Syllabus

PHIL 460-001: Philosophy of Art

AD 498-001: Art Criticism

Semester: Spring 2004


Meets: T 18:30-20:45, Faner Hall #3059

Professor: Randall E. Auxier

Office: Faner Hall #3030
      Phone: 453-7437

       
E-mail: drauxier@yahoo.com   
  Office Hours: M 9-12:00, T 1:30-4:30

Texts: 

Susanne K. Langer, Feeling and Form: A Theory of Art (New York: Scribners, 1953). 

Any edition will do.

Arthur C. Danto, The Abuse of Beauty: Aesthetics and the Concept of Art (Chicago: Open 

Court, 2003).

Terry Barrett, Interpreting Art: Reflecting, Wondering, and Responding (New York: 

McGraw-Hill, 2003).

NOTE: For moral reasons I do not personally use the bookstore system at SIUC.  Students are encouraged to order their own books.  I recommend that used copies be purchased at www.abebooks.com, or at www.powells.com.  New copies of the Danto and Barrett books are supposedly available at the bookstore.  The Langer book is out of print, but easily obtainable for a reasonable cost at one of the above e-mail addresses.

There will be short selections photocopied from Vico, Verene, Collingwood, Croce, Bergson, Dewey, Heidegger, Margaret Allen, Hartshorne, Cassirer and Auxier.  Also there will be short pieces of art criticism each week to read in conjunction with the text.

Course Description:

There are many ways that the subject matter of this course has been defined and divided over the centuries.  I will divide the subject as follows: 

Aesthetics: One of the six major branches of philosophy, from the Greek word aesthesis, meaning “feeling.”  Aesthetics is the broad study of feeling and experience (usually limited to human feeling and experience, but not necessarily).  This study is undertaken in light of what exists (as studied by metaphysics and ontology), what comes to be consciously thought (as studied by logic and psychology), what is known (as studied by epistemology and science), and what comes to have value for experiencers and experienced in the process of coming to be (as studied by ethics, politics, law, and morals).  Aesthetics as a field of study must, therefore possess at least four basic aspects: (1) a metaphysics of the relation between what is felt and what exists; (2) a method for thinking about and arranging these feelings and all their modalities in orderly and expressible ways, including all relations of aesthetics to language, culture, logic, psychology and sociology; (3) how these felt experiences relate to, contribute to, or become “knowledge,” and what they are knowledge of (e.g., nature or self); (4) how these felt experiences relate to, contribute to, or become values (whether these values be considered aesthetic, ethical, religious, moral, political, economic, or legal).

This is not a course in aesthetics.  There is no necessity in discussing art when one studies aesthetics.  One could speak about any feelings or experiences at all and be perfectly successful in studying aesthetics.  The reason the word “aesthetics” has come to be associated with art is due to the widespread (and mainly valid) judgment that the stuff we call art either exemplifies or creates the highest attainments of the ways in which feeling can be constructively related to what exists, is thought, is known, and is valued.  The various forms of art are widely believed to be the epitome of human achievement in refining or elevating feeling and relating it to all else.  To adjudge something aesthetically excellent is to suggest that its relation to some or all of the four areas above is either exemplary (for those in the imitative tradition), or creative (for those in the expressive tradition).  For most of recorded human history, this association of art with excellence of constructively related feeling went unquestioned.  Early in the twentieth century, it is precisely the need for feeling to be constructively related to other aspects of human experience, as either creative or exemplary, that was called into question, and artists led the way in this questioning.  By suggesting that feeling might have its own existence, order or logic, way of knowing, and value, artists challenged the age-old associations of aesthetics with traditional ideas about existence, thought, knowledge, and value.  It became clear that the power of art to produce or evoke feelings could actually come to constitute a critique of those traditional ideas and associations.  The twentieth century is not the first time in history in which this power of art was understood, but the extent to which art in the twentieth century followed its independent course, exercised its power of evocation and critique, was unprecedented.  

Arthur Danto advances the thesis that, in particular, the idea of beauty, its creation and enjoyment, suffered the brunt of this assault on traditional ideas about the relation between aesthetics and the rest of human experience.   The extent to which we will concern ourselves with aesthetics in this course will be confined to examining his thesis about beauty, since it will help us get a good hold on how to deal with art that calls into question traditional expectations.  Because we will need to get a handle on this difficult relationship between art and aesthetics in the present, we will begin our course with a thorough consideration of Danto.  We are also fortunate that Danto himself will be coming in from New York and joining our seminar for a session on April 19th.  Students are encouraged to read more widely in Danto’s work than the one book assigned for the course, so as to make the most of this great opportunity to interact with the most widely recognized, accomplished, and important living aesthetic theorist, and one of the most important art critics of our time.

Philosophy of Art: The philosophy of art is an important –perhaps the most important—branch of aesthetics.  As Testadura said, “art is for aesthetics what birds are for ornithology” (Danto, p. 1).  Regarding this relation of art to aesthetics, the philosophy of art asks why? and how? –as well as what is art, anyway?  The philosophy of art asks after the differences among and between the various art forms.  It asks whether there is an order or hierarchy in and among the arts.  It asks how the arts came to be what they are, their relation to nature, to history, to language, to myth, religion, and culture.  The philosophy of art seeks to understand the basic modes of feeling in an effort to understand whether the process of creation is different in the case of art than in the creation of things we don’t think of as art.  And most of all, the philosophy of art seeks to frame a basis and criteria for understanding the types of values found in art, and for judging success and failure in the overall artistic endeavor.

This is a course in the philosophy of art.  There have been many excellent comprehensive philosophies of art offered in human history.  A course in the philosophy of art can choose either to survey these, taking them comparatively, trying to get a broad understanding of the field, or it can go more deeply into one or two approaches, striving for depth rather than breadth.  In this course we will seek depth rather than breadth, although we will end the semester with a small survey.  The reason to seek depth is that the objectives of this course include teaching art criticism.  It would be impossible, in my judgment, to get any good art criticism from students on the basis of only a superficial understanding of numerous philosophies of art, and a brief history of what happened to aesthetics in the 20th century.  Our best prospect for learning to write any serious art criticism will be to learn one philosophy of art in depth and to try to apply its principles in writing our criticism.

The philosophy of art we will learn is Susanne Langer’s.  There are several advantages to Langer’s theory.  She was perhaps the most important philosopher of art who wrote in English in the post-war period.  Her philosophy of art is thoroughly grounded in a solid aesthetic theory (which I will summarize, but we will not study in detail), which reaches into all of the other branches of philosophy without presupposing the traditional associations and values that were called into question by twentieth century artists, philosophers, and critics.  Langer was a skilled logician, epistemologist, metaphysician, and philosopher of culture and nature.  This breadth of development is a great boon to her philosophy of art.  Langer was also an accomplished artist –a painter and potter, and a musician—although not a great artist.  Still, it is important to participate in the creation of art in order to grasp it “from the inside,” as she puts it.  Langer’s philosophy of art explores the ways, means and modes of entering into both the experience of art and the process of its creation in such a way as to reconcile the traditional split between the imitative and expressive theories.  It is a philosophy of art as embodied, organic, and natural experience that gives credence to the full complexity of the natural and cultural environment, of the human organism, and of conscious experiencing.  Langer will teach us how to enter into the work of art by experiencing the process of symbolization and the communication of symbolization in the many modes of feeling.  Learning to grasp what art is becomes a matter of educating our senses and thoughts regarding the operation of symbols in our experience.  Symbols, in Langer’s account, provide ways of opening up the world and the horizons of meaning, of showing what is possible rather than what is necessary.  

Art Criticism: The intelligent experience of and interpretation of a presentational symbol is not a way of closing a discussion, it is a doorway for starting one.  Beginning intelligent and meaningful discussions is the main purpose of art criticism.

This is a course in art criticism.  Concomitant with our study of Langer’s philosophy of art, we will be learning how to translate presentational symbols (the sort that artistic creation produces) into discursive symbols.  Discursive symbols are generally embodied in articulate speech and writing, and are the products of reflection and representation.  They are the principal tools of art criticism.  We will discuss whether art criticism is itself art, but for the purposes of fulfilling assignments, we will strive not so much to create criticism which is itself art, as to produce criticism which is at least artful, and at least succeeds in beginning fruitful discussion.  “Interpretation” is the word we will use for written and spoken language that seeks to begin a fruitful discussion of a work of art.  The main function of our art criticism will therefore be interpretive, as Terry Barrett’s approach favors.  Accordingly, we will study Barrett’s account of interpretation (the Introduction and the last chapter of his book), and we will follow and try on his techniques and principles of interpretation as the semester unfolds.  Barrett does not offer a philosophy of art, he offers a guide to art criticism.  Yet, since Barrett emphasizes the role of feeling as a guide to interpretation, the integrative character of theorizing about and reflecting on art, and the openness of interpretation, his techniques and principles for interpretation tend to dovetail with Langer’s philosophy.  Barrett’s emphasis on the visual arts is also complementary to Langer’s emphasis on the other arts, both performative and literary.  We will generalize Barrett’s approach, seeking to compare, contrast and deepen Barrett’s view with reference to Langer’s philosophy.

After completing Danto’s book on aesthetics, we will spend the first half of each meeting in serious study of Langer’s philosophy of art.  We will spend the second half of each meeting reading and discussing particular art forms and media, with key examples.  The order of our encounters will follow Langer’s tracing of their development in the symbolization process, beginning with space and the visual arts, and then time as it is organized in music, followed by dance, then poetry, drama, and finally film.  We will also incorporate the visual arts throughout the semester by means of Barrett’s book.

Objectives:

By the end of the course, all students will be able to write competent, intelligent, informed, and publishable art criticism.  Their criticism will show an understanding of the difference between aesthetics, philosophy of art, and art criticism.  The students will be able to enter into art works by grasping the symbolization process as described by Langer, and will be able to interpret works of art based on this model.  Students will be able to distinguish between presentational and discursive aspects of symbolization, and will be able to explain the senses in which art criticism is an art.  Students will also be able to discuss with broad understanding the issue of beauty in relation to the philosophy of art and aesthetics.

Requirements:

Attendance: 10% Since this seminar meets only once per week, attendance in every session is extremely important.  If you have to miss for any reason, inform the instructor by phone or e-mail before class.  If you miss more than one class without being excused, you will forfeit the attendance portion of the course grade.

Presentation (grads.) or Review(undergrads.): 30% Each graduate student will be expected to give a 20 minute presentation on a topic assigned.  The presentation will involve bringing a piece of original art criticism to class, interpreting a piece of visual art (some representation of the work is also needed –a photograph, slide, print, copy, etc.), according to the symbol theory of Langer and the principles of interpretation from Barrett.  The graduate student will also prepare a brief critique (a paragraph or two) of the strengths and weaknesses of the Langer/Barrett approach as related to what has been discovered through the process of generating this piece of criticism.  After the presentation, and in light of the discussion, the student is expected to revise the piece of art criticism, to turn in the final version to the instructor, and to seek publication for it.  Thus, all works of art interpreted should be the productions of current artists, and the work must be accessible to the critic first-hand, and be of sufficient interest to local or national venues for publication.  Graduate students will meet with the instructor individually during the first three weeks of class to determine the subject and date of the presentation.  With special permission, a student may be allowed to write a critical interpretation of something other than visual art, but this will require a successful translation of Barrett’s principles into other art forms, and the instructor must be satisfied that the student can accomplish the translation adequately.  This presentation is a piece of criticism, not merely a “review.”  

Each undergraduate student will prepare a serious review of an exhibit during the semester.  This review should employ the Langer/Barrett approach to interpreting the art.  It should be no less than 750 words, and the student should seek to publish it in a local paper or magazine.  Thus, it is very important that the review be completed within a couple of days of the opening of the exhibit and submitted immediately for publication.  The due date, therefore depends upon the opening date of the exhibit you choose.  The Carbondale area offers numerous openings.  I encourage you to attend as many as you can.  These reviews will not be presented to the class, but they will be e-mailed to the full class for open reading and critique.  Criticism is expected to be constructive and limited mainly to those who have also been to the same exhibit.  I think it would be unwise of you to write this review too early in the semester or too late, but going to a lot of openings as they occur and jotting down notes is a very good exercise.  You will need to wait for some inspiration or insight to come along in the course of experiencing the exhibit, or just afterwards, and it is not easy to know when or whether a central organizing idea will come to you.  Attend as many openings as you can.  Ask questions, collect facts.

Final Exam (undergrads) or Final Paper (grad. students): 30% Undergraduate students will take a comprehensive two-hour essay exam in which they will be required to answer the questions regarding two of the three major figures studied (Danto, Langer, Barrett).  The exam will be all essay, and comprehensive.  Each graduate student will prepare a final research paper of not less than 12 pp. (double-spaced, 12 pt. Times New Roman font, 1” margins) on a topic approved by the instructor.  The paper may be either a piece of philosophical research, or critical interpretation on an important work of art (i.e., recognized as important by the community of art critics).  This is a different piece of work from the presentation.  Art and Design students are encouraged to try their hand at a serious piece of art criticism, while Philosophy students are encouraged to write a piece relating to the philosophy or art.  Graduate students should meet with the instructor during office hours before April 1 to discuss the topic for the final paper.  All papers are to use Chicago style documentation.

Weekly Questions: 30% To facilitate discussion of Danto and Langer, students will be responsible for formulating questions from the reading every other week. The class will be divided into two groups, labeled A and B, and the groups will post questions in alternating weeks.  Students will be responsible for sending me their questions by e-mail for that afternoon’s class meeting no later than Monday morning at 10:00.  The address to which questions should be posted is: personalist61@yahoo.com.  Students should also bring a printed copy of their questions to the class meeting, and be prepared to read it if called upon.  Questions must be formulated according to the following guidelines:

All questions must begin with a context summary of two or three sentences (including explicit reference to the relevant pages), and must be formulated as one of the following four types of questions: internal, external, practical or comparative.  Internal questions aim at simply understanding the theory we are studying.  External questions analyze and criticize the bases, assumptions, and philosophical implications of that theory.  Practical questions deal with the consequences, theoretical and practical, of proceeding upon the assumed truth of a given theory.  Examples of these three types are provided below:

I. Internal Questions:


1. What does Danto mean by “beauty”?


2. How does the presentational symbol relate to the discursive symbol?


3. What is Danto’s method?

4. How does a claim made in one part of Langer’s text relate to a claim made in another place?

II. External Questions:

1. Is Langer’s method self-consistent?  Does she always employ the method she advocates in her own thinking and reasoning?


2. How does Danto’s method give rise to anything like “knowledge” or “truth”?


3. What is assumed to be real and unreal in Langer’s worldview?  Is anything 


omitted that is real?  Is anything included that is not real?


4. What criteria can we use to determine the truth or falsity of Danto’s 


theory?


5. Does Langer employ her technical terminology consistently?

III. Practical Questions:

1. Does Langer’s way of understanding symbols affect daily communication?


2. Is it possible to experience beauty as religiously valuable, and if so, would such an experience be religious in any ordinary sense?

3. What is the relationship between self-cultivation and artistic understanding?  

4. How can symbolic creativity be taught? 

IV. Comparative questions bring together two or more views by comparing the answers to internal, external, or practical questions in two different theorists.  For example: “What is the relationship between Danto’s and Langer’s respective methods?” is a comparative internal question.  Or, “Given Danto’s and Langer’s respective accounts of the starting point of aesthetic experience, which of them is more self consistent in applying it?” is a comparative external question.  Or, “Does Langer’s theory of the presentational symbol provide a better basis for writing criticism than Danto’s philosophical definition of art?”  This is a comparative practical question.  Comparative questions in this course should be limited to the theorists we read and discuss in detail in the text, although I can also allow that your interest in some authors beyond our assigned reading ought to find voice.

Tentative Reading Schedule:

Jan. 13: Introduction and Course Mechanics.  Aesthetics, Philosophy or Art, and Art Criticism.

Jan. 20: Danto, The Abuse of Beauty (AB), pp. ix-60.  The Genealogy of Beauty.  Questions from Group A.

Jan. 27: Danto, pp. 61-124.  The Structure, Content, and Suspicion of Beauty. Questions from Group B.

Feb. 3:  Danto, pp. 125-160.  The Sublime to the Rescue.  Cassirer on Art, An Essay on Man, pp. 137-170 (chapter nine).  Questions from Group A.

Feb. 10: First Half: Langer, “On a New Definition of the Symbol,” from Philosophical Sketches, pp. 53-61; Langer, Feeling and Form (FF), Introduction and chapters 1-3 (the whole of Part I), pp. vii-xii, 3-41.  Presentational Symbols, Discursive Symbols, and Significant Form.  Second Half – Excerpts from Bergson and Margaret Allen. Discussion of Music, Part I.  Questions from Group B.

Feb. 17:  First Half: Langer, FF chapters 4-6, pp. 45-103. Space and the Visual Arts.  Second Half: Barrett, Interpreting Art (IA), pp. xv-xxi, 197-228.  Barrett on Intepretation.  Questions from Group A.

Feb. 24: First Half: Langer, FF, chapters 7-10, pp. 104-168.  Time and the Performing Arts; Discussion of Music, Part II.  Second Half: Barrett, IA, chapter one, pp. 1-37.  Magritte and Interpretation.  Two student presentations.  Questions from Group B.

March 1 (Monday night): 7:00 PM in the Auditorium of Life Sciences III.  Required attendance at the screening of Taking Sides, the film directed by Istiván Szabó, and a panel discussion following, involving Sue Fellman, Marvin Zeman, Ed Benyas, and your own teacher, among others.  Sponsored by the University Honors Program.  If you have a conflict with Monday night that cannot be resolved, please see me.

Mar. 2:  First Half: Langer, FF, chapters 11-12, pp. 169-207.  Margaret Allen, “A Syllabus of Creative Motion.”  Music as Danced.  Second Half: Barrett, IA, chapter 2, pp. 38-55.  Multiple Interpretations.  Two student presentation of the same work.  Questions from Group A.

Mar. 9: Spring break.  No meeting.

Mar. 16: First Half: Langer, FF, chapters 13-16, pp. 208-305.  Poetry and the Word.  Second Half: Barrett, IA, chapter 3, pp. 56-86.  Two student presentations of controversial works.  Questions from Group B.

Mar. 23: First Half: Langer, FF, chapters 17-19, pp. 306-366.  Drama, both Tragic and Comic.  Second Half: Barrett, IA, chapter 4, pp. 87-110.  Two student presentations on abstract works.  Questions from Group A.

Mar. 30: First Half: Langer, FF, chapters 20-21, pp. 369-415.  The Symbol in Public: Beauty, Expression and Judgment (and a note on film).  Second Half: Barrett, IA, chapter 5, pp. 110-133. Prof. Marvin Zeman speaks to the class on film criticism. Questions from Group B.

Apr. 6: First Half: Excerpts from Vico, Croce, Collingwood and Verene on the Role of Imagination and Memory in Art.  Second Half: Barrett, IA, chapter 6, pp. 139-161.  Photography.  Two student presentations on photography.  Questions from Group A.

Apr. 13: First Half: Excerpts from Dewey and Hartshorne: Nature, Beauty and Art.  Second Half: Three student presentations.  Questions from Group B.

Apr. 20: Arthur Danto speaks to the class.  Read at least one piece of Danto’s writing, of your choosing, not already assigned, and Danto’s autobiography.  All students prepare questions on the model we have been using and post them to me, and bring them to class.

Apr. 27: First Half: Heidegger, “The Origin of the Work of Art.”  Second Half: Three student presentations.  No Questions assigned.

May 4: Final exam for undergraduates.  Papers due for graduate students.

NOTE: This schedule is subject to change with the only notice being given through in-class announcements.  If the progress of the class warrants a change in the schedule, the change will be made.  If you miss a class, find out what you missed.

