The Visual Arts in What Art Is

By Joan MitcheBlumenthal

As the twentieth century progressttbse who believed that its art could not bexarmre perverserself-
defeating wre provedwrong by @ery charlata or madnan wio claimedto be malkng or responthg to art. If
anything codlbe a remedy for the curtdragt state othe artsit would be th probing,nisightful and
eminently readble anbysis of the poblem presenéd by Louis Tares andMichele Marder Kamhi.

Understanding thahe advanctmndemise of the tgsrstems frm a vacuum in the phitgshicalcreativeand
criticalsphereshe authors begiwith a study odstheti theory,doking intothe questio of what art habeen
considered to bieistorcally, ad how the task of defng arthas been progmasely abandoden thiscentury.
At every steghey have been carkfo eludate the opioins of thosehinkers whose work sianerit, aing
with an alequate samling of those wiose thowghts are sbwn to be clearlyincorrect and ©ntradctory.

Defining Wh at Art Is

Theyorientmuchof their discussioaroundthedefiniton andtheorie®f Ayn Randnot becaussheleft anexhaustive
studyof thearts nor evenonethatis faultlessndtotally consistenthutbecauséerdefiniton andmanyof herexplanabnsare
philosophicallyandpsychdogicallyfundamentd, andcanbeextended—atheauthorsdo throughotithebook—to further
illuminatethe natureandspiritialfunctionof art.

After discussinghe natue of ddinitions in general, Drres aml Kamhi subjet Rands definition “* Art is
the selecte re-creain of redty accordig to an arsit’s metaplsjcal vale judgments’26), to detiled
scrutiny (chager 6). They exain that Ran® definition doesat contain a stateent of the pupose of art,
because ars distict from other man-made objs in hat it peforms an exclusely psycholaogal or pgcho-
epistenological function (105). Theauthorsquote Rand onthis point:

“Man’sprofound need ddrt lies in th fact thahis cognitive faculty is conceptual, i.et,ibacquires [and retains]
knowledgehy means of abstractions, and needpaWwerto bring hiswidest metaphysical abstractions into his
immedate perceptual awareness. Art fulfills thisl:nbg means of selective re-creaitonpncretizeamans
fundamental view of himself and of existence” (60).

Whatever the \ariety of murposes individual artists ray havethat, says &d, is theultimatepurpos of art.
Torres and Kamhi testte defintion and fid that itsatisies the olgjctive cteria requid for a proper
defintion:it posessea vali genuanddifferentidfhegenusonveys informatn about théarger cles to which
art works belng, subsuming arkety of man-made adgts and astities,including manyhat are not workaf

art, suchsamodel shipgelebrig impersonatins, and, @eciallyelevant fothe visuaarts, llustationsThe
differentieonsist®f the creatr’s “metaphysal valugudgments,”htose basic weds that th individual
considers mosmportantm life.The definion is broadit includes allnistances #t could reasaibly be cal
art and excludes only thoserks whose status as art is disputed. The definition is essential: it identifies a
fundamenal attribute of all authentic art and allows for the creative diversity we see thrtheglomg history
of art befoe the modernist movememiut is ita circuladefiniton, defimg “art” interms of “aists?"Torres
and Kambhi say is inot: one codlsubstiite “maker” for “aist” without materi&y changinghie meaning

(106).

The authors potrout thathegenusf Rand’s defition, “the seledte re-crean of reaty,” is not simdr
to Plato’s derogatory notion of art as “slavish imitation,” but is similar to Aristotle’s cofivépesits
(imitation),” whichis “selective” andtransforming,” such that “thdikeness prodced caveys throgh its
particulaappearance a more gehéuaiveral) sigificancé’(28). Rand example of the ypsho-
epistemologal procedure of tistic creation apgars in her dcussion othe processivolved in creatg
Sinclair Lewis’s fictional, eponymous chtaraBabbit (28). Such a process would,gpeshbe grasped more
easilyn an example from thesuial arts-where a subject is ma#dly ecreated—but Rand’s undamsting of
the specifi methods of the béer arts wasnhited astiwas not inthe case ofteratue. It 5 naturalitat she
would chooseto illustrate tle process in the fieldshe knev best.

Applying the Definition

As the inveggation catinuesand the fulimport of Rand’definiton becomes cledrorres and Kamhi
use it as thestandad againswhich tomeasue artistic ceations ad esthéic criticism They slow how it
applies to all the finetarand explain ty it applies only to thfine arts: they ruleut photographychapte®),
architecturéchaper 10), arts and crafts (chapter 11), and other utilitarian objects.

Concerning the siial artsRand’s they, briefy statd, is thaconceptual meary is pragcted throughhe



integrabn of percepble formsln painthgs, drawingsnd pring, itis the cret@on of a urfied image on a
two-dimensionaurface thallows usat apprehend meaning;sculptureit isthe re-creatn of redty by
means of threeqdiensional form th@mbodies theléational caent (53-5466). The authermention
Rand’s occasiahconfusio of subjectwith contenin the visal arts—seengif example, ithe case of her
criticem of Vermeer (53)—but they use Raudefiniton at everytep, paitularlyto make it cler thatfino
entities aree-creded, no neaning is pssible. Ths rules otiany pairing or scupture cantainingno recogrizable
subjectnatter asisthe casewith theearlynon-objectie paintersandmostof thepostmodernistg 133-72262—73.
Throughout What Art IsTorres and Kamhi do a lhidntjob of drivihg home this pot, which cannde
stated too feen: Ifa work has no concepluaeaningtiis notart, no ma&r how pleasinig may be as
decorationThe implicatin for paining and sculpte is thamuch of what has beealledartin thetwentieth
centuryshouldberemovedrom thatcategonyf it madeonly thatpoint, thisbookwould be of inestimdle value.

“Modern Art”

In a hair-aising butarefullyelected and extetly sbstantited accounthe authors suey the
continuing diintegraon of paining and sculpte from the earltwentiettcentury (133—-46hrough the
postmodern perio®262—-82). They dedmeithe work of suchfluentid“pioneers as MalevichKandinsky,
and Mondrian as bestcan be destréd. They discusise spurioussubjedte, and o#n overtly mystal
theoriesthat wee publisted by vay of exlanationof whatwas hapening m the cawvases. Fom their
discussiownf the appearaamf modernist aand what has been tten abouttj itis cleathat most oftie
explanatins have been more fautithan he works they purpbto explai.

Thereis no dowt that thecreatos of nondjectiveart wodd havefound acceptace nore difficult wereit
not for the & hisorians, gratorsestheti@ns and dics.Almost without eseption, e theorist have
attempted to manufage something oudstance to eate a saryiis aura of meaning andwearound the
work, hopingd disguisehe fact thatvhat they aratking abouis, essntialy, meaninglesarrangements of
clay and stom, smears ofgint on canvs, or junk fromthe streets. Hoewver absut the notions theheorists
put forth,they have helped silenceor at leasmute, the olejctions of public thiadoes notike
nonrepresentéional wak. Although Tarres andKamhi have een ableéo docunent the degre of the pblic’'s
actual distste (164-68,72-79), the aworld, hough small inumber, is appandy adept aihtelectual
intimidation.

Significantly, the dliors note that again metaplysical, epistentogical, and psywological stateents
appeaed withmodernist paintirg from its inceptim. Quating diredly from the artists tbmseles or fromtheir
apologid, they té negativeiews about ghrealy of physicatxistenceslaims abouhe invalidiy of the
human mode of perggon ad conceptin, and kdtant aseribns abat the mevitallity of the mid-body
dichotomy (3346) Sbjectivian istherule, ntutionisappawed,and ollectvism,ant-captalsm,
mysticisn, nihilism and hatility towad mateial existene domninate the ték about modern art.

The madernist movemern was institutionalizednd becee “acalemicdly correct” by tle mid-twentieth
century. Pregiousintelectuals who fosred itmcluded Marxist shistoran Meyer Shapiro andtir Clement
Greenbeg (14651).However muchhey ddagred witheach dter and wee inonsisentin their own
views—one looking farard to the preftarian reMation andhe other tofte ideal of piorialflatness-they
agreed that took speail “sengivity’ to understandhte new art. Ceaxinly the aintingsof Malevich,
Kandinsky, al Mondrian, anong others, ag inheratly elitist beause tkeir suppsed neaning is ot accesible
to the normalinteligent viewerWith the dtics m the scenet became explity eliist,revealinghte
psychologial motive that roves the mdern-art vorld. Becage its merhers believe themust denonstrate
their superior understanding, artists, critics, patrons, and those who aspire tgphetcofribe art world are
afraid toadmit that “the enperor has no clohes.”

Postmodernism: Plus CaChange

Although the art of the postwar periothy look different fromthe work of the pioneeringadernists,
nothingof fundamerdl sgnifcance chargl.

Fromthemidde b the e ofthecerury, he mirters ppdu@d o shrt-lived syleafer amother Sane
works of the send half of tle twentietlcentury are seengly more readilunderstood becau$ey have
recognizable subject matter, but in trepeetshatcount,thepostmocernistsdo not differfrom the pioneerof theavant
gardend similas}, thetheoristsconting to manufacturdorrentsof deliberaely esotericverbiageo further the illegitimte
goasof malernanm.

It could not have been eafy the authors to choose amg the daunting array of posidern
tendencies—from the gslridrips and vacuouslor fiedls of the Abstict Expresenistssuch as Poll&c
Rothko, Newman, and de Kooning £B88), throughhe chaos of Pop Arincludng the work of



Rauschenberg, Johhschtensin, and WarhoR65-70). Inhis group we fiid juxtaposedriages cut from
publications (collage), and paintings of anything banal, froio swips to tubes of toothpaste. The mass
media images of this scHare often presented byemns of mechacal processes and in overblown sizes,
which does nothing to sugest that tey are #. Theyfail to meet the criteia of art, asexpresed in Rand’s
definiton, becauséor all he pretentius writingabout them by ci@t Arthur Danto Z69) and art &iorian Leo
Steinbergetc., ad in spiteof their ecognizableubject mattelRop Art images are noteated to pregt any
metaphysical alue judymerts.

So-called Concegl Art (270-73% currery holding enter stagm the arworld. Torresred Kamhi
introduce the sbject bysaying: “No other @pect of pstmodernismhas mae profoundly o pervaively
undermined the pracé of the visal artsn the yearsrsie the early960s than the nion of he so-cadld
conceyatlart” (270-71)Because Conceptuat is dificult b define, Tors and Kamhi consuheOxford
Dictionary of Af1988). Theerm refers to Various forms odirt in whictthe idea foa work is condered
more important than thénished product, if any’”(271). As the meaning isaagipto be thoughts and idea
words—our means of expressihgughts— often ply a large parftom Wolfe’s tie The PainteddMwas
probably ingired in parby the facthtat in Conceptudirt we often seeapnted or scpted words or
sentence®f course, we may alsmesother tmgs—for example, the wauyels randomly dissed in Sol
LeWitt's giantic recergaintingwhich cannot bgnored as one ensethe frondoor of Chrise’s audon
house in New York. In Concejad Art, he forms, theiarrangemenand their appeance do not mattefhe
works need not even skbutsie the mind of the eator. Torre and Kamhi quote LeWitt who sagmong
other quetonable things, that em if a work shws no ida that is madeisual, it is still a work of art (371
The authors poirdut the confushns and misconceptis that est on many leveln theheories of
Conceptual At. Theyremindus, for eample that art is suposedto focusthe viever’'s attentia on the vwork’s
concrde representatiors so that theabstract ontent may be wmderstmd (273.

One of the seriouguestions cdronting he discerningeader is whieér or not thertiss are entaly sane.
Does nonrepresentanal artand representianal antiart look he way it does becaube arsts have
psychotic disttbances of thught andvision, or are thegnerely plaing a con gam? The athors point to
consideable sciatific opinion that much socalled at is the reslt of psyclosis, particlarly schibphrena
(129-30, 143-36Experience tells me that while that is true of some bj@tiove painters, many maaee
just plain fakers. #d after a cetury of beimg lauded g critics, art historians, adéalers, theseowuld-be artists
believe theyan get awayvith it.

Conclusion

I have one minor resvation concaing an example usedthe book: Toreand Kamhi say thHarriet
Frishmuth’s nudecalptureThe Vinen the Metropatan Museum of Art “comparesvibrably wit any
sculpture from classical antiquity” (69). | think that if one were to place it alongside a classical work of genius,
such as'he Belvedere Tiardee Vaican Museum one cold not support theirassessent.

A more serious disageeent wth the authors ofhis extraordingy book is their se of the ternfabstract”
art. Alhough thiss certaiyl the most common term forype of twenti-century notart painng, | bakeve
the word slould be “ronrepresatational” or “namobjective” @ even “nan-figurative,” vihnen appr@riate. In
fact, dltrue paiting and scpture is alisact: he creatorsn “re-creting reaty,” mustabstractspects ofhe
subject(s) from experience of ploal existence. The authors mayaware of the problemwith the word
“abstrad” (133, 3®-10), lut it is, | beliee, mistakn whee no pocess ofabstractio has ben perbrmed.

Still like wo voices of rean singingn the willerness, LouiBorres and MichellMarder Kamhi have
made an invaluable ¢dbution to the potetial pasing of tle twentiettcentury’srati-art Perhaps thibook
will reactthe minds of some ofiese who influemcartist affais. In any cas we owe the auttman
enormous debt of gitude becausde artisheeds—and we all need—concretizeidng of tuly human
values.



