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In this paper I’m making a plea for what I call ‘visual intelligence’ and to make it something we deal with directly rather than implicitly

I know psychologists have used the term Visual Intelligence to mean something different 

What I mean by it is the intelligence practised by the visual artist in the execution of artworks, whether historical or contemporary, figurative or abstract, whether painting, sculpture, installation or video work.

It is manifested in decisions about visual matters (the formal and stylistic elements of an artwork) in relation to subject matter, iconography, symbolism, content and mood.   

The Intelligence accounts not only for one decision rather than another in the execution of an artwork but also, importantly, for qualitative differences.   

The acknowledgement of and investigation into qualitative difference is part of the significance for art history of Visual Intelligence.

The more developed the artist’s Visual Intelligence, the more her or his artworks are likely to display resonance, emotional intensity, expressive power, subtlety, sustainable impact, symbolic richness, poetic evocation, compelling vision, et al.   

These responses are personal, but not merely subjective – consensus over time through argument (part of the role of criticism)

For examples,

Slide: Masaccio, The Tribute Money, c.1427

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

Masaccio could have presented his audience with a literal rendition of Matthew (17:24-27) but the artist utilises the colour of clothes, facial expressions, body gestures, emotional temperature, and the organisation of the bodies in space mutually to reinforce meaning and emotional intensity to dramatise the subject matter and make a resonant, forceful painting.

Or Paula Rego

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

Also without using the term, the contemporary figurative painter Alex Katz spoke about Visual Intelligence in 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’ - it’s what I mean by VI

Work with a high degree of Visual Intelligence has resonance, richness and is sustainable in that the impact of the work does not lessen with repeated viewings.   

These attributes are in contrast to works that lack the results of Visual Intelligence and may have an immediate impact, but it is an impact that is likely to pall and disappoint after the initial viewing 

Such works are likely to be shallow, ‘obvious’, literal, unresolved, impoverished, crassly impactful, merely novel, or sensationalist et al. 

(Creed, Chapmans, Lucas come to mind)

In the Spectacular Bodies catalogue (2000), the authors regret that 

‘Hirst’s success resides in the sort of instant impact that is efficacious [producing the intended effect] within the contemporary art scene.   A fair amount of blood and gore, served with a good dose of cynicism and irony, are, at one level, functional for any display that courts publicity.’

With the late capitalist sensibility attuned to the society of the spectacle, to art that is sensationalist, self-consciously dumb, or a reductivist version of neo-Conceptualism, VI has a hard time of it

I’m not suggesting we have no contemporary work which demonstrates VI – Paula Rego (1935), 

Susan Hiller (1940), 

Slide: Hiller, Monument, 1980-81

Mona Hatoum (1952), 

Slide: Hatoum, The Light at the End, 1989

Hughie O’Donoghue (1953), 

Slide: O’Donoghue, Lancastria, 1999-2000

Cindy Sherman (1954), 

Slide: Sherman, Untitled no,212, 1989

Jenny Saville (1970),

Slide: Saville, Propped, 1992

– but if we note their ages – only Saville in her 30s, others between mid-40s and mid-60s

There has undoubtedly been a shift away from work in which Visual Intelligence is valued since the 1960s - the growth of Conceptualism

Some of this work combines a Conceptual Intelligence with a Visual one – Hiller, for example

But often the Conceptualism is a kind of dumb and inarticulate Conceptualism – an art of the low eye-cue

Martin Creed is an example

Slide: Creed, Work #81, 1992

Like a new product, newsworthy, controversial, but instantly forgettable

Memorable only as a form of extremism

Eg of gallery

Why bother with lights going on and off

Next stage is empty gallery

This happened in 2001 year at Birmingham’s Custard Factory studios

The exhibition, which featured 60 imaginary pieces, was entitled The Exhibition To Be Constructed In Your Head 
The press release stated that it ‘…relies on the power of visitors’ imagination to create the artworks.   The bare walls of the 2,500 sq ft gallery will be on show for one week only, and organiser Stuart Tait hopes it will encourage people to “question what art is all about”.’

Next stage is no art and no gallery at all!

This is reductive, linear thinking leading to banality and banal in itself

(cf Conceptual work which makes use of the visual – Gustav Metzger, Vienna Actionists, even some LeWitt)

A lot of this dumbness and anti-intelligence is, of course, strategic

Slide: Atkinson, Pushing out the post-Freudian phallus…, 1980

Like Terry Atkinson in the 1980s attacking the notion of skill that he equated with elitism

Sought what he termed a disaffirmative art that would make use of, inter alia, ‘Deliberate displays of painterly awkwardness’
 – consciously anti-skill, anti-finesse

Or David Salle

Slide: Salle, He aspires to the condition of the…, 1979

Thomas Lawson describes how, in Salle’s art, ‘Painting is treated as a worn-out tradition which must be courted only because it confers validity on an artist’s activity in the eyes of his public.   But painting of this sort, which seems to play the game, but disregards the rules, operates a Trojan horse in the temples of culture.   It placates in order to gain admittance for the artist, only so that he can fulfil his desire to destroy the structure from within... If the art being produced today is going to be successful, it must operate on similar terms, must gain access through the front door so that it can admit something unwanted through the back.’

Do not confuse cleverness with intelligence!

Slide: o

One could also argue that we have seen the rise of an art suited to the condition of late capitalism, and unsympathetic to VI

As the New York art critic and historian Robert Rosenblum puts it:

‘People’s attention span [now] is very, very short…. Art seems to be perfectly attuned to the minimal attention span for culture… The number of seconds that people devote to each work of art is probably pitiful… but I think it is an activity that can be reduced to practically nothing more than blinking, and people registering things very quickly.   It’s a kind of instant gratification that suits the unbelievably rapid tempo of information we receive [now]… I think that a lot of art is geared to making a big show in a fast way.’

To pick up on his phrase, ‘a big show in a fast way’, this is the opposite the condition required for appreciating VI

To pick up on my own phrase ‘appreciate VI’ – that sounds very un-new art history!

There is very definitely an issue of art history

Art history has undergone nothing less than a paradigm shift in the last quarter century with the previous prioritisation of ‘the formal’ and ‘the producer’ being countered by ‘readings’ and ‘audience’.   

This shift has expanded and greatly enriched cultural, social and political understanding.   

However, the emphasis on readings and audience has its own limitations: artworks are often reduced to being just historical documents – texts – to be deconstructed.   

Griselda Pollock, for example argues that artworks ‘...have to be read like hieroglyphs or deciphered like complex codes.   The real realm [of art] is not that of optics but graphics.’
   

Not only does this approach almost wholly ignore the artist’s Visual Intelligence, it also discounts qualitative differences between artworks.

To deny the importance of qualitative differences often became a principle of the new art history.   

To take one example, Francis Frascina 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. 

Pollock, too, is acting perfectly properly as an historian in treating artworks as texts that reveal meanings.   

Nevertheless, the limitation of their approach is that no qualitative analysis of works is permitted.   

To engage in discussions of qualitative differences is not the same as falling into the trap of upholding unthinking transhistorical and transcendent notions of quality.   

It is, however, an acknowledgement that some works have greater resonance and sustainability because of the effect of the artist’s Visual Intelligence.   

To discuss value judgements is not only relevant to art, but important in a culture remaining fully critical; therefore, I wholeheartedly disagree with Thomas McEvilley who argues that ‘The living critic comes to realise that the least interesting thing he or she has to offer is a value judgement – such dicta are finally about as relevant to the rest of the world as what flavour of ice cream the critic prefers.’   

He continues that ‘Ultimately the art historian will come to view value judgement systems as objects of anthropological and sociological interest, not as carriers of truth value.’
   

It is undoubtedly important to relativise value systems, but to relativise a value system does not make it go away or even disempower or discredit it.   

Furthermore, it is simplistic to dismiss distinctions within a system if they arise over time and are arrived at through continuing and vital critical analysis.

The result of a quarter century of the new art history is that the contribution of the artist in terms of her or his special skills in articulating imagery is now undervalued.   

The benefit of an emphasis on Visual Intelligence will be to reintroduce the idea of an artist’s special skills (talent, expertise etc.), but in a way that is inclusive about specialness.   

Not at all about Formalism

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.   

As well as representing a shift of priorities in art history, an understanding of Visual Intelligence could contribute to reorienting criticism away from its present often superficial state, toward greater purpose and sensitivity to an artwork’s qualities.   

1. hype – emphasising controversy or claiming that it is ‘challenging’ (as if that, in itself, is justification)

2. paraphrasing of the artist’s statement/utterances, no better than a new version of intentionality – the artist isn’t questioned or challenged

3. speculation, placing a piece of blu-tak on the wall, or layers of masking tape, and making enormous claims for issues it supposedly raises, the condition it supposedly reveals

I believe that art historians need to pay attention to artists’ VI more than they do, and to the visual qualities of artworks   

Martin Kemp would seem to agree

Reviewing David Hockney’s Secret Knowledge book, 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.

A focus on Visual Intelligence would build a better bridge between the artist and historian.

It would reintroduce a more critical discussion of value and values.   

Visual Intelligence in an age of low eye-cues
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