Woodburn 6

Rachel Woodburn

Oscar Palacio

Critical Theory

14 September 2008

“All truly wise thoughts have been thoughts 
already thousands of times; but to make them truly ours, 

we must think them over again honestly, 

till they take root in our personal experience.”

–Goethe

I found the assigned readings for Critical Theory II very challenging, even after reading them numerous times I felt like I was missing the prerequisite knowledge to make the theory I was reading clearly understood. Feeling overwhelmed, I asked other students in my group and in groups ahead of ours if they understood the readings. One student commented on the vocabulary; that even after she looked words up in the dictionary it was difficult to understand. Nearly all of the students I solicited stated that the readings were nearly incomprehensible. However some students offered a positive perspective stating that even if the readings were difficult, the discussions with Michael Newman would be interesting and clarify some of the concepts presented in the readings.

 
What I found most interesting was the discussion examining the reading of Pliny. This reading along with Plato’s theory of forms challenged me to inspect my beliefs regarding the communication of a truth or essence through art. Concepts were further discussed in correlation to Plato’s theory of forms. The following is Pliny’s story from The Marks, Traces, and Gestures of Drawing by Michael Newman. 

It was through the service of that same earth that modeling portraits from clay was first invented by Butades, a potter of Sicyon, at Corinth. He did this owing to his daughter, who was in love with a younger man; and she, when he was going abroad, drew an outline on the wall the shadow of his face, thrown by a lamp. 
Her father pressed clay on this and made a relief, which he hardened by exposure to fire with the rest of his pottery. (Newman 93)

Pliny’s story was of two lovers. The young man was leaving to go abroad. That evening before he left, the lamplight created a shadow of his face on the wall, and the young woman traced his silhouette. After the man left on his voyage, her father, a sculptor of clay, created a relief losing the original tracing.

During our seminar at the residency we analyzed the Pliny text. We do not know that 
it is a true story, but to the reader it expresses absolute truths and ideas. Many of the class’ observations from this reading began with questions from Michael and other class members. When we, as artists create our work, do we make an imitation of the thing we are representing? Does the reproduction we create then become idealized? Can we create something without losing the essence of the original idea? How do we represent something real? Is it possible to create art without our perceptions influencing our final form, since everything we experience is based on our awareness? 

According to Plato’s theory of forms, physical representation of a thought is removed from pure essence and therefore the first step in the degeneration of the idea. The woman in Pliny’s story produced an abstraction of her lover as he was in that moment by creating an outline of his shadow; which became idealized. The outline became symbolic of this moment and represents her lover in his absence. Is this less meaningful or less real than the original moment? When her father destroys the line in order to create the clay relief, it raises the question, is his representation less true? What was the woman’s intention in creating the tracing, and what was her father’s purpose in creating a relief? As artists, our purpose is not to duplicate the original subject, but rather to create something that conjures the essence of the original and conveys this to the viewer. During the creative process we make decisions to translate our ideas and experiences. Materials are chosen to depict what we abstract, to communicate the essential features that would best portray our concept. As artists we need to be responsible for every element that goes into the creation of our art. Each decision we make regarding our production needs to be well thought out, ensuring that each detail supports our vision. Even so the viewer remains free to bring their perspective to the artwork. 

We reviewed Plato’s philosophy regarding mimesis. His concept was that each definite thing has its own idea. The idea is a prototype, and the realization of this thing is an imitation of the idea. For example, if there is an idea of a table and then you have the physical table which is already a mimesis of the idea, followed by the artist who produces an image of a table; a mimesis of a mimesis, even further from the idea. If the artist creates an image that deceives the viewer into believing that the art is actually the table, then the artist is producing a falsehood, an illusion. 

Given Plato’s perspective the mimesis has less being than the idea. It is the original idea that contains the most truth, essence, and being. Once the ideal thought is voiced or translated to another form, it falls further away from the essence of the original. The resulting physical manifestation of the idea is a dilution of the essence. This process is like creating a copy of a copy on a Xerox machine. The copy eventually passes beyond all recognition, each version in succession a bit more removed from the original. If one accepts this philosophy then the absolute worst scenario is a copy without an original. It would be mindless production without thought. This begs the question: can we create something without thought?

According to Plato if I create a clay pot it has less being and truth than my idea of the pot. If this were true why would artists create anything physical? Would it not be more valuable to gather and generate ideas, never taking the time to translate them into impure, less truthful, objects of art?  

Plato, for example, regarded art as an inferior form of knowledge, indeed, no more than an illusion of knowledge. In the Republic he describes the painter as a “creator of appearances,” stating, “what he creates is untrue,” a “semblance of existence” rather than a “real existence.” A painting is at best “an indistinct expression of truth.” . . . Plato writes that works of art are “but imitations thrice removed from the truth, and could easily be made without any knowledge of the truth, because they are appearances only and not realities.” (art criticism 3) 

The imitation of an idea into art by Plato is believed to have a diminishing effect from the expression of reality or truth.

I believe that all forms of expression are equally valid. If one had an idea and chose many ways to manifest that concept, each creation would have its own merit. Each version informs and makes the viewer aware of the concept in an alternative way. Each version is unique and is an original. I don’t believe that there is one truth or one reality of which the purest form is the thought or idea. How do we come to know anything? When does something become real to us? We experience it, we smell it, taste it, hear it, touch it. Plato’s culture held human thought as the most noble of pursuits. He also believed that it was impossible to create anything as perfect as what our mind envisions. I believe both the thought and the manifestation are originals. Without the translation of our thoughts verbally or the materialization of our ideas we cannot share this experience with others. The first original is the idea and the second is the physical creation. What is truth, what is reality? In Sir Bernard Arthur Owen Williams book Descartes: The Project of Pure Inquiry he describes 

the “absolute conception” of reality. According to this conception, different human perspectives on and representations of the world are the product of interaction between human beings . . . Humans cannot apprehend the world except by some form of perception or representation; yet they can recognize, and to some extent identify and try to compensate for, the distortions or limitations that their own point of view and their relation to the rest of reality introduce. (Williams 2) 
I have attempted to pursue a truth through my work. I do not believe that as artists we can communicate truth in the absolute sense, rather we communicate our personal truth; the reality of what we know and experience from our individual perspective. I have observed people looking at my work and listened to what they said attracted them to a particular image. The stories my images elicited for them often had nothing to do with my original concept or intentions. But they did connect and they experienced their own truth. Truth is realized when the art and the viewer’s interpretation overlap. We each perceive our lives and the external world differently, and how we internalize and then act on these experiences is vastly different. Perhaps what we are creating as artists is a new truth, a thread of connection that lies in the recognition between the artist and the viewer; a moment when something is clearly communicated and understood.
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