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What is Art?

While reading the materials for our first critical theory course I found the book Believing is Seeing: Creating the Culture of Art by Mary Anne Staniszewski raised a number of issues for me as well as most of the other students in group one. The author states that

Art, as we know it, is a relatively recent phenomenon and is something to be seen in galleries, preserved in museums, purchased by collectors, and reproduced within the mass media. When an artist creates a work of Art it has no intrinsic use or value; but when this artwork circulates with the systems of Art (galleries, art histories, art publications, museums, and so on) it acquires a depth of meaning, a breadth of importance, and an increase in value that is greater proportionately than perhaps anything else in the modern world. 

Everything in life is shaped and defined by its various institutions. Institutions set up the boundaries and conventions for things— the way a painting’s frame shapes its picture and the way a pedestal demarks a particular object as sculpture.
 

Her definition of art is an nearly polar opposite to what I believe. I believe that art is any form of creative self-expression and is not limited by the materials we choose to use nor its function in society. I do not believe that art must be put on a pedestal, or separate from our lives. I would argue that the most powerful art engages the viewer, that it is interactive in some way, and often allows the viewer to assign personal meaning or story. I would also venture to guess that in the past art work or objects like vessels, swords, blankets, and jewelry were created with purpose and meaning, often worn, carried, and treasured by the one that receives the gift of art. 

If we go to an opening of the RedBall Project, by Kurt Perschke, and look at his piece of public art, everyone who is well versed in contemporary art says wonderful things. The piece is expensive. It has been written up and validated by all the important people. But personally, I feel nothing at all. I wonder how I can think of this art so it might enlighten me to its superior qualities. I wonder if I had a conversation with the artist and he shared his intent, process, or symbolic meanings, somehow I would understand its message. Perhaps I am not educated enough or have not seen enough of the best work in galleries and museums. Perhaps by rubbing elbows with these important people somehow through osmosis I will be enlightened. 

But instead I feel like the little boy who didn’t know what to say to the Emperor about his new clothes.  

And I am not alone in this feeling. 

Brooks Jensen writes in his book Single Exposures:

OK, it’s time for me to feel incredibly stupid. I received a press release announcing an upcoming gallery exhibition. . . . The title of the gallery exhibition is called “Subplot”: Subplot brings together three New York artists whom at first glance seem to have very different agendas but share a common contextual terrain. There is an implied conspiracy on the part of the artists be it narrative, political critique and/or materiality. Escapism and fantasy permeates these works and are developed through the idiosyncratic way images and materials can be appropriated and transformed into something extreme. . . . Must I go on?  What the hell does any of this say? What the hell does any of this mean? And why do galleries (and artists) insist on this kind of convoluted, self-important, puffed up artspeak that seems to mean . . . nothing?”
  

Now this RedBall Project brings attention to public places and gives the community something interactive in places in need of attention. But who is the audience? Is this piece art? Within my own broad definition of art, where is the self-expression, the personal, the connection?  

Appropriation is another topic at the residency that raised questions for the students, especially for photographers. I have a clear idea of what is stealing. Much of this is based on my experience as a designer and with copyright laws. I do understand that this is not the same as someone who creates montage, collage, and mixed media works of art, but somewhere in the middle, the line becomes gray. Where in that gray does that something we take from someone else become ours? How many times have artists had others produce their art for them and signed their own name? After seeing the exhibit Monet, Matisse and More at the Phoenix Art Museum, this seems more prevalent that I had realized. Unfortunately, “today we live in a world where the image, the reproduction, is more powerful than the original.”
 

When does the design on a Campbell’s Soup Can become Andy Warhol’s? What is it that makes it his art? As a twenty-year-old I thought that it was quite clever, his ability to take something out there in the public, recreate it, package it as art, and sell it to museums and galleries all over and make money and gain fame. As an older adult I want to know where in this production was his creative expression, where was Andy Warhol? 

Ruby was a painter who created a number of abstract modern images. She was in the news and had numerous articles written about her. One day as she was getting ready to paint, a little girl, Katie, came in and visited for a while. When Katie left, Ruby made a painting with the colors of the sweater Katie wore. 

Ruby was an elephant at the Phoenix Zoo. She took in her environment and created an abstraction of Katies’ sweater. Ruby was not lifting nor appropriating someone else’s work; nor was she reusing objects that already existed. She was expressing her experience in a new way, creating something new.

The issue of accessibility also came up both in the panel discussion of Skill or Deskill and during our critical theory group sessions. Is fine art available for everyone to appreciate in our society? Or must people need to educate themselves?  By validating fine art with a special language and vocabulary, do we make it inaccessible for most people, both in terms of pricing and in connection and understandability? 

The question that artists need to address is, who is our audience, who are we creating art for? Is it our only means of income? I believe that art has always been a commodity, whether it was bartered or traded for in familial tribes, or commissioned by benefactors, or dictated by kings or popes. As our society has changed, so has the way in which artists survive. We have a multitude of choices to make regarding our art, including the responsibility of making a living. 

I believe that art exists outside of our ego, acknowledgement, and approval. I believe we are born to art and that self-expression comes in many different shapes and sizes and it can flow from us all in unique and individual ways. “ I am for an art that grows up not knowing it is art at all, an art given the chance of having a starting point of zero . . . I am for an art that takes its form from the lines of life itself, that twists and extends and accumulates and spits and drips, and is heavy and course and blunt and sweet and stupid as life itself. . . . I am for the art the kid licks, after peeling away the wrapper.” 
 My art does not live in a box. When I look at my world and hear the whales singing their song lines in the ocean, even if I cannot see them, I know they are dancing to their own music.  
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