’ advocates, for instance,
= aerEy 10 i LB ° TLER

believed art could be ‘pure’, i.e. unrelated to the
FERG BERYBAESRERLEAAT - & affairs of the world. Such a position, as far as art

T o RS A IR A B 1D appreciation and criticism are concerned, is no

longer viable. Karl Marx was the first thinker in
DEFHRNBER LR THYERLE - the West to put into practice the fact that the
ESBREARSBEREDE  RMS &N individual too is shaped by his/her environment

into a materialistic philosophy. For him, and for
T HEERMKREERNA - B flaE many others since then, the society we live in

EREMKEATESEBE AN A > HFI7EE will affect the persons we are. It is obvious, for

instance, that persons who were born and raised

=~ B AATE S N EEBERAR - R AW

in the Amazonian jungle and others born and

EA T REENS I B EE— b E AR — raised in Hong Kong will have entirely different
opinions, expectations and ways of life. If the

EMAZE  BRHEERERAZNRE » 25

differences must be very obvious between

[EATAERIREEAREE - B » APIAESERILRAE these two persons, they might be less obvious
between a person from Beijing and another from

MDAEGEERRNBEMTR  HILMAFATES

Guangzhou, who live in very similar environments.

BIEH REIHNEMIESR - $S2WEL » EA However, there are still some differences between
Beijing and Guangzhou, which created different
HFERNBMREFNER  ZHRBERTDE types of habits and behaviours and therefore
MVE B RIERIE o different types of artworks. The emphasis put on
the lives of artists then slowly turned towards the

environment where the art was created.
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As we have seen already, it was with Marx's
theories that the biographical approach to art
appreciation and criticism changed profoundly.
Today, most art critics think that it is not enough
to look only into the details of the life of an
artist to understand art. Many other elements
will come into art appreciation and criticism,
and they can be classified into three groups:

geography, economy, and society.

* Geography ‘Where was it made?’ is the most
basic question required to understand a work
of art and can reap very interesting results. It
seems obvious, for instance, that if a painting
made in northern France in the fifteenth
century (where the land is entirely flat for
hundreds of miles) shows tall mountains,
there may be a chance that the artist went to
ltaly and through the Alps to study. However

interesting, geographical considerations can

only remain fairly superficial in art criticism.

* Economy ‘How was it paid for?"is also a very
interesting question, even though it might
shock some people who still believe that art
was created without any kind of financial
incentive. Even when they are not professional
artists, persons producing artworks have to
deal with questions of money. The way an
artwork was produced financially can also be

seen as the domain of sociology.

* Society ‘In what kind of society was the
artwork produced?’ is a question that should
produce very interesting answers because

it will relate the artwork to an entire human
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environment:the culturaland political background
that made its creation necessary. | use the word
‘necessary’ because a cultural production (book,
painting, sculpture, etc.)

building, is always

of its time. If an artwork seems to be ‘out of
place’ or ‘ahead of its time’, it is only because
we do not understand fully the society that was
responsible for its production. The only reason
why an artwork seems to be like that is because
society changes faster than the general opinions
about art: today, we still see people who believe
the only type of acceptable art is Renaissance or
Impressionist painting. For example, in order to
understand why Picasso and Braque created the
concept of Cubism, it is necessary to understand
how the society of Paris and Barcelona in the
early nineteen hundreds was functioning. Even
though many of the most practical aspects of the
making of a Cubist painting cannot be explained
with the sociological approach (this would be
better tackled by knowledge of art history and
the techniques of painting), such an investigation

would account for the very militant attitude of

these two great artists.

I should add that our ‘Postmodern’ time is making
things more complicated since it is the era of
eclecticism: everything is possible and every
artwork will find its own audience. However, this
state of affairs can also be better explained if one
knows more about our contemporary societies.
Just go for a walk in Hollywood Street and you
will  find

Chinese paintings (and even ‘ancestor portraits’),

antique dealers selling traditional

other shops dealing with copies of Impressionist

pictures, and also art galleries displaying

installation art or representing contemporary

cism?
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Mainland artists. This huge variety of ‘art’ can
only be explained by the nature of the consumer
society we live in. To keep up the endless cycle
of consumerism, the fact that opinions change
more slowly than the society we live in had to
be taken into account. The result was an almost
infinite variety of products, which creates the
conditions for ‘endless choice’, as modern
sociologists put it. As you can see, even the
existence side-by-side of such different artworks
as nineteenth-century style landscapes and an
installation entirely made up of sanitary napkins
(made by the Hong Kong artist Phoebe Man) can

be explained by the sociological perspective.

Psychological perspectives However
important the sociological approach is to art
appreciation and criticism, it is often not sufficient.
As we have just seen, the personal choices of
artists are still part of the fabric of society, but
another type of understanding should also lead
to very interesting results: what | refer to as the
psychological perspective. The idea that the human
mind is not something made of a single piece also
came about at the end of the nineteenth century.
It is a widely accepted fact today that the inner
workings of the human mind can only be explained
if we accept the existence of a hidden area, an
area generally called the ‘unconscious’. How this
unconscious is operating, how it affects our lives is
still something that is being debated today. Since
the Austrian doctor Sigmund Freud theorised
the idea of the unconscious to use it in mental
therapy, many other theories of the mind have
come to life and today’s doctors, psychologists,
psychotherapists, and psychoanalysts are still

fighting over the best way to understand its inner
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functions.

As we shall see in one of the studies accompanying
the examples in this chapter, one aspect of the
larger domain of psychology is psychoanalysis,
the method of analysing psychic phenomena
and treating emotional problems with treatment
sessionsduringwhich the patientisexpectedtotalk
about his/her personal experiences. Whereas this
method, invented by Freud in the early twentieth
century, is more specifically a medical treatment
(whether it is actually efficient as such is beside
the point here), it can be adapted to art criticism in
the context of a biographical approach: relying on
the life, and especially the childhood experience,
of the artist, it might be possible to understand
the use of such and such images or arrangement
of images in an artwork. Psychoanalysis can be
very productive when observing a work of art but
it should be remembered that it does not have
any longer the status of ‘science’ it may once have
had.

Because of the difficulties inherent in the
discussions about the validity of such approaches,
the psychological approach might not be very well
adapted to art appreciation and criticism in the
classroom. But it is still necessary to know about
it if we want to make sense of a very large portion
of Modernist and contemporary art. Since André
Breton created the first Surrealist group in the
nineteen-twenties, adapting to the art the theories
of Sigmund Freud, the unconscious has been a
central concept in the practice and understanding
of art.In many ways, this notion is more simple than
meets the eyes, it consists mainly in the principle

that, whatever we do, we do it for a reason even
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when that reason is hidden from us (for instance,
slips of the tongue are no accidents; they are in
fact what we really meant, without being aware
of it). An uncontrolled gesture of the hand can
therefore only be coming from the unconscious,
and that idea has produced many movements of
the twentieth century, like Abstract Expressionism
in the United States, Art Informel in France or the

Gutai movement in Japan.

But psychology is also useful for understanding
the motivations behind the making of other types
of art. Some artists are exploring the traumas of
some past experience in artworks that can be
sometimes quite shocking and even offending. The
hidden reasons for the creation of such artworks
can often be understood using simple psychology.
As | have already said, psychology, in the form of
psychoanalysis, can be quite usefully joined with
biography: for instance, in order to talk about
the works of an artist like Louise Bourgeois, who
created huge spiders titled ‘Mother, it is essential
to understand her experience of family violence as
a child. Such endeavours however are far from the
considerations on art we usually teach in secondary
schools and many teachers will understandably
prefer to practise art appreciation and criticism
on artworks presenting less ‘challenging’ subject
matters. All the same, and for the reasons explained
in the preceding paragraph, psychology should
remain part of the interpretation of many other

artworks.

Semiotics Anotherreason why we should know at
least the basics of the psychological approach is to
understand better the way we communicate. We

have already seen thatlanguage plays animportant
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partinthe practice of artappreciation and criticism,
but, much more deeply, we have to understand
that language is one of the most important things
that make us what we are as human beings. Just
like the individual, language has been seen for a
very long time as something fixed and unchanging
(the myth of Babel illustrates perfectly that notion:
God created all the languages once and for all
during a rebellious time of mankind’s history). But
nothing could be further from the truth: languages
are as alive as any biological creatures and they are
changing all the time to adapt to new situations
inside new societies. The first scientific approach
to the study of language, called linguistics, very
quickly produced new ways to understand all the
other types of communication and especially visual
communication. When it comes to art appreciation
and criticism, it is mostly semiotics as the study of

visual signs we will be interested in.

The term ‘semiotics’ (from the Greek word sema
which means ‘sign’) was coined by the inventor of
linguistics to talk about the theory of signs in visual
communication. To put it very simply, a visual sign
functions a little bit like a word in a sentence. Just
like an isolated word takes on its full meaning
only inside a sentence (some words even make no
sense at all alone, like the word ‘dog” which can
be a kind of animal, a sort of mechanical device,
an undesirable piece of merchandise or even an
ugly person), a sign will mean something only in a
specific context. | will just give two examples: the
drawing of an arrow means ‘you should proceed
this way’ on a road sign, but it usually means ‘pay
attention to this’ on a packaging; a dotted line
means that you can overtake the carin front of you

when it is painted on a road, but it often means
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‘cut along there with scissors’ on an application
form. Since visual arts are made of visual signs, we
can conclude that any kind of art is basically about

communication.

Once that very simplistic statement is made, two
types of questions can be asked. The first one,
‘What does it communicate?’ is quite obvious
and can be answered with the sociological and
psychological approaches. The second one, ‘How
does it communicate?’ is less obvious and consists
in looking at the way meaning is being conveyed by
the artwork. For instance, it might be interesting to
seehowstudentsreactspontaneouslytoanartwork.
If they feel angry for instance, you should see how
that feeling came about. How to analyse the way a
feeling ora message is being conveyed through the
work of art is no simple matter, of course. In fact,
every artwork will function in different ways and,
sometimes, even the same artwork in a different
context will convey different sensations and create
a completely different meaning. The importance of
context to the creation of meaning can even lead
to interesting experiences, like putting a work
of art in front of different backgrounds or using
different types of music to see what happens to

the student’s understanding of the work.

Semiotics, because it is about the most basic
conditions of a living being, i.e. communication
and context, is probably the most flexible way to
understand an artwork. Even more importantly,
it should lead the students to understand that
artworks can have different meanings. The most
dangerous aspect of that technique is that it
might lead the students to believe that artworks

can mean anything, and, because of that, are
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really meaningless. It is therefore the teacher’s
task to help them realise that the meaning of an
artwork is generated by two things that cannot
work independently: the first thing is the artwork
itself and the second the context of the artwork.
Change the artwork and our understanding of the
context will change; change the context, and our
understanding of the artwork will change. One
more example: it is obvious that a photo of the
Mona Lisa on a tee shirt is completely different
from the Mona Lisa itself in the Louvre Museum.
And still, itis the same picture. Semiotics, the study
of the Mona Lisa as a visual sign will explain the
reasons for this complete change of perception
on our part. The next step might not be necessary
for the practice of art appreciation and criticism
in the classroom, but the questions about the
multiplicity of meaning might lead some students
on another level of questions.

Hermeneutics / Phenomenology ‘Why is the
artwork communicating?’ is not a simple problem,
and it might be better to leave it altogether
since many philosophers have tackled it without
finding an entirely satisfying answer. As we
have already seen, there is a long tradition of
philosophers who have used art to make sense of
some fundamental questions; other philosophers
have tried to understand why we like some things
and others do not; but all these questions have
been replaced in twentieth-century philosophy by
more focused ones on the importance of art. Why
is it so important for human beings? Why have
we practised for millennia some types of activity
related to the production of objects and images

that are not needed for basic survival? Those types

of questions are true philosophical questions.
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The term ‘hermeneutics’ has come to mean
‘philosophical interpretation’ of something,
usually a text (originally "hermeneutics’ was only
the interpretation of the Bible), but also a visual
artwork. Some contemporary philosophers have
specialised in this domain to give a more formally
philosophical basis to the understanding of art. This
is the province of professional philosophy though,
and should be left out of the classroom. A more
manageable approach of hermeneutics was given
by the practitioners of a type of contemporary
philosophy called ‘phenomenology’. These
philosophers have worked on the question of how
the world exists for us and how we exist in this
world. This line of thought might seem frightening
for someone who has never read any philosophical
work, but it may produce another very simple
question: ‘Why is this artwork important to you?’
The phenomenological answer would be: ‘because
itreminds me of this and that.' For phenomenology,
we are so much used to our environment that we
usually do not think about it. Art is one way to
remind us of how interesting our surroundings are

and how interesting it can be to live in it.

Epistemology As a philosophical discipline,
epistemologyisinaconstantstateoftransformation,
and, according to different authors, it can be
research conducted within the practice of science
in general or each specific science, a philosophical
theory of scientific knowledge, or even a particular
philosophy produced by scientific knowledge.
More generally, epistemology can be defined
simply as the philosophical theory of knowledge. It
comes from the Greek term episteme, which means
‘science’, i.e. the concept of the universal and the

necessary for Aristotle (it is opposed to doxa, which
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means ‘opinion’, and is therefore not universal or

necessary). In the domain of art criticism, it can
be used to establish how the specific knowledge
and science of an epoch can be found and applied
within an artwork. An obvious application of
an epistemological study of art would be to
study the advent of mathematical perspective in
Renaissance painting. Unless one knows about the
transformations of knowledge that eventually led
to the new type of science introduced by Galileo
Galilei and Francis Bacon in the sixteenth century,
itisimpossible to understand why perspective was
so important to the Italian artists of the fourteenth
century. One cannot understand art without
putting it into a larger perspective. More recently,
the term episteme has been reclaimed by other
writers who have used it in even more original
ways; an illustration of such a use is given in one of

the following examples.
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Do Marxisttheoryand sociology, psychoanalysis
and the theories of mind, semiotics and
hermeneutics bear similar significance in
providing perspectives and viewpoints to art
criticism? No. To simplify, we might group these
approaches into three groups: psychological,
sociological and philosophical. Each artwork
within a specific context will require a specific
method of analysis. In fact, the same artwork
in a different context might even require
another type of analysis. There is no rule for
establishing which type of analysis will reap
the most interesting results. As a matter of
fact, it also depends on the art critic and which
type of investigation he/she prefers. Finally,
it will depend on the type of audience one is

practising art criticism for.

Is the wuse of terms like ‘sociology,
psychoanalysis, the theories of mind, semiotics
and hermeneutics’ necessary in the classroom?
No. We do not have to use the term ‘sociology’
when asking the students about the place
where an artwork was made, just like we do
not have to use terms like ‘philosophy’ or
‘psychology’ when asking a question about
what they are thinking about when looking at
a painting or a sculpture. Even though teachers
should be aware of what they are doing when
asking those questions, they should also keep
it simple for the students. For some reasons,
the only mention of the word ‘history’, for
instance, already seems to bore most students
nowadays; it should therefore be the task

of educators to let them approach all these
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these questions should lead to increasingly
sophisticated answers in which students could
RSt AR E R E ? BEfS A start using the vocabulary introduced in the

last chatper of this book (‘Concepts that are
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What kind of questions can be asked in the

LIMEREEERNLEEETEL ? EEMIEMR
classroom? To recapitulate, these are the

= e R BB AB Y2 g b O /= f2 y2= 3 B85 (1 ) . )
FEERERERR? ERMFMEARETAR questions, in no particular order, that have

18 7 B AR S E S A S 7 AR S e been presented in this chapter: Where was it
made? How was it paid for? In what kind of
METER 7 society was the artwork produced? What does
it communicate? How does it communicate?
Why is the artwork communicating? Why is this

artwork important to you?
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2. Applying the tools of art criticism: Examples

Example 1: Las Meninas by Diego Veldzquez

Many books have been written on Veldzquez
and many books and articles have been written
precisely on this painting Las Meninas'. It is
therefore anideal starting pointforartcriticism,
especially in the context of a classroom. Even
though | prefer to practise art criticism on the
artworks of the present, it is still a valid use of
art criticism when the artworks lend themselves
to contemporary questionings (and we will see
later that a study of this painting opened a
very original research on the nature of modern
knowledge). From the simplest to the most
complex, | can offer two different readings
of Las Meninas that are unrelated but can be
made together. As | have pointed out, the more
varied the readings, the more interesting the
artwork (which does not mean, of course, that

absurd readings are either good or useful).

* lconographic study An iconographic study
is simply the description of the things and
characters of a painting. An iconographic
study makes no sense, obviously, in the case
of an abstract painting, but it is necessary in
the case of a figurative painting. Any great
descriptive painting, especially those with
historical and political significance, deserves
a detailed description of its characters and
objects, their positions and interactions. The
case of Las Meninas is particularly rich in

interpretations because none of the actions

" For instance, see Stratton-Pruitt (2003), it is a collection of
several analysis of the works made at different periods, from
the nineteenth century to the present.
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are clear-cut, in spite of the fact that the
characters are very well-known. No matter
how ambiguous the actions are, knowledge
of the historical background will also help

the initial description.

Las Meninas is the most famous of
Veldzquez’'s paintings. The title, ‘Las
Meninas',isaPortuguese word used to name
the Maids of Honour of the Royal children
in seventeenth-century Spain. It is set in a
room in the Alcazar, the Royal Palace of the
Spanish monarchy in Madrid, equipped by
Veldzquez as a studio, and shows the heiress
to the throne, the Infanta Margarita, with
her court. The queen’s maid of honour, Dona
Marfa Sarmientio is giving her mistress, the
Infanta Margarita, water in a bucaro, a red
pottery jug, handing it to her on a tray. By the
time this painting was made, the children of
Philip IV and his first wife Isabel de Bourbon
were dead, except for the eighteen-year-
old Infanta Maria Teresa, who is not shown
in this group. Philip IV took a second wife,
Mariana, in 1649, and the small princess
who occupies such a prominent position in
this picture, the Infanta Margarita who was
born on 12 July 1651, was their only child. The
little princess would be the subject of several
other portraits by Veldzquez. The other maid
of honour, Dona lIsabel de Velasco stands
behind the princess, and beside her we see the
female dwarf Mari-Bérbola and the male dwarf
Nicolasico Pertusato who is placing his foot on
the mastiff lying in front of the group. Further
back are a guard to the ladies and the lady in

waiting Dofa Marcela de Ulloa.
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Veldzquez is standing with brush and palette
in front of a tall canvas, but he chose not to
show us what he was working on. There are
some large pictures hanging on the back wall
of the room. We know that two of them were
painted by Veldzquez's son-in-law, Mazo, from
models by Pieter Paul Rubens (1577-1640), the
great painter from Northern Europe whose
influence on European painting was immense,
and show scenes from Ovid's Metamorphoses,
full  of
One

a famous book from antiquity
mythological tales of transformations.
of these paintings is another version of the
punishment of Arachne, a theme Veldzquez
treated in another important painting. The
princess’s parents, the king and queen, appear
in a dark frame below these pictures, probably
the glass of a mirror. To the right of the mirror,
on a flight of steps leading up to a doorway
and a brightly lit adjoining room, stands Jose

Nieto, the queen’s palace marshal.

On a purely formal level, we should observe
the technical mastery of Veldzquez. It is a
characteristic of the seventeenth century to
use chiaroscurofordramatic effects of lightand
darkness. This technique, which simply means
‘clear-dark’ in English, allows for the light to
fall on only a few elements of the paintings,
leaving everything else in relative darkness.
The theatrical effects created by chiaroscuro
are ideal to enhance only a few parts of the
painting to bring the attention on the viewers
on them. In this painting, it is particularly the
all-important princess that deserves such a
treatment. But it also creates the mysterious

effect of the background: the light on the
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borders of that little frame creates more
questions than answers and we still don't
know whether it is simply a painting of the

royal couple or their reflection in a mirror.

In fact, many questions have been asked
again and again about this picture. What
is Veldzquez painting on the canvas that is
hidden from us? What is the source of the
image in the mirror? Where in the room must
the royal couple have been standing for their
reflection to appear? Is the little princess the
real subject of the painting? Etc. After this
simple iconographic study, we can move
on to a sociological study by answering the
following question: is there any significance
in the fact that the red cross of the Order
of Santiago is prominently applied to the

artist’s clothing?

* Sociological study Any sociological study

will start with an historicalinquiry. Obviously,
we could not start investigating the social
significance of such a painting without a
solid knowledge of the economical and social
background that witnessed its making. In this
case, the significance of the red cross of the
Order of Santiago is essential and we will see
that it can also lead to the understanding of
several other cases involving artists of the

time of Veldzquez.

Veldzquez had a unique position in Spain.
Contrary to most other Spanish painters
of his time, he did not have to rely on the
commissions of rich patrons to make a

living. In his days, painters were still under
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the influence of the church that imposed
strict rules of decorum. Decorum forced the
craftsman painter to arrange the figures in
his paintings according to very precise rules
of hierarchy. None of them were free to make
composition according to their own taste,
except Veldzquez who was given complete
freedom to do so by the king directly.
Whereas most other painters still occupied
the position of the craftsman, Veldzquez
enjoyed the direct patronage of King Philip
IV who even allowed him to live in the royal
palace. Diego Rodriguez de Silva y Veldzquez
was born in Sevilla on 6 June 1599 from a
low ranking but noble family and it would
be one of his life's works to obtain from the
king a ranking that would put him on par

with the highest noblemen of the kingdom.

He wanted to follow in the footsteps of one
of the greatest painters of the sixteenth
century, Titian, who had been ennobled by
Charles V. In the seventeenth century, other
painters had been ennobled, like Rubens and
Van Dyck by the King of England, Charles I.
Contrary to these great artists, Veldzquez
had to fight a legal battle to obtain the
order of the red cross, and it would be the
conclusion of that legal challenge that would
mark a complete change of mentality. It was
a general rule throughout the monarchies
of Europe that a nobleman was not allowed
to work; if he chose to actually practise any
kind of manual labour, he was forfeiting his
right to nobility. That rule was not generally
enforced any longer (Louis XVI of France was

famous for his skills as a locksmith), but it
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was still considered to be a kind of protection
from the riff-raff of the population who tried
to claim the rank of a nobleman. The Order of
Santiago was adamant in refusing Veldzquez's
request and Veldzquez had to prove that
painting was not manual labour to be able
to receive the red cross. It was therefore not
his low ranking nobility that gained him this
position but the newly accepted fact that art

was not manual labour.

One of the most important readings one can
make of Las Meninas therefore, lies in the
position of Veldzquez in the painting: he is
standing next to the little princess (who was
seen as the future of Spain), in the costume
of the order of Santiago (not exactly the most
convenient way to paint), and in the same
visual space as the royal couple. It was still
impossible for the painter, even a noble painter,
to represent himself in the same painting as a
king ora queen, and Veldzquez had to use a kind
of trick to do so: it is not exactly the king and
queen we are seeing, but either their reflection
in a mirror or another painting of them. And
Veldzquez probably wanted that ambiguity
to remain in order to avoid being accused of
lese-majesté, the crime of insulting a monarch.
It is not, in conclusion, so much the fact that
Veldzquez became a knight of Santiago that
mattered in this situation, other painters had
already been ennobled; what mattered is
the fact that a tribunal could accept without
difficulties that painting was not manual
labour. The fact that a tribunal could accept
that painting was not manual work shows that

the general public had already been convinced
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SREANT AN DAL A metamorphosis: the painter, who was still a
N o R craftsman at the beginning of the Renaissance,
WREB(L > BIFRESRERE LRER— Jimning
slowly turned into the full-fledged artist of the

B BARLIE WAZRKRA » 25EMNE late seventeenth century, before becoming

SE R . more than a mere human being during the
Romantic period in the nineteenth century.
Needless to say that changes have continued
to occur and that, today, the artist is none of
the above. Not a craftsperson or a genius, he/
she has turned into something we still have

problems defining clearly.
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2 Salvador Dali Metamorphosis of Narcissus 1937

Qil on canvas, height 51.1 cm, width 78.1 cm., Tate Modern, London, England

Example 2: Metamorphosis of Narcissus

by Salvador Dalf

In this example, | will use the work of an
undergraduate student in the Chinese
University of Hong Kong to illustrate what a
young person can do when confronted with
an artwork of the twentieth century. The two

following approaches, an iconographic study
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and a psychoanalytical study, are the most
obvious ways to make sense of a Surrealist
artwork. Whenever confronted with a figurative
painting, students should always start with an
iconographic study, even when the objects are
not immediately recognisable. To do so, the
title will be a great help and students should
try to identify the names and nouns used by
the artist. The second approach is an obvious
choice because Salvador Dali was a member of
the Surrealist group for whom Freudian theory
was so essential. [dentifying the artist and his/
her background are therefore also a good way
to establish on what ground the artwork should
be analysed. This student has tackled both
issues, and | will comment, in the following
two sections, several paragraphs of her term

paper which were slightly modified.

* |conographic study
When the clear and divine body of Narcissus
leans
down to the obscure mirror of the lake,

When his white torso folded forward

fixed itself, frozen,

in the silvered and hypnotic curve of his
desire,

when the time passes

on the clocks of the flowers of the sand of
his own flesh

Narcissus loses his being in the cosmic
vertigo

in the deepest depths of which

is singing

the cold and Dionysiac siren of his own
image.

The body of Narcissus flows out and loses
itself

in the abyss of his reflections,

like the sand glass that will not be turned
again---

Man returns to the vegetable state
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by fatigue-laden sleep

and the gods

by the transparent hypnosis of their
passions---

When that head splits
When that head splits
when that head bursts,
it will be the flowers,
the new Narcissus,

Gala—
my Narcissus

* Comment by a CUHK student 'This long

poem? was written by Dali to accompany his
1936 painting, Metamorphosis of Narcissus.
The artist refers to the ancient Greek myth
of Narcissus. Narcissus was an unusually
handsome young man who, punished by
Nemesis, was condemned to fall in love
with his own reflection. Later on, while he
was throwing the discus with Apollo, the
god accidentally broke his skull. To repent
and mourn the loss of his handsome friend,
he made a beautiful flower grow out of
his head, the narcissus. Greek myths were
particularly interesting to the Surrealists
because metamorphosis (changing from one
form into another) was one of their most

recurrent themes.

The painting depicts a landscape filled with
tiny figures, a road winding toward distant
hillsin the background, and a figure standing
on a pedestal placed on a checkered board.
In the foreground, Narcissus squats looking
at his own image in a pool. Next to him, an

enormous hand made of stone holds an egg

2 See Chadwick (1980, pp. 38-39).
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out of which a small narcissus flower has
grown. The shape of this stone hand echoes
the position of the crouching Narcissus. Here
again, Dali has painted swarms of ants and a
monstrous dog chewing on discarded bones.
Both the ants and the dog are symbolising
putrefaction and decay. Dali borrowed the
image of the fossilised character from Freud's

writings on ancestral sexual aggression.’

For the iconographic study, she has researched
the written works of the painter on the same
subject (a work that is fairly easy to do with
such a famous artist) and has already provided
an added literary dimension to the appreciation
of the painting. She mentioned in another
section of her paper who Gala® was, so she
did not have to repeat that information in this
second part. She then proceeded to describe
every element of the painting, which allowed
her to relate some of its parts to details in other
artworks. The ants and the dog, for instance,
appear in many other paintings by Salvador
Dali. She concludes this first part with a brief
introduction to the theoretical background of
the artwork, i.e. psychoanalysis and Freud’s

writings.

* Psychoanalytical study

Comment by a CUHK student: ‘Dali saw
metamorphosis as the physical product of
a psychological process he invented and
called “the paranoiac-critical method”. Dali
was seduced by the Narcissus myth for three

reasons: his own egocentrism, the theme of

> Gala was Dali's wife and he had, during the whole of their
married life, a rather complicated relationship.
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the double image typical of his paranoiac-
critical method, and the primal nature of
this myth. To Freud, the myth of Narcissus
illustrated the psychosis of self-adulation,
and Dali was bound to take a liking to
this part of psychoanalysis because of his
professed egocentrism, always prominent
in his paintings. The concept of the double
image, i.e. one image related to another on
any kind of level, was fundamental to the
paranoiac-critical method and also appeared
in different ways in many of Dali’s paintings.
And lastly, myths in general appealed to
the Surrealists because of their emphasis
on non-Western cultures. According to
Freud, Western civilisation was in danger of
divorcing humanity from its primal nature
and the Surrealists also believed that non-
Western cultures were more in tune with
nature and primal forces. It was therefore a
logical move for Dali to adopt the figure and
story of Narcissus as representative of his art

at the time.

Dali’s poem and his painting on the theme
of Narcissus were perfectly in tune with
Surrealism’s belief in desire as the means to
effectingthetransformationsoftherealworld
leading to the surréel (i.e. an integration of
conscious and unconscious life leading to
a higher state of being). The artist believed
that, if a person stands at about four feet
from the canvas to contemplate it fixedly,
the figure of Narcissus and the surrounding
landscape would merge together to make
the central character disappear. The

paranoiac-critical method results in a “visual
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transformation of the exterior world”, a
psychological and perceptual application
of the fact of physical metamorphosis
contained in the original myth. The Eros
polarity inherent in Surrealism is reflected in
Dali's Narcissus. The image of Gala, through
whom Dali claims redemption, opposes
the images of death and fossilisation. Like
Oedipus (the king who killed his father and
married his mother in Greek myth), Narcissus
functions as a Surrealist hero. Suddenly
confronting himself he finds in confrontation
the seeds of his death. But he is saved from
the absoluteness of death by the process of

metamorphosis, saved to live as a flower.*

In the Freudian theory, the evolution of
the libido has three stages. The child’s
preoccupation with himself and his own
body marks the first stage. In the second
stage, an erotic impulse intensifies that self-
interest, a stage referred to as the narcissus
libido. Finally, in the course of a normal
development of the libido, this desire is
transposed to another person. The Freudian
Narcissus is then an individual whose
development doesnotgo beyondthe second
stage of this sexual and emotional cycle. The
impossibility for an individual to surpass the
Narcissus libido makes him incapable of a
procreative potential, which is why Freud

related the Narcissus complex to death.

As the myth of Narcissus is a rejection

of heterosexual love, it conflicts with

4See Chadwick (1980, pp. 38-39).
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Surrealism’s  fundamental belief in the
idea of absolute love ('I'amour fou', or
‘'mad love’ in French) and the redeeming
power of woman. Dali could not accept
this rejection of heterosexual love and
managed, with his poem, to make the image
of Narcissus interchangeable with that of
his wife Gala. He also wanted to make clear
that he identified with Gala, to the point
often signing his artworks “Gala/Dali". “In
this way Dali ignored the Freudian duality
of male and female. Freud had seen both
sexes as possessing characteristics of the
opposite, to a greater or lesser extent; the
resulting conflicts form the basis of neurotic
compulsions. Dali’s psychological absorption
of Gala suggests his inability to deal with
Freud's sexual polarities but is also part of
the larger Surrealist search for the perfect

androgyny.”

In 1938, Dalivisited Sigmund Freud in London
and showed him this painting. He was told
by the doctor, who was already very sick at
the time: "It is not the unconscious | seek
in your pictures, but the conscious. While in
the pictures of the masters — Leonardo da
Vinci or Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres —
that which interests me, that which seems
mysterious and troubling to me, is precisely
the search for unconscious ideas, of an
enigmatic order, hidden in the picture, your
mystery is manifested outright. The picture

is but a mechanism to reveal it."® Although

5See Chadwick (1980, pp. 38-39).
6See Chadwick (1980, pp. 69).
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this response seems to be quite negative, in
view of the general desire of the Surrealists
to conform to Freudian psychoanalysis at
the time, Freud made it quite clear later on
that Dali had changed his attitude towards
Surrealism, which he had previously thought
to be foolish. Even though Dali's actual
understanding and application of Freudian
principleswaslimited, his paintingsandideas
gave to the Surrealist group a new impetus
as he explored areas of human sexuality and
the subconscious that had previously been

untouched by art.’

Aftertheiconographicstudy,thestudentmoved
on to show Dali's interest in psychoanalysis
and his use of Freudian ideas on narcissism in
the making of this painting. She then revealed,
with several quotes from the books she used
during her research, that Sigmund Freud
was actually aware of the experiments of the
Surrealists and how his meeting with Salvador
Dali changed his mind on the ambitions of
that movement. In a few short paragraphs,

very important information have been
provided that both clarified the theme of the
painting, its theoretical background as well as
its connection with the project of the whole
Surrealist movement.
* Art historical study It is at this moment that
we could move on tointegrate the discussion
around that painting in a debate on the
nature of modernism and postmodernism.
The student chose not to address this issue,
but it might be interesting to do it here. We

have already seen that modernist art could
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be divided into two rather different projects: the
vanguard project and ‘art for art’s sake’ project.
We have also seen in the section on André
Breton that Surrealism could be considered to
belong to both projects without ever taking side
clearly. If one chooses to continue a discussion
on modernism and postmodernism, it would be
interesting to answer the following question: Is
the Metamorphosis of Narcissus an artwork that
could lead to an improvement of society (by
the creation of a surréel, something superior to
reality) or is it only a game that has no impact

on our lives?

If one chooses to consider the Metamorphosis
of Narcissus as an exploration of the mind and
its mysteries, if one decides that psychoanalysis
and the theories of mind are at the core of
the discussions made on this painting (and it
would be possible to think about it in terms
of Lacan’s ‘'mirror phase’ concept), one might
very well argue that Dali’s painting can be seen
as a process of self-understanding, or at least,
a door open on the psyche of other people.
In this case, Salvador Dali can be considered
a vanguard artist. If, on the other hand, one
decides that the Metamorphosis of Narcissus
is just a game on Freud’s ideas (which is what
Freud seems to have thought), or if one believes
that Freud’s ideas are nonsense, one could also
argue that this painting has no other ambition
but to create beautiful and mysterious images
without any desire to make us wonder about
the nature of the mind. In this case, Salvador
Dali could be seen as a representative of the

‘art for art’s sake’ stance.
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And still, there might be a third possible
reading of this piece. If one thinks that
Salvador Dali voluntarily left his position
open, if he decided from the outset that
his project would be neither vanguard nor
‘art for art’s sake’, it might altogether be
seen in a completely different light. As we
have seen, Dali used the ideas of Freud on
the unconscious to paint this work, but he
did that consciously, an act that was seen
as contradictory by Freud. Even though he
never openly said so, Dali was enough of a
troublemaker to take that decision in order
to blur the line between the two modernist
projects (his refusal to participate in the
revolutionary activities of the Surrealist
group after many of its members joined the
communist party might be understood as a
similar refusal to commit to the ‘modern’). In
the end, Dali’s art and many Surrealist works
can be seen as non-commitment to the
general tendencies of the art of the first half
of the twentieth century. This work cannot
be called ‘postmodern’, but it also illustrates
that classifications such as ‘modern’ and
‘postmodern’ are never clearly-cut concepts
and that each work of art should be viewed
and thought of in several ways before one

makes up one’s mind about it.
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Example 3: Land Art, a nineteen-seventy

movement

This trend implied artworks, usually made on a
very large scale, installed in specific locations.
The term 'site-specific’ was used to express that
a particular artwork took the meaning intended
by the artists only in a particular location, the
integration of the artwork with its surroundings
being essential. Since the concept of nature
was an important part of Land Art, artworks in
galleries using parts of nature, like leaves, earth
or stones, are also considered to belong to the
trend of Land Art by extension. Many of these
artists came from the Minimalist movement
and, to better see how the artworks of Land Art
could be understood in different ways, | will
offer brief descriptions of the works of its main

representatives.

Inthe Spiral Jetty, Robert Smithson (1938-1973)
created a stretch of reclaimed land in the form
of a spiral created on the shore of the Great
Salt Lake in Utah. With The Lightning Field in
1977, Walter de Maria (born 1935) arranged
four hundred metal rods in a vast field bringing
thunder unto them. For Effigy Tumuli Michael
Heizer (born 1944) made, on the shore of a
river in Buffalo Rocks, Illinois, extremely large
and slightly geometrical representations of
animals related to water which can only be
seen from the sky. In his most ambitious (and
still unfinished) project, Roden Crater, James
Turrel (born 1943) is shaping the inside of
a volcano with numerous passageways and
chambers created to shape the sky and the stars

in an entirely new perspective. Christo and his
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wife Jeanne-Claude (both born 1935), however,
have become world-famous personalities. Using
various kinds of synthetic fabrics, they wrap and
circumscribe nature and city landmarks to make
them look entirely different. Their environmental
projects are always on a huge scale: wrapping
coastlines, islands and entire landscapes to
try to make a human impact on the natural
world without harming that environment. Andy
Goldsworthy (born 1956) decided to use nature
as both the tool and the subject of his artworks.
He uses only natural things found in nature to
rearrange them in interesting new combinations:
tree branches, leaves, stones, water and earth are
his only materials and they are showing nothing
else but tree branches, leaves, stones, water and

earth.

| should conclude by saying that other names,
like Earthwork or Environmental art, have been
given to the activities described above. They are,
in spite of their frequent reliance on the concept
of nature, very varied practices and their common
threads might not be obvious to the untrained
art lover. But both artists and art critics have
been writing extensively on that subject and it
is possible to see three possible readings of Land
Art following three different conditions of study:

a historical one, a sociological one and what | call

an ‘epistemological’ one.

* Historical study The most common way to
write art history and art criticism is to look
for influences and meaning to shed light on
the artwork. The influences are simply the
‘source of inspiration’ of the artists. Needless

to say that a word like inspiration is fraught
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with danger when it comes to serious art
criticism. It has been used very vaguely in the
context of nineteenth century art as a proof
of the superiority of the artists, his/her status
as genius in the Kantian sense. It is open to
so many contradicting interpretations that the
contemporary reader might be left with nothing
more but a flimsy and empty description of the
artwork related to the art of the past. It does not
mean however that the art of the past cannot
find its way into contemporary realisations
but this connection does not need to rely on
a traditional use of terms like ‘inspiration’ or

even ‘influence’.

One natural connection made with the works
of Land Art was established between many of
its large-scale artworks and the realisations
of very ancient civilisations. Even though the
connection was openly accepted by the artists
of Land Art, it was also a way for the art critics
of the nineteen seventies to avoid relying on
the Western art of the past centuries; this time
the influence came from a deeper-rooted, and
seemingly more open, source. Smithson, Heizer
and Turrel wanted to remember realisations
like the pyramids, the lines on the ground in
the Nazca desert of Peru and, especially, the
large tumuli built by North America Native
Americans many centuries ago and since then
destroyed by ‘civilisation’ (which was the open
intention of Michael Heizer in creating Effigi
Tumili). Honouring non-Western civilisations
was therefore seen as something typically
postmodern and was welcomed by these
artists. Those of them who are still creating

large structures, like Turrel in the Roden Crater,
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make a point of working with Native American
communities for instance, perpetuating this

direction taken over thirty years ago.

But this ancient influence was not enough for
several art critics of the time and the desire
to link these undertakings to the modernist art
of the early twentieth century was too strong.
Even though the artists of Land Art did not
really agree thatanyideafrom modernist artists
would be relevant to their projects, they were
now creating site-specific works, i.e. artworks
that can only be understood in a specific
place and nowhere else. It did not take too
long before finding that the first artist in the
twentieth century to create such artworks was
Constantin Brancusi (1876-1957). A number of
his works were used to justify the connection,
and especially a couple of large sculptures
designed for the Tirgu Jiu garden in his native
Romania in 1937. The Gate of the Kiss, loosely
based on his sculpture titled The Kiss, was
designedtoframeaspecificlandscape,andthus
could not be placed anywhere else. Similarly,
Table of Silence, a round table surrounded by
round stools, echoes the circle of trees within
which it was placed. Another famous Brancusi
sculpture was considered (especially to give a
source to some of Christo’s artworks), the 1937
Endless Column, made up of modules that
could be stretched to any height, the limits

being only those of the material’s strength.

In the end however, it was very difficult to find
influences from previous artworks that would
‘explain’ the ideas of Land Art. Obviously, no

artworks exist in a vacuum and it is impossible
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to understand any new development in
the history of art if it is separated from the
historical context that produced it. It was
obvious that the large realisations of ancient
civilisations and the works of Brancusi gave
a foundation to Land Art that could both
explain a large part of it and situate it in
a larger context. But it could not justify
many of the positions of these artists, nor
could it explain the work of Richard Long
for instance, who was squarely situated
within Land Art but did not leave any trace
or any object that could be called art in any
traditional sense. The need for another kind
of reading and interpretation was therefore
felt and, this time, art critics turned to the

writings of the artists involved.

* Sociological study The concept that

appeared almost always in the writings of
these artists was related to a criticism of the
art institutions. To make sense of that kind
of criticism, we should try to remember that
the conditions of Western society were very
different in the nineteen seventies. It was
during a time when many people believed
that economical growth would never cease
and that new kinds of societies would
emerge from this newly acquired wealth and
independence. Itis somehow hard to believe
today, but many young persons believed
that a classless society, in which work would
be abolished, was just around the corner,
and that it was just a question of time before
the negative effects of capitalism would
be abolished one by one by the creative

process of art making. The idea that art and
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literature had an inherent subversive effect
that could lead to liberation from the mores
of exploitations was fairly widespread in
North America and Europe. It led to what was
called the counterculture and the events of
May 1968 in Europe.

In that context, material culture was
increasingly seen as a manifestation of
these negative effects of capitalism, effects
that encouraged attachment

only an

to values that should be erased in the
forthcoming ‘new culture’. The idea that art
was producing objects like paintings and
sculptures that could only fuel an art market
hungry for wealth and money became
increasingly unacceptable to the artists of
that generation. Even though the accounts
of how Conceptual Art started are somewhat
contradictory, it is more and more generally
acknowledged that it began with Minimalist
artists who decided that, since they did not
want to make art that would be about self-
expression, it would be even better if they
let a factory fabricate their objects. Then,
it became obvious that the idea was more
important than the object also because the
money-oriented art market could not benefit
from that kind of art. Very similarly, artists
like Michael Heizer were very clear about the
fact that such huge objects as the ones he
made in the desert could not be bought, sold

or even moved, and were therefore useless

to the art market.

Another aspect of this social criticism was
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related to art institutions. Martin Heidegger
had already mentioned that museums killed
the artwork because the change of place, i.e.
moving an object into a gallery, separates
the object from its original context making
it therefore different from what it originally
was. For instance, an African ritual statue
was made into a lifeless object the moment
it was severed from its ritual context: the
museum had killed it. Resistance against the
deadening effect of the art gallery was also
in the mind of these artists who made it very
clear that site-specificity was the real nature
of their artworks. They were therefore made
too big to be moved into the art institution.
The distance viewers have to cover to see
these works are also a guaranty of their
participation: if you have spent several days
driving to see the artwork in the middle of
the desert, you have already been much
more involved than if you were simply
visiting a museum with the characteristic
lack of interests most tourists have in that

environment.

The last aspect of the majority of Land Art
objects is their non-attachment to the idea
of eternity usually carried by traditional
artworks. It is also a fundamental concept
of the museum to function as a repository
of art: art becomes eternal the moment it
entres the gallery and huge sums of money
are spent to preserve these objects. This
notion also became hateful for our artists.

Robert Smithson in particular emphasised
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the entropic aspect of his work: everything
decays in the universe and there is no reason
why art should be any different. His Spiral Jetty
is changing all the time, because it was made
of natural material in a natural environment,
and it will eventually totally disappear (today,
the Spiral Jetty is completely under water).

This type of ’‘sociological’ study has the
benefit of taking into account the project
of the artists explained in their written
productions. It does not require us to forget
about the influences presented in the first
study, it situates the artworks in a historical
and sociological context and even allows us
to understand why such massive undertakings
arenolonger possible.Nowadays, Land Art has
become the sort of very subtle and very small
scalerealisations of an Andy Goldsworthy who
often works only with leaves and pebbles. The
reductionin scale of Land Art has become very
common because the funding of large scale
art relies so much on corporate sponsoring
today, that it would be unimaginable to think
of artworks that could not allow for the logo
of a company to be displayed somewhere on
or around it. In fact, the times have changed
greatly since the nineteen seventies and
nobody is shocked nowadays by the collusion
between art and money; it seems only natural
in our societies that art should be part of a
market and used for transactions of all kinds.
There is however a third kind of reading that
leaves no room for any of the possibilities

already mentioned and still relies on a very

sophisticated thinking.
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* ‘Epistemological’ study Whereas Michel

Foucault cannot be called an art critic, it
was the task undertaken by the famous
art critic Rosalind Krauss (born 1941) to
introduce the ideas of French theory into
contemporary art criticism. The following
study follows the kind of analysis prevalent
in structuralist circles at the time, which is
why | kept the term ‘epistemological study’
for this chapter.

Co-founder and co-editor of October
magazine, a veteran of Artforum of the
nineteen sixties and nineteen seventies,
Rosalind Krauss had first been working under
the influence of Clement Greenberg. After
coming under the influence of structuralism,
she could not share the views of her former
mentor and started writing art criticism
that condemned many of the assumptions
of modernism: in particular the notions of
originality and genius that had no place in

the structuralist worldview.

In her famous text about Land Art, ‘Sculpture
in the Expanded Field"’, she attempted
to make sense of that movement without
relying on historicity. Krauss did not want
to rely on the usual reference to influences
(from the past, from other artists) and tried
to create a structural understanding of
this new development in art. To do so, she
used a diagram she calls an expansion: ‘The
expansion to which | am referring is called a

Klein group when employed mathematically

7 See Krauss (1986, pp. 276-290).
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and has various other designations,

among them the Piaget group, when used
by mapping
operations within the human sciences.”® She

structuralists involved in
is so adamant about the rejection of the
whole idea of influence that she will discard
the use of artists like Brancusi and the
works of ancient civilisations to make sense
of Land Art. In fact, Craig Owens’ vision of
Land Art as related to the works of ancient
civilisations might have been what Rosalind
Krauss had in mind when she wrote it was
nonsense to rely on historical influences in
that case. And yet, she still looked to the
past to find the path that lead to Land Art.
She sees the beginning of a ‘loss of place’
with the Gates of Hell and the Balzac of the
great sculptor Auguste Rodin (1840-1917).
Since none of these works had ever been
placed in a particular setting, sculptures
had This

tendency got stronger with the integration

stopped being monuments.

of the base inside the sculpture in the work

of Brancusi, these objects had become

transportable. These changes made the
use of the word “sculpture’ to define these
objects unacceptable and eventually, they
became ‘what you bump into when you
would back up to see a painting”, or what
was not the building or the landscape, i.e.

purely negative descriptions.

Krauss then wrote that it was the desire

8 See Krauss (1986, pp. 283).

® Rosalind Krauss quoted Barnett Newman (1905-1970),
member of the group of American artists known as
Abstract Expressionists. His pictures, made of flat surfaces
of colors adapting to a grid pattern, helped usher in
Minimalism in painting.
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to redefine the limits between sculpture,
architecture and landscape that led many
artists of the nineteen sixties to work
on that question. The choice of a Klein
or Piaget diagram to make sense of the
developments of Land Art allowed her to
introduce in the equation both landscape
and architecture, adding that they were
rejected before as categories of judgement
because of the post-Renaissance mentality.
Using that method, she gives new names
to the works of Land Art: Robert Smithson’s
Partially Buried Woodshed is an example
of 'site-construction’; the same Smithson’s
Spiral Jetty is an example of ‘marked-site’;
Christo and Jeanne-Claude's Wrapped
Roman Wall is an example of ‘axiomatic
structures’. For Krauss, making artworks
that fit these new definitions (and cannot
be called ‘sculpture’) is also something that
had not been considered by modernism, it
is therefore postmodern. These practices
are also postmodern because they question
two modernist concerns: the practice of
the individual artist (it is impossible to do
such work as an isolated artist, and the
artist has to play many different roles: use
of machines, photography, administration,
etc.), and the question of medium (the idea
of the ‘purity’ of medium also makes no
sense here). All these new concepts and
changes of direction made Rosalind Krauss
define the ideas of Land Art as a break in the

history of Western art.

One is often tempted to react slightly

negatively to that kind of art criticism. If the
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only purpose of that text was to classify and
give new names to the works of Land Art,
it would be easy to discard this project. But
Rosalind Krauss had anotherideain mind, the
point was to introduce what she saw as the
newest way to understand artand everything
else. She wanted to give a theoretical
foundation to judgements of taste on art,
something art critics like Clement Greenberg
neverfelttobe necessary.Replacing personal
taste by a more objective approach was what
she attempted, and, in the process, she also
tried to erase the modernist approach of the
subjective art critics we have found at firstin

the work of Charles Baudelaire.

3. In conclusion

The same artwork can be appreciated and
understood in different ways. Depending
on the kind of theoretical framework the art
critic relies on, the same object or the same
image can generate very different discourses,
so different in fact that they can exclude
each other. In other circumstances, different
discourses can work together extremely well
and complete an understanding of the artwork
that is both subtler and more varied. But, even
when they seem to exclude each other, they do
not have to do so. If one likes a slightly perverse
practice of art criticism, one might say that
two antagonistic discourses about a specific
artwork could generate a third discourse that
mightreconcile the two previousonesorsimply
eradicate them. In many ways, the practice
of art criticism can be about generating new
concepts, which can generate new artworks

ad infinitum (we might note, by the way, that
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the production of new concepts based on
the study of previous authors is a definition
of philosophical practice given by the French
philosopher Gilles Deleuze). It would be both
naive and counter-productive to believe that
one artwork should only generate a single
discourse; in fact, the more an artwork allows
for a varied production of meaning the more

interesting it is.
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Chapter Five
Writing and talking
about art

From these various ways of writing about specific
artworks, we can see that there is no ‘correct’
answer for the evaluation of an artwork. They are
all valid and serve different purposes that can
sometimes come together. Similarly, a personal
reaction to an artwork can very well form the
premise of an interesting text. It will be the work
of the conscientious art critic to formulate a
motivating blend of personal observations relying
on theories, which are relevant to the artwork
and its context. The context of art criticism is
therefore also very important and certain types
of theory are not welcome in certain situations.
There would be no point analysing an artwork
using hermeneutics to an audience of teenagers
for instance, just as it would create strong
adverse reactions to scrutinise an artwork relying
on formalism to an audience of academics in a
European art school. In the end, since there are
many types of possible art criticism and many
types of different audiences, itis essential to know

beforehand for whom one is writing or talking.

The following ‘recipe’ is a simple description, in
four stages, of how to conduct art appreciation
and criticism in the classroom. It is obviously a
simplified methodology that needs to be adapted
to the situation of each group of students, some
groups need a lot of encouragement, others need
to be controlled closely, and others still need to
be left completely free to come up with their

ideas.
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Practical methodology:anintroductory approach
to art criticism

This portion could also be titled ‘Art criticism for
dummies’, to paraphrase a popular collections
of primers on a variety of subjects. Even though
art appreciation and criticism, which can be
defined as ‘knowing how to look’, must rely on
education, and a well-informed art criticism will
always be more interesting and full of potential
for the artists and the spectators, this ‘educated
gaze' still rely on a number of actions that are
shared by all the viewers of art. Before attaching
layers of meaning on the artwork, there is still the
physical process of viewing that can be as naive
as possible and will be followed by a process of
evaluation and judgements, which can even be

divided into several stages.

* First stage: description of the work Even
though the eye plays a major role in that phase
(but one should not forget the other senses
in that process), description and explanation
cannot really be separated. A description of
the work that gets to be articulated into words
already makes visible many of the opinions and
thoughts of the viewer. Descriptionis therefore
not as easy as it may sound and a well-written
account of the experience of viewing a work
is already a very rich experience. In the case
of students of art for instance, an interesting
activity would be to separate the students in
groups, to ask each group to come up with a
clearly formulated description of the artwork,

and then compare the descriptions.

* Second stage: understanding of the historical
and/or sociological background of the

work In the case of art appreciation, i.e. to
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same principles to the appreciation of
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T REERSABL MR RS eE itis the duty of any art lover to explore other
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38 4R H ST AL AR T TR P E B S increasingly globalised world, what Marshall
McLuhan (1911-1980) has called ‘the global

XAt - HRERERT S EEFNEFNSFY village'. The necessity to understand other
S I (L 5 — TE AL rh B gl cultures should eventually make us think
about our own. Since context lends meaning
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an artwork coming from a different culture.
TEBNERE  BHEAZMERNBODNER Hong Kong, with the easy communication

ith f th lobe, Id b
BR - EINEMI S — i - BB R M WIth very part of the globe, wou'd be an

ideal place to do so but it has not reached
A AR LKEBRAIEN  REERMEBEERE its full potential yet in the field of art. Artists
in Hong Kong are as original and interesting
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as anywhere, but the opportunities to see

EEF M eXENRE AN EBRE artworks from all over the world on the
N territory have not yet been developed to

B BEEMBEM YN E2BREERE . . . .
their full potential. While waiting for that
MRE o potential to be fulfilled, we can always log
on the internet, read the foreign art press or

travel to see international art shows.

* B YTHZMAXYEREEZEMN H
* Third stage: understanding of what the artist
v
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tried to achieve Because of the tremendous
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enrichment brought about by postmodernity,
the artwork has become the depository of
a multitude of meanings. But looking at the
artwork and understanding the conditions
of its making is not the final phase of a
research since discursivity has opened up new
possibilities. There is therefore a necessary
amount of research to make when one wants
to write serious art criticism. Finding the texts
of the artists might come as a challenge since
these texts are often published in magazines
or in exhibition catalogues that are not always
easy to get. In that light, it is interesting
to note that more and more institutions
are specialising in the documentation of
contemporary art, a move that makes entire
sense in the contemporary context of art. We
also have to remember that the artists may
not have thought about all the implications
of their artworks and that our interpretation
may be very different from the project of the
artist. Once again, there is no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’
anymore in art criticism; on the contrary, the
more an artwork allows different readings, the

better for debate and discussion.

* Fourth stage: in view of the information

gathered, formulate an informed personal
opinion about the work Hopefully, that is
what art appreciation and criticism should
lead to: a well-informed personal opinion
that does not exclude the opinions of others.
Since it is unavoidable that we should like
some artworks and dislike others, we should
always try to understand why it is so without
ending in such primary reactions as complete
rejection without reflection. Anyone who

has tried to understand an artwork without
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stopping at the first impression and has relied
on the different notions introduced in this
article got a richer experience of art and even
appreciated what did not appear to be likable
in the first place. Well-conducted art criticism

will open many doors.
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Chapter Six
Concepts that are useful for
understanding art today

Are there any concepts that could be useful to
understand today’s art? To conclude this book,
there are still concepts that are particularly
useful in writing art criticism about the art
of today. The words introduced in the next
section form a network of concepts that can
be extremely useful in art criticism about

postmodern art.

Is there any type of language more suitable
for art criticism? How to structure the talk and
writing to present art criticism? The type of
language chosen will also entirely depend on
whom you are doing it for. There are many types
of art criticism, from the most matter-of-fact to
the most literary, and none is better than the
others. It is, once again, a matter of context. To
put it into practice, however, it might be useful
to establish some ground rules that might help
the casual art lover to write, or at least think,

like a serious-minded art critic.
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1. A brief introduction to the vocabulary of
contemporary art criticism

| want to make clear that the concepts
presented here are extremely useful to practise
appreciation and criticism of contemporary
art (they cannot be used for more traditional
forms of art), but that they are in no way an
exhaustive list of ideas. Today, professional
art critics working for the art press are very
inventive in their use of concepts generated by
philosophy, cultural studies, sociology, etc. But
in the context of a secondary school, many of
these concepts would be far too complicated
The

following is therefore a very brief presentation

to be handled safely by the students.

of what can be used in the classroom when
trying to understand contemporary artworks.

*k Appropriation Artists  have always
borrowed from other artists. They could do
that in a number of ways: by buying a design
from another artist and using it without any
changes; by stealing a design and copying
it without permission; by imitating a design
with slight modifications; and also by
changing it entirely. That type of interaction
cannot be called ‘appropriation’ though,
that term is reserved for a certain type
of contemporary art practice. In the late
twentieth century, when it was commonly
accepted that an individual is the product
of an environment, the idea of originality
was also criticised. The nineteenth-century
Romantic artist was seen as a ‘genius’ who
could create an artwork out of nothing; for
him, the work had to be entirely new, i.e.
original. In the late twentieth century, that

idea was rejected because an artwork can
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only be the product of an environment, a
natural and cultural environment. Today,
originality can only be the result of a new
use of environment and context: instead
of creating out of nothing, we are creating
using things from our cultural background.
To illustrate that notion, some artists of the
nineteen-seventies even made artworks
that were only photographs of other, more
famous, artworks. The act of ‘appropriation’
is therefore an outcome of the impossibility
of complete originality. In the practice of art
appreciation and criticism, it will consist in
recognising the origin of the elements of
an artwork. For instance, we should be able
to recognise if a collage is using photos
from magazines, if an installation is using
artworks, even modified, from another artist,

etc.

* Site-specificity Since the notion of context

is so important, it is logical that many
artworks were designed for a specific
place: they are endowed with a particular
meaning because they are where they are.
To illustrate how meaning can be created
by the context, a nineteen-seventies artist
created a very simple pattern on a canvas
and photographed it in different situations
and different places: since the context was
changing, our perception of the pattern
was changing with it. For the artists of the
nineteenth century, for instance, their easel
paintings could be put in a living room or
a church; they felt it did not change the
meaning of theirwork. Today's artists are very
careful about where their artwork is located,

they know that the viewer’s perception of it,
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and the meaning we give to it, will change
according to the context. This notion of site-
specificity can be very useful in the practice
of art appreciation and criticism: the teacher
can try to show an artwork in different
environments to see what reactions their
students can have (for instance, showing
the same painting in the room of a museum,
then on a tee shirt and finally as a poster in
a fast-food restaurant).
Impermanence This idea goes against
the more ‘traditional” definition of art. It is
a Western idea, but it can be found also in
Chinese painting for instance: an artwork
was made to last, its aim being to exist for
all time. The notion of ‘masterpiece’ revolves
around that desire for eternity and the
inspired artist of the pastis the one ‘working
for posterity’. We have already seen that art
is always of its time, which also implies that
the art we make today, in our culture and
our environment, will not be adapted to
the changed conditions of the future (the
fact that we still like the art of the past is
a condition of this ‘Postmodern’ era, as |
have already explained; in fact, people of
the fifteenth century could not bear the
sight of the art of the thirteenth century, for
instance). Many artists today feel that they
have no reason to even try making art that
would endure the test of time, which explains
why so many contemporary artworks are
impermanent: they are made to last for just
the time of the exhibition. In the practice of
art appreciation and criticism, this concept
can be used to understand one aspect of
contemporary art and compare it with the

art of the past.
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* Accumulation This idea derives directly

from the situation of our consumer society.
The nature of our economy lies in the mass
production of objects and products, which
have to be consumed as fast as possible. We
are surrounded by thousands of copies of
everything, the things we wear, the things we
eat, but also the things we watch, like movies
or images. One has to remember that images
were something extremely rare notsolongago:
in the eighteenth century, the only way you
could see the paintings of Michelangelo was to
make the trip to Rome, something most people
would never do. Foraverylong time, one of the
values of art was its rarity; for example, the fact
that a painting was unique gave it a dimension
that most people recognised as the true value
of art. After the invention of photography, that
idea had to change necessarily and today’s
artists are not even trying to make unique
objects. The multiplication of the work of art is
part of the fabric of our times and many artists,
especially after Pop art in the nineteen-sixties,
are accumulating objects to reject the notion
of rarity. In the practice of art appreciation and
criticism, the notion of accumulation can be

used to talk about rarity and value.

* Discursivity This is a major point in art

appreciation and criticism since they can
only be practised through language. But even
in the practice of art, language has played
an important role: alongside art theorists
and philosophers, artists also have talked
and written about art. The ideas on art have
always been an important aspect of how we
understand an artwork. So much so that, in

the nineteen seventies again, some artists felt
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that the most important part of their artwork
was the idea it expressed. They also thought
that the material aspect of the artwork, the
art as thing, was an obstacle on the true
understanding of what they wanted to convey.
They eventually decided not to make artworks
and only focus on these ideas. Discursivity,
i.e. the use of language in the creation of an
artwork, has seldom been as important as
today. The practice of art appreciation and
criticism can therefore be seen as another type
of art production: the ideas about art can very
well be considered as works of art in their own
right. That might be an incentive for students
to practise art appreciation and criticism:
criticism is art.
Hybridisation One characteristic of our
globalised world is an easier access to the
cultures of the rest of the world. Globalisation
might have a very negative impact on local
economies, but an optimistic mind can
see in today's ease of communication and
transportation a wonderful opportunity to
know about people and art around the planet.
This situation is increasingly creating new
the old

‘centres’ of the world are losing their dominant

conditions for cultural productions:

positions to give way to a multiplication of
other sources. Whereas the artists of traditional
art history were usually European or North
American, they are coming from all over the
world nowadays. The most active art market
may still be in Europe and North America, and
thisis rapidly changing, but the artists are from
everywhere. It also means that today’s artists
are also travelling a lot, and many even chose

to leave their country of origin. This means
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that many artists are living in places with a
completely different culture and they have to
familiarise themselves to this new environment
by adapting their own cultural tradition to their
surroundings. This has created the conditions
for a mix of cultures that has produced very
interesting artworks. A place like Hong Kong is
particularly well suited to see what the effects of
cultural hybridisation can be and the teachers
and students practising art appreciation and
criticism should also turn their attention to
what contemporary Hong Kong and Chinese

artists are doing.

2. In conclusion

This list of terms (created by the art critic Craig
Owens in the nineteen seventy) is still a very
useful approach to contemporary art criticism
and they can still be used in a variety of cases.
In the context of Hong Kong, they are in fact
particularly well adapted to the analysis of the
very rich and original output of Chinese artists
coming from different horizons. Most of these
concepts were elaborated from questions raised
by cultural theorists, philosophers, artists and
art critics but they are not so complex that they
cannot be used by art lovers and anyone who is
interested in the culture of our contemporary

world.
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Press
1 Artforum
Still the most ambitious and better-informed non-
academic publication on contemporary Americanand
European art, Artforum has remained over the years
an exemplary source of well-informed art criticism.

2 Artpress
Very much based on the same principles as Artforum,
Artpressisa French-English publication more oriented

towards contemporary European art.

3 Art Asia Pacific
A quarterly that considers issues of contemporary
Asian art.

4 Yishu. Journal of Contemporary Chinese Art.
Another, but more academic, quarterly on the art
made by Chinese artists in China, Taiwan and all over
the world.

Website

1 Art History
(http://witcombe.sbc.edu/ARTHLinks4.html)
Designed and maintained by Dr. Christopher L.CE.
Witcombe (Professor, Department of Art History,
Sweet Briar College, Virginia), this website centralises
a very large number of resources on many aspects
of art history, art theory and art criticism. Most of the
research necessary to conduct art appreciation and
criticism in the classroom should be possible with
this page.
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Art Appreciation and Criticism in Context Series
What is Art Criticism?

Art Appreciation and Criticism in Context Series
Understanding Western Art through Culture

Art Appreciation and Criticism in Context Series
Understanding Local Art through Culture

Art Appreciation and Criticism in Context Series
Understanding Visual Artworks with Functions from Various Perspectives

Art Appreciation and Criticism in Context
Examples of Photography in Context

Art Appreciation and Criticism in Context
Examples of Understanding Western Art through Culture

Art Appreciation and Criticism in Context
Examples of Understanding Local Art through Culture





