Art and Philosophy: A Natural Affinity
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I died for Beauty, - but was scarce
Adjusted in the Tomb, 
When One who died for Truth was lain 
In an adjoining room -

He questioned softly “why I failed”? 
 "For beauty", I replied – 
 "And I - for Truth -Themself are One - 
 We Brethren are”, He said -

And so, as Kinsmen, met a Night -  
We talked between the Rooms - 
 Until the Moss had reached our lips - 
 And covered up - Our names -

-Emily Dickinson





I thought this poem might be a good way to introduce a paper about my experience co-creating a course that used art and philosophy to illuminate a variety of social and religious issues.  

I interpret Dickinson’s poem[endnoteRef:-1] as referring to art and philosophy.    Beauty is the traditional concern of art, and truth that of philosophy.  But as we know from Keats, and as Dickinson suggests, the two often merge.  Dickenson holds them apart by suggesting a dialogue between the two outside the temporal world.  My question is: if art and philosophy can have a spirited conversation in a tomb, why not in a university?   [-1:  Emily Dickinson, The Complete Poems of Emily Dickinson (Boston: Little Brown, 1960), p. 216.] 


Three years ago, my colleague Phil Cox and I decided to try to find out.  At the time, Phil was the chairman of UMass Dartmouth’s philosophy department.  Working together, we developed an innovative interdisciplinary undergraduate course, “Philosophy in Art, Society and Religion.”  Our goal was to use art, defined broadly, as a lens to examine philosophical questions confronting society.

My aim for this unconventional paper is not to focus on a single topic but to present an overview of my experience.  I hope it will suggest that there is room for a greater and richer exchange of ideas between university art programs and traditional academic departments, especially philosophy.  The scope of this paper is limited primarily to my experience teaching my half of the course.  To go further would risk doing great injustice to Phil’s excellent teaching and his mastery of his subject. 

“Philosophy in Art, Society, and Religion” was bound to be unconventional if only because my perspective is unconventional.  I am not an academic.  I am a painter who teaches drawing, which means my pedagogy is on the technique side of the ledger.  I teach students perceptual rendering skills and ways of seeing as an artist, a highly individualistic enterprise on the student’s part, and mine.   Although I believe what I have taught for almost twenty years is essential training for the aspiring visual artist, technique is only one aspect of expression.  What can be lacking in a studio art education is exposure to ideas beyond technique and a familiarization with some of the issues society faces today.  Studying how the two connect can help students understand what a powerful humanizing force art can be.  The tools of visual art then become more meaningful in their application.  

In his 1957 Norton Lectures,[endnoteRef:0] Ben Shahn noted that the phenomenon of artists teaching in universities (at the time still new) had come about in hopes of creating a more “educated man.” The goal was a person more open, perceptive, and sensitive in nature, and more like the Europeans in orientation toward the arts.  Universities also hoped to create a more integrated intellectual community, with arts practitioners coming in contact with academics, and scholars mixing with artists.  The relative newness of artists on campus is still striking when compared with philosophy, a discipline older than the idea of the university itself.   [0:  Ben Shahn, The Shape of Content, The Charles Eliot Norton Lectures 1956-57 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press 1957) pp. 1-24.] 


The post -World War II growth of studio art programs in American universities was so successful that today, schools that lack such programs are a distinct minority.  I believe that the beachhead that studio programs have achieved on college campuses has certainly improved the intellectual climate, but it is unfortunate that it has not translated into a greater exchange of ideas.  Art programs largely remain intellectually segregated.  It is the rare undergraduate who intuitively understands how her liberal arts and art courses connect, an understanding that I believe could be facilitated by the type of course Phil Cox and I put together.
  
The idea for the course came to us over coffee.   Taking a break from our classes, Phil and I would discuss books, music and interesting items in the news.  We noticed a tendency to gravitate toward areas where art, society, religion and philosophy intersected.   Our discussions ranged from constitutional issues (for instance, the display on state property of a monument promoting the film “The Ten Commandments”) to the more frivolous: why were right-wing religious leaders attacking the ambiguous sexuality of children’s cartoon characters? 

These talks were like those great freewheeling undergrad discussions in which, after dinner with friends, you tried out some big idea you had just learned in class.  Except, rather than youthful inexperience, we were bringing a significant amount of expertise from our fields to bear upon each other’s observations.   This was intellectually exciting.  If we were so interested, why not build a course around it?

We had reason for trepidation.  As individuals with significant egos, our first concern was the prospect of displaying our ignorance of each other’s subjects.  What did I know about Heidegger’s thoughts on hermeneutics, or what could Phil say about the techniques of mass reproduction in the work of Andy Warhol?  We overcame our hesitation by setting a sole criterion of success: we had to enjoy ourselves.  If some knowledge rubbed off on the students, all was gravy.  

For some of our students, the course would be an introduction to both philosophy and art.  We thought it was important to present our disciplines as we saw them – in both cases, as a vital way of viewing the world.  For reading assignments we sought writings that were clear, insightful, and provocative.  We included academic essays, but we drew heavily upon articles and essays from mainstream publications such as The New Yorker and The New York Times. We also drew on modern fiction.   We looked for stories that were artful and open, suggestive of a wide variety of interpretations.  

For the sake of accessibility, we preferred writing with a strong narrative to treatises and philosophical dialogues. But we used original philosophy texts when that seemed the best way to get to the heart of an idea.  

We realized that in addition to introducing our subjects, we were introducing our professions.  It was likely that many of our students would not have met a real artist or philosopher before. From a parent’s perspective, neither discipline is usually considered a good life choice.  Hearing “Mom, Dad I want to be an artist” is only slightly less terrifying than “Mom, Dad I want to be a philosopher.”  The extremes are fixed in the popular imagination: the passionate paintings of Van Gogh are as inseparable from his severed ear as Socrates’ reason is from his cup of hemlock.   Discovering that Phil and I were real people, who shop at Target occasionally (but never Walmart), might dispel some of the stereotypes.

What Phil and I have in common is true I think of artists and philosophers generally.   We tend to think abstractly.  When I say abstractly I don’t mean in a narrow Clement Greenberg color-field sort of way, but in a way that is deeply concerned with order, discerning patterns and finding underlying structure.   I am not surprised that Plato saw philosophers as craftsmen, beholders and shapers of beautiful things, first and foremost their own souls.[endnoteRef:1] [1:  Christopher A. Dustin and Joanna E. Ziegler, Practicing Mortality (New York: Pargrave Macmillan 2007) p. 137. ] 


Artists prefer physical materials to words, to render the aspects of existence that are emotional, non-linear, non-verbal and divorced from reason.  However, what they do is as abstract as musing over the nature of good and evil.  For example consider how a realist portrait can convey an essence through the artful arrangement of paint strokes.  Representation in art is conceptually as abstract as any idea found in philosophy.  

The day-to-day structure of our class took the form of one of us presenting a topic and the other then commenting from the perspective of his discipline.  We both did our best to draw all the students into the conversation. We reserved the right to present any argument as if we actually believed what we were saying, which was not always true.   Our intent was to inspire students to consider the foundation of their beliefs. One day Phil and I debated state funding of the arts.   I played the rabid conservative, drawing my best arguments from the Heritage Foundation. 

What follows are a few of the topics I presented, updated to include recent developments.  



Authenticity and Value in Art

What qualifies something as a work of art?   What makes it authentic and what do we value it against?   We examined these issues with an article by Lawrence Weschler about an artist named J.S.G. Boggs, “who makes money the old fashioned way –he draws it.”[endnoteRef:2] Boggs, a skilled draughtsman, creates money in a variety of currencies using pens on small money-sized sheets of good quality paper.   He draws on one side of the paper only, and although the drawings are a faithful reproduction of an authentic bill, they are clearly artistic in intent and not an attempt to counterfeit.   Each drawing is made by hand and takes several hours to complete.   [2:  Lawrence Weschler, “A Contest of Values,” The New Yorker, 6/10/99, pp. 52-55.] 


Then Boggs goes conceptual.  He spends his bills.  He may do so at a drycleaner or at the end of a meal in a fine restaurant, presenting his drawing as payment for services rendered.   If the maitre d’ or store owner objects, he pays with conventional money.  If his handmade bill is accepted, he insists on receiving change.  Boggs then gives a receipt for the change.  According to Boggs, his artwork is only complete when the framed drawing, change, and receipt are present together.   

The story could end as another tale of an annoying conceptual artist.  
[image: ]
A digital reproduction of a Boggs bill, 1996,  J.S.G Boggs

But then Weschler turns things around and focuses on the root of the transaction.  Does money possess intrinsic value?   And how does it compare with art when subjected to the same standards of authenticity?  We are reminded that the five-dollar bill in your pocket resembles art in a variety of ways.  It comes from a unique limited edition of numbered intaglio prints using three different printing processes.  Boggs bills may or may not be redeemable for money.  Yet economists remind us that American paper money, like a Boggs bill, is not backed by anything physical.  As Weschler notes, dollar bills stopped being redeemable in silver or gold around the same time “In God We Trust” began appearing on US currency.  His article leaves the reader with a loss of equilibrium and the question, is art real and money fake?  Also, who gets to decide the value of a work of art?  

Technological Change in Art

The enduring quality of art is being called into question by computers, the World Wide Web and the speed and ease of digitizing “copies.”  Definitions of authenticity and artistic integrity are in flux.    The practice of digital audio and image sampling -- cutting and pasting elements of images or recordings to create new works -- has new legal and ethical implications for the notion of what is original.   Appropriation of content or style in art is a time-honored phenomenon, but the technological ease and specificity of sampling and copying are pushing art making in unprecedented directions.  

To examine these questions, Phil introduced Walter Benjamin’s remarkably prescient 1936 essay, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction.”[endnoteRef:3]  The essay appears to be directed at our age, anticipating the arrival of YouTube, the remote, and the computer mouse.   Benjamin refers to mechanically produced prints and photographs, but his ideas are even more relevant to newer digital forms.  In the essay, Benjamin quotes Paul Valéry, who predicts how easily we will be able to access images and sound in the home: “Just as water, gas, and electricity are brought into our houses from far off to satisfy our needs in response to a minimal effort, so we shall be supplied with visual and auditory images, which will appear and disappear at a single movement of the hand, hardly more than a sign.”   [3:  Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age Of Mechanical Reproduction,” excerpted from Illuminations (Frankfurt: Schocken Books 1955) trans. Harry Zorn, pp. 218-24.] 


Benjamin argues that mechanical reproduction destroys the authenticity of an individual work of art by separating it from a unique history.  Reproduction also frees a work from a ritualistic function central to its creation.  By “ritualistic function” I imagine Benjamin means the artist’s satisfying the desire for a form by creating it.  A form that had previously existed only in the artist’s imagination now exists in the world.  As soon as authenticity is removed from artistic production, Benjamin asserts, art making is based on another practice: politics.  I interpret Benjamin’s last point as describing a shift between what the artist hoped to achieve in creating the image, and what the image alone may achieve in its relationship to the world.

[image: ]
Hope Poster, AP Photo/Mannie Garcia/ Shepard Fairey, 2006-2008

The work of Shepard Fairey, credited as creator of the ubiquitous 2008 Obama campaign poster, illustrates Benjamin’s thesis.  The art critic Peter Schjeldahl has called the Obama poster “the most efficacious American political illustration since ‘Uncle Sam Wants You.’ ”[endnoteRef:4] [4:  Peter Schjeldahl, “The Art World, Hope and Glory,” The New Yorker (online version), 2/3/09.] 


Fairey began his career as a street artist.   He pasted homemade stickers depicting pro wrestler Andre the Giant all over Providence, during his years as a student at the Rhode Island School of Design.  He went on to produce a body of graphic work featuring counter-cultural heroes. Much of it was inspired by 20th Century communist social-realist propaganda art.   

Yet today, now that Fairey’s art is embraced by the well-connected, it would be hard to classify it as counter-cultural.   In 2009, writing in The Wall Street Journal, Thomas Frank observed, “There is something uniquely depressing about the fact that the National Portrait Gallery's version of the Barack Obama ‘Hope’ poster previously belonged to a pair of lobbyists.”[endnoteRef:5] (The owners had been K Street lobbyists Heather and Tony Podesta.)  Fairey’s “OBEY Giant” line of clothing is sold at Nordstrom department stores.   [5:  Thomas Frank, The Wall Street Journal, 9/30/09.] 


Typically, Fairey’s imagery is digitally extracted from the work of other artists or photographers. An Associated Press photo by Mannie Garcia, pulled from the Internet, was the source of the Obama poster.  Fairey’s image became the subject of several copyright infringement lawsuits.  In court, he at first denied using Garcia’s image but later admitted it.  

Fairey’s work is difficult to square with standard definitions of originality, such as this one from the Oxford English Dictionary: “existing or belonging at or from the beginning or earliest stage; primary, initial, innate.”  The graphic designer Milton Glaser has commented, “I find the relationship between Fairey’s work and his sources discomforting.  Nothing substantial has been added.”[endnoteRef:6] Fairey’s work circles back to a Benjamin prediction: “To an ever greater degree the work of art reproduced becomes the work of art designed for reproducibility.”[endnoteRef:7] [6:  Milton Glaser, Print Magazine (online version), 2/24/09.]  [7:  Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age Of Mechanical Reproduction.”] 


Fairey’s street exposure of his work, in conflict with laws protecting property, is not without precedent.  Like the graffiti artists Keith Haring and Jean-Michel Basquiat before him, Fairey established and grew a brand by illegally positioning his work in public spaces, years before being ushered into recognized art spaces such as galleries and museums.  For his method, the artist has been arrested at least 14 times, including at a kick-off for his recent exhibition “Supply and Demand,” at the Institute of Contemporary Art, in Boston.[endnoteRef:8] The means of displaying his work, which some would consider vandalism, has contributed to an “edgy” brand reputation, a long established value in the art world that has piqued media attention.  Arguably, Fairey’s product and his product promotion are one and the same. A question for the students was: Does anything distinguish his activity from standard commercial advertising? [8:  Milton J. Valencia and Mark Shanahan, “Street artist arrested on way to event at ICA,” The Boston Globe, 2/7/09.] 



Art and Politics
   
In The Power of Art,[endnoteRef:9] Simon Schama relates a well-known legend about Pablo Picasso. Picasso was working in German-occupied Paris in the winter of 1941 when one day, the Gestapo paid a visit to his studio.  A German officer looked around and noticed some postcards depicting Picasso’s most famous painting at the time, “Guernica,” which memorializes the German bombing of a small Spanish town during the Spanish Civil War. The officer picked up a postcard and said to Picasso, “Did you do this?”   “Oh no,” said Picasso, “You did.”   [9:  Simon Schama, The Power of Art (New York: Harper Collins 2006) pp. 354-395.] 


The story reveals something about the slippery nature of representation, specifically the sleight of hand practice of exchanging a reality for its depiction.  This most ancient artistic convention is perhaps art’s most universal, and eternally splendid trick.  By upending expectations, it complicates and enriches experience. 

In addition the story tells us something about the branding power of political art.  In attacking Guernica, at the request of Spanish Nationalists, the Germans had an opportunity to perfect techniques that would later become important to them in World War II.   Rather than a target of military significance, the target was the civilian population.  The Germans bombed Guernica’s marketplace until the town became an inferno.  According to The New York Times, it was the first concentrated air raid on a civilian target in history.[endnoteRef:10] [10:  “Ceremonies Held in Guernica On 50th Anniversary of Raid,” The New York Times, 4/27/87.] 

 
Why did the Germans attack a defenseless village?  Schama’s point is because they could, and to create a new brand of terror.    They hoped to demonstrate to the world the power of the German war machine and its terrible capacity to destroy a place that was ordinary.  The Germans hoped to make Guernica emblematic of the Third Reich’s destructive power. 
  

[image: ]
Guernica, Pablo Picasso, 1937, oil on canvas

After reading eyewitness accounts and seeing black and white newspaper photos of the destruction, Picasso began painting.  Before the bombing, he had already committed to making a mural for the Spanish Pavilion of the 1937 World’s Fair, which was to be in Paris in July of that year.  The painting he completed is a chaotic image of panic and suffering featuring two important symbols of Spain, the horse and the bull, and stigmata recalling the suffering of Christ.   Picasso refers to the modern technology of war through a visual pun on bombs: at the top of the painting hangs an electric light, a “bombilla" as it is known in Spanish.  

“Guernica” and the attention that it garnered performed a jujitsu move on the Germans, turning the momentum of their own actions against them.  Picasso had recast the brand of the German war machine from something powerful and invincible to something criminal.  In doing so, he set off alarm bells that gained the world’s attention.  

“Guernica” became something of an international peace symbol, touring Scandinavia and London after the Paris World’s Fair and before World War II, arriving in the US after Franco took power in Spain.  During the Vietnam War, when it was housed at the Museum of Modern Art, in New York, it turned MoMA into the site of antiwar vigils.   In 1974, again at MoMA, the future New York gallery owner Tony Shafrazi vandalized the painting by spray-painting the words “KILL LIES ALL” across the front.  Nabbed by a guard, Shafrazi told him, “Call the curator, I’m an artist.''[endnoteRef:11] Curators quickly removed the spray-paint.  Creepily, today Shafrazi’s gallery represents other Picasso paintings.[endnoteRef:12] [11:  “Guernica’ Survives Spray-Paint Attack by Vandal,” New York Times, 3/1/74.]  [12:  The Tony Shafrazi Gallery web site, artists page: http://www.tonyshafrazigallery.com/index.php?mode=artists ] 


“Guernica” was entrusted to MoMA until after Franco’s death and until Spain formed a representative government.  It was returned to Spain in 1981.  In more recent history, the image has proved that it still has the power to evoke real carnage, and the forbidding violence of war.  In 1985, a tapestry copy of “Guernica” was hung outside the entrance of the National Security Council chamber, in the United Nations building in New York.   In 2003, just before then-US Secretary of State Colin Powell gave a historic press conference arguing for the necessity of a war with Iraq, the tapestry was covered by a blue curtain so it would not be visible to the television cameras.   

Art’s facility to express the horrors of war arguably overlooks another great strength, its ability to subdue them. 
[image: ]
Head of a Young Girl, Johannes Vermeer,1665, oil on canvas 

In his book Vermeer in Bosnia,[endnoteRef:13] Lawrence Weschler writes of being in The Hague to attend the Yugoslav War Crimes Tribunal, specifically the case of Dusko Tadic, one of 40 accused in the Bosnian conflict.  Tadic was on trial for rape, murder, and supervising the torture of Muslim prisoners, including forcing one man to emasculate another.  During the trial Weschler talked over lunch with the Italian jurist Antonio Cassese, who with others was presiding.  He asked Cassese how he could keep from going mad as a result of listening day after day to testimony concerning such gruesome acts.    Cassese said that, as much as possible, he would go over to the Mauritshuis Museum, ”to spend a little time with the Vermeers.” [13:  Lawrence Weschsler, Vermeer in Bosnia (New York: Pantheon Books 2004), pp. 13-26.
] 


As Cassese put it, Vermeer’s paintings radiate “a centeredness, a peacefulness, a serenity.” Looking at Vermeer, one is likely to feel a form of nostalgia for the simpler times in which the artist lived.  But Weschler argues that doing so would be wrong, because Vermeer lived in horrific times when most of Europe resembled Bosnia of the 1990s.  Vermeer’s achievement was not to portray the peace of his times but actually to create peace out of nothing.  The question for our students: Can art change the world?
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