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Nigel Whiteley

What about Visual Intelligence and the art historian? Should the art historian engage with Visual Intelligence?   Should it make her or him think differently?

My answer would be “No, not necessarily”

To suggest that the AH should work in a particular way and engage with particular questions and issues is too prescriptive, too restrictive a way of working. The AH can legitimately completely ignore VI and still do important, even ground-breaking AH as we have seen. Most of the AH of the last quarter century has dealt with issues arising from ideas generated by Post-Structuralist thinking – or Post-Modernism in general if you like – ideas relating to signs and their meanings, audiences, power, gender and their relationship to canons

AH has, fundamentally, examined and interrogated the social and cultural values in which an artist operates and which provide the framework of assumptions about what art is and does. With these sort of issues, notions of VI seem an irrelevance, especially when much recent visual art has downgraded the visual in favour of the conceptual.

For some, VI might be worse than an irrelevance, it may even be a danger

This is implied to me in the writings of someone like Francis Frascina who is wary of anything that is to do with evaluation, and qualitative differences

He distances himself “…from those who argue for a distinction between [the 19th century artists] Ingres and Bouguereau on grounds of “quality”.... We have to be wary of such distinctions, which may be ideological impositions of retrospective evaluations.” Frascina is right to be vigilant because evaluations may be asserted rather than argued, a habit of critical inertia and, ultimately, prejudice. Frascina’s reaction is doubtless caused by a fear that VI would herald a return to connoisseurship and, worse still, Formalism. The New Art History arose in the 1970s as a rejection of the exclusivism of Formalism, with Clement Greenberg the anti-Christ. Formalism was a reductivist ideology because it concentrated on one aspect – the formal – and rejected the rest, not only within an artwork – most notably meanings, but also art’s institutional framing – the sorts of questions that NAH provided the antidote to Connoisseurship, too, had a tendency to concentrate on the material properties of the artwork to the exclusion of wider cultural and social issues. For the card-carrying NAH, VI would be like opening the cupboard door and letting out the threatening skeletons and spectres of the unbearable Formalist past .  In my opinion, the door leads not to a cupboard or closet, but to a bountiful, variegated garden of delights

As I say, vigilance is necessary, but it ought not to become vigilante behaviour or the fear of the over-suspicious. It’s a bit like the elderly person not venturing out for fear of being mugged Frascina – I’m using him symbolically – ought to get out more and, ideally, meet some artists because he could actually learn something from them.

This is one of the great strengths of VI. It is really about understanding something of the thinking that goes into making artworks. Not at an old level of intentionality, but as ways of thinking and doing. Tacit knowledge really

The benefit is that it gives us – as historians and critics – a fuller understanding as to why things look like they do, not as an end in itself, but as one of the ingredients. What means we put it to is up to us.

Slide: Katz, One Flight Up, 1968

It is what Alex Katz is on about in this quote, from 1997:

 “Well… I’m pretty sure… you have an idea about what a painting should be, or an idea of a painting.   And then it correlates with something I see and then I start out empirically and optically.   And when I do that I get involved… there’s an unconscious procedure and it gets into something I wouldn’t have thought of to start with.   It moves around a bit and that’s the part that’s interesting.   Because when you go in there you find things; weird things happen and some are all right and some aren’t all right.   But they wouldn’t have happened if you just took the idea and did it, and that’s part of it.   I think with painting you have the opportunity to go inside yourself and find your unconscious intelligence or your non-verbal intelligence and your non-verbal sensibility and your non-verbal being in a sense.   And you alternate between consciousness and unconsciousness and it can engage much more of you than if you just merely took an idea and executed it.”

It is interesting that Katz uses the terms ‘non-verbal intelligence’ and ‘non-verbal sensibility’.   

Whatever the term employed, what he is alluding to is a decision-making process that ensures the right sort of outcome (another way of saying a qualitative outcome) as opposed to a mere illustration of an idea that someone without experience, skill, expertise etc, would be more likely to produce

I don’t think we can be embarrassed using terms like experience, skill, ability, expertise etc because we implicitly assume it in our own jobs. One of the reasons we are in education, I hope, in order to nurture skills etc – they don’t come ready-formed. But some people seem to have a PC moment when one talks about the expertise of the artist because it is somehow deemed elitist.

Visual Intelligence permits and encourages diversity and difference, and re-evaluates the artist’s specialness and particular abilities in articulating form, subject matter and meanings as one of the ingredients of the creation and reception of signs, without returning to simplistic notions of authorial creativity.   

Katz, then, is describing the mix that includes the interaction of ideas, materials, decisions and outcomes as an ongoing process that is eventually resolved or, at least, completed. Tacit knowledge. Of course it works best at the level of individual artworks. Paula Rego, for example.

Slide: Rego, Triptych (abortion series), 1998

On abortion series, Triptych, 1998

Referendum voted against abortion rights in Portugal

“The whole thing made me so angry – and that is why I also dressed them up as schoolgirls, English schoolgirls.   It’s not pleasant is it?…. I tried to do it full frontal but I didn’t want to show blood, gore or anything to sicken, because people wouldn’t look at it then.   And what you want to do is make people look, make pretty colours and make it agreeable, and in that way make people look at life.”

Slide: o
Interesting utterance by Robert Rauschenberg

“Using something that’s more familiar some place else, its identity has to remain the same.   But somehow the context should be able to free it or open it up to thinking about it differently but at all costs avoiding some kind of surrealistic placement…. [A] problem arose from using a brick….”

Slide: Rauschenberg, Interview, 1955

“A brick is heavy and most comfortably it would lie, but when it was down unfixed or fixed on something that clearly would hold it, support it, it tended to look less like a brick because it looked like an architectural form of this particular colour made out of this particular material.   And the only way I was able to, at the time, let it look as brick as possible was to suspend it.”

However, that as a solution was potentially also problematic:

“It seems to me that a weight hanging gets very close to a surrealistic attitude, but it wasn’t.   The brick was not Dada even.   The brick was most commonly itself and gave the most with its material, like what it furnished as a shape, as a colour, as a volume, by being suspended.”

R was making the point that, 

 “…you don’t just work obviously to create something that gives one the sense of ordinariness.   I think it’s a very sophisticated process that takes place in order to finally get back to a kind of natural or straightforward presentation of what you’re doing.”

The wealth of recorded material with 20th century artists is underused in this regard. It may have been used in the past as a way of an artist explaining his purpose and demonstrating authorial intention, but it has not been used as much as it might have been to enrich our understanding of how the artist thinks and acts during the creative process. My contention is that most art historians could be better art historians by addressing VI although, as I started by saying, art history doesn’t have to deal with VI at all still to be good AH.

What, too, of the problem of pre-20th century artists when artists seldom remarked on their creative processes?

Well, a visually sensitive AH can analyse a work and make us aware of the artist’s VI. This isn’t just formal analysis because the VI will link formal arrangement and meaning

An excellent example is provided by Andrew Ladis on The Brancacci Chapel, Florence

Slide: Masaccio, The Tribute Money, c.1427

Ladis describes the way in which Masaccio’s The Tribute Money (c.1427) manifests a complete synthesis of meaning, form and expression and thereby achieves greatness.   

Rather than a literal rendition of Matthew (17:24-27), Masaccio ensures that we

“…are drawn immediately into the centre of [the painting] by a brilliant flash of warring colours.   One lone representative of local authority, his intense vermilion clothing fiery and aggressive beside the Saviour’s deep blue, stands like an unexpected obstruction before the group.   Mouth open in speech, he sticks out an important hand palm up for money and, as if this were not enough, at the same time – or so it seems – comes close to prodding Christ in the chest.   At this, Peter, his face knotted and mouth twisted with a ferocious emotion that seems all the more pugnacious beside John the Evangelist’s placid profile, raises a paw-like hand as if to answer in kind.   Belying the meaning of his name, he leans forward on a body now become an ungainly, teetering, seemingly three-legged thing.   His is an instinctive reaction, possibly reckless but one that according to the Bible and other sources would not be out of character…. We are thus aware of potential danger, and the pressure of the moment is made all the more intense by the constricting circle of apostles who focus on the centre.   The confrontation between Peter and the tax collector, worsened by the fact that each thrusts out his left hand, now takes on the uncomfortably sinister air of a showdown.”

Ladis devotes several pages of his book to an analysis of the painting, explaining how Masaccio creates a great work in which meaning is powerfully communicated, not just through subject matter and narrative, but through the expressive and formal means available to the artist.    Without using the term, it is Masaccio’s Visual Intelligence that Ladis is, in effect, analysing.   

When put alongside the conventional contemporary concerns of AH, this produces an incredibly rich cultural and imaginative understanding. I believe that art historians need to pay attention to artists more than they do.   Reviewing David Hockney’s Secret Knowledge book, Professor Martin Kemp makes the point that it reminds us that

“…works of art are physical products made by executants who face real challenges, and do not come ready-made from the heads of their makers.   Whether he is right or wrong, in part or whole, it also reminds me that art historians have no monopoly of interpretation, and that many of our concerns may be driven more by the internal dynamics of our industry that by acts of hard looking and intellectual adventure.”

Art historians and artists seldom occupy the same faculty in institutions, let alone the same interests and I think this is regrettable. Art historians can learn much from artists and a greater understanding of what an artist does, and why, can greatly improve an art historian’s understanding of why an artwork looks as it does. The artist, arguably, would benefit too by gaining greater self-knowledge and understanding. I welcome the sort of work going on in VI and believe it opens up a new kind of understanding in art.
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