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Perface

The Substance of Art

At first glance, this book might seem to be solely a vehicle designed to direct the reader’s attention
to how the materiality involved in the making of art objects informs the process of making art.
But, as is so often the case with drawing conclusions from first impressions, staying in this frame of
mind only serves to perpetuate a one-dimensional perception of art and art-making. This book is
instead an attempt to fundamentally reframe a question that has plagued artists and philosophers

for millennia: “What is the substance of art?”

The process of making art innately involves the necessity to deal with the substantive, but art does
not actually exist or function as a physical fact. Artists are quite accustomed to traversing this
paradoxical realm, although any capable artist will also readily concede that to do so successfully
obliges one to be completely at ease with insecurity. Even the most seasoned artist must remain
vigilant to the temptation of materializing art. As the acclaimed Italian philosopher Benedetto

Croce wrote in his Guide to Aesthetics:

“Like children who touch the soap bubble and then yearn to touch the rainbow, the human spirit
in its admiration of beautiful things is naturally inclined to trace its causes to external nature, and
convinces itself to consider (or believes it ought to consider) some colors as beautiful and others as

ugly, some forms of the body as beautiful and others as ugly.”!"!

Croce goes on to show that the history of thought is replete with such methodical attempts to
elaborate “rules” of nature which govern the numeric and geometric relationships with colors and
shapes and sounds, or connect virtually any physical phenomenon with art, or provide a prescrip-
tion for the codification of beauty. Indeed, guidelines for composing works of art have even been
condensed into a system of Cartesian co-ordinates and arithmetic ratios, and the human responses

to art forms coldly analyzed through the lenses of neurology, physiology and psychology.

Despite such ongoing exertions, art has still managed to firmly resist formalized explanation of
how it comes to be. Oddly enough, not even the artist can help very much in this regard. The art-
ist’s quest to decode the enigma of genuine communication by means of artifice is tantamount to
the ancient alchemist’s pursuit to discover the secret of transforming lead into gold. Materials and
processes must be identified and coaxed into a suitable union that will most appropriately express
an imaginative impulsion, but which will also not enrich the resulting physical product with such
a degree of authority so as to leave little or no space for the spectator to establish an individual
relationship with the overall effort. Art should be permitted to proceed from the imagined to the

actual and then back to the imagined.
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Materiality constitutes the conduit through which art is expressed and encountered, the means by
which the artist’s individual creative urge is translated into a more broadly accessible experiential
form. This is true no matter what kind of art is scrutinized, whether it is functional, interactive,
performance, written or visual. Process acts to guide concept into the realm of the audible or tangi-
ble or visible, while concept channels how process is most effectively applied. The noted American
designer, Charles Eames, best summed up this association when he stated: “Art resides in the qual-
ity of doing; process is not magic.”? Inextricably amalgamated into a novel externalized ‘some-
thing} both process and concept still manage to preserve their own respective identities, though
neither assumes precedence over the other. This is the foundation upon which rests the art object’s

ability to enable the experience we call art.

Unfortunately, the work of art is often immobilized at the stage where it assumes the guise of the
physical artifact that evolved from the art-making process, thereby stripping away the concep-
tual as well as material contexts of its origin and agency as experience. Art is thus simultaneously
blessed and cursed in its intimate connection with materiality: blessed because proof of concept
can only be apprehended and appreciated after reduction to practice compels materialization, and
cursed because materialization constrains more thorough understanding of its meaning by en-
couraging a preoccupation with the proof of concept’s physical manifestation. The art object ironi-

cally (and undeservedly) becomes the entire object of art.

The conscious self exhibits a native tendency to circumscribe some of proctical order upon external
situations beyond its immediate control. Physical things provide easy targets for this kind of exer-
cise. If art signified physical objects, its products could be neatly categorized along rigidly defined
taxonomic lines in much the same way that biologists in earlier times attempted to classify living
organisms. But when differentiation happens to occur in an ever-changing stream of vital activity, the
shortcomings of such a system become quite apparent ... in fact, the system is rendered almost use-
less. In the field of biology, living organisms are now positioned within a genetic continuum to more
reasonably reflect their unique situation in Earth’s particular matrix of life. Art, on the other hand,
is still organized into typological compartments that are largely determined by arbitrarily defined
external qualities. The same art object could end up being identified according to medium, or specific
process within a medium, or compositional strategy, or mode of expression, or purpose, or func-
tion, or genre, or subject matter, or topic, or message, or placement within an historical period, or
curatorial whim, or commercial value, and on and on to the point at which each individual object is
reduced to irrelevance within its own specific instance. Qualities in and of themselves are dreadfully

inadeguate markers for purposes of classification because they do not lend themselues to division.
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For both artist and spectator alike, art has its genesis and its fulfillment in experience. Every expe-
rience, whether profound or inconsequential, is triggered by an impulsion demanding completion
through what only the environment can deliver. The physical characteristics of the matter of art
are part of the common universe, and work together with other existential general conditions to
provide a milieu to support a felt relationship between doing and undergoing as person and envi-
ronment interact. Thinking about art in terms of its varied substances can therefore be helpful if its

products are regarded as outward expressions of impulsions that mediate experience.

Only in an outward context could art be labeled as substantive; it is better thought of as an attribute
of doing as well as what is done. Since it directly relates to the manner and content of doing, art
is consequentially an adjectival phenomenon. According to John Dewey, American philosopher,
educator and founder of philosophical pragmatism: “the distinction of elements and stability of
members in a unified whole are marks of intelligence, so the intelligibility of a work of art depends
upon a presence to the meaning that submits distinctiveness of parts and their relationship in the
whole directly to the prepared senses”?!. The object of art is accordingly an elliptical statement
acknowledging that the work of art occurs when a person cooperates with the product to perceive
its ordered and liberating properties. Clearly then, an art object is potential and physical while a

work of art is kinetic and experiential.

When considered in this light, the material aspect of art can be deemed to function more like a
language rather than as a physical incident. Language, in turn, facilitates expression through an
equilibrium that becomes established between what is said and how it is said, the ‘what’ part be-
ing substance and the ‘how’ part being form. The issue of which part comes first — substance-as-
matter seeking invention of form for its embodiment, or form commanding the actualization of
accessible matter into authentic substance-as-art — has been explored at length by philosophers
and aestheticians, and still begs definitive resolution. In any event, partitioning substance and form
would mask the integrated manner in which they operate and dynamically relate to one another.
The product of art is the embodiment of an act of self-expression, but the material out of which the
artifact is composed is drawn from the collective physical environment; self-expression resides in
the work of art through the intentional incorporation of material in a unique manner that is reis-

sued into the public domain in a form that shapes a new thing.

Any language requires active co-operation between a transmitter and a receiver; an act of speech
that is not complemented with an act of listening is deprived of an avenue for the perception and
communication of comprehensible content, remaining in essence still unspoken. In art the con-
versation is developed along a somewhat similar course, but the manner in which it is conducted
in practice differs markedly from the customary protocols of verbal exchange. Language enforces

the demand that transmission and reception be maintained as distinctly segregated functions as
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they occur and that effecter and affected participatory roles be exchanged in an orderly fashion.
This helps to keep the conversation from degenerating into an unintelligible cacophony of white
noise. Art is a more organic mode of collaboration in that it is not unusual for artist and material,
artwork and audience, and ultimately audience and artist, to be synchronously engaged as both
effective and affected agents while still keeping the conversation coherent and imbued with mean-

ingful potential.

Art is at once an intensely individualistic as well as an openly shared experience. Its products can
be coaxed toward a purposeful end but once unleashed are virtually impossible to control. If the
human component fails to conspire with the material component to unify substance and form into
a new condition that prompts further speculation about the significance of its content, then the
resulting artifact lacks any basis for existence as a work of art. Herein lies the essence of Zhuqing’s
treatment of the material phases of art: substance and form are the basic grammatical elements in

a language that is spoken and apprehended in the imaginative tense.

May, 2013

Citations:

1. Benedetto Croce, Guide to Aesthetics (Breviario di estetica). Originally published in 1913; translated, with Introduction and notes,
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2. Charles Eames, cited in 100 Quotes by Charles Eames, edited by Carla Hartman and Eames Demetrios (Eames Office, 2005), p. 170.
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