Prepared for talk on “What is Art” at Cheltenham U3A 


Response to:

Anthony Gormley. Art in the Time of Global Warming published in “Long Horizons: An Exploration of Art and Climate Change”, British Council, February 2010.


“What is the basis of art? There is a strong connection between the desire for survival and the art of 
a people and a time”

There are all sorts of ideas about this, perhaps the most well known being suggestions that original cave paintings were created as a sort of record/knowledge bank of what was good to hunt and eat...

What I am particularly interested in is aesthetics and survival – aesthetics as a way of being in the world – understanding  with all our senses – as Goethe said – humans are the perfect scientific instrument.  This idea of using the senses as a foundation for understanding the world is  'phenomenology'  and written about by people such as Merleau Ponty. It addresses what to me seems to be one of the deepest philosophical questions about reality and in turn the relationship between rational sciences and the arts and humanities. 


“We have a task in hand. Culture in the developed western world has always positioned itself in 
distinction to nature: now we have to discover our nature within nature.


We have to re-evaluate the function of art within the framework of a sustainable lifestyle...”

I am particularly involved with 'landscape'. Landscape is a contested word and the idea of culture verses nature came about early in the development of cultural geography (“Landscape” by John Wylie). As Gormley points out here, we need to also recognise our nature within nature. For me, this is a role for the arts. So, in this sense art is not just decorative, entertaining, or self indulgent or part of the art world and its markets, but functional and vital. A process of engaging people with the world through aesthetic appreciation.


“Is it possible to re-think art and take it from this finished-object status and make it into a verb, a 
participatory, open space, a place of transformation and exchange of ideas and reflection on our 
state and status? Can we use art as a way of investigating this perilous time? Can we change from 
our obsession with production values?”

This seems to be a way of separating Art from entertainment. A way of using art to engage communities with issues, a part of the democratic processes and therefore relevant to people. This is the area of art that interests me – socially engaged art. 

Audience and participation – as in the social sciences, it is recognised that we bring our view of the world, our prejudices and interpretations to research – and for me art is research. Since the use of words such as 'post-modernism', it has become defensible to question there being 'one right way', one 'right answer' and one right culture and so this multi-voiced approach is central to much socially engaged art. In particular, this has brought into question traditional roles of audience and author and can be seen as an ongoing process of art engaging communities with real life. 

Objector no object is a core ongoing debate in the arts/socially engaged art and for some artists the process of engaging community is the product, while for others a more spectacular artefact is important. For those who are primarily concerned with creating the community event/engagement, Nicholas Bourriaud's 2002 'Relational Aesthetics' provides a theoretical framework for these ideas of the artist's role being to create conviviality within a group. 


“I can think of many artists who can do this ... using their lives to make a balance between thought, 
matter and feeling in a way that has never existed before.”

