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Language and art,

David Hockney reportedly aaid that his fame is partly due to the fact
that people find it easy to write and talk about his work,

Such astatement begsz the gqueation what ia it in art that determines the
capacity of lansuage to interz-et contesporacy vioual art. In spswering
I shall use the word wrt as referring to the set of concepts 'conte=mpo-
rary weatern fine art ', In the beginning I have made several baaic
asoumptiona: that locking at ert im also an interpretation., that the
dividing line between descriptions snd interpretations is blurred.,
that art tolerates incompatible interpretatina,

Although I think I understand why some debates on art happily us=e
terma like ™ art as language ", " language of art " and "painting as

& text " I do not conaider the mesmiotic approach to be central to art,
Characteristically art differs from =2poken and written language by ita
preaence, ilmmediscy of appeal to the same sense organ and by ita inde-
pendance on the crder in which we perceive its components.

In snawering the gquestion what im it in art that determines the inter-

pretative capaciiy of langusge I comaider thg . status, Appearznce,

value and msaning u;r 2rt



My propoaition is that if the works of art do mot determine
the four _upﬂcta solaly in themselves they determine the need
for n' discourse.
Let us conaider thres sramples :
Andre,Reaf, 1966
Richter, 1024 ecoleours, 1973
A slide taken in the atreat of Eindhoven in march 1381.
The two with the nome of the artist are considered as art, the
third one ia not.
, The artists arrived at propositions which were indubitsble to them,

but not at the propoaitions which weres indubitable 1n principle.

Tiewed outside the art institutions and without the nase of the
artiat attached, the two works of art cannot convinedingly keep
their status as art. Fesulting diminished confidence of the works
of art fnrgﬂfhhn uncertainty what is and what is not art. Whereas
the " knowing that this is the case is fimmly Bﬂtuhlriah&d by the
works of art, the " knowing how this is the case is fruitfully
attended to by discourse.

(TH-!., above olistinelinm .-t.r___;‘-'c.-n*é- f%pfb_ﬂ}
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2, Dends Donoghue in his 1982 Eeith lectures stated:

"..the works of art no longer revesl in themselves the reason
why -Ehu;r are the way they are .."

(The Listener, Dec 9 1982, pp. 11 - 14)

Let us _ take the following three examples :

0ldenburg, [olossal Ashtray, 1975

Oldenturg, Two way plug, 1971

Oldemmburg, Saw, hard wersion, 1970/71

If the "why" question is not answarsd by the sculptural mataphor,
it does pot mean that that metaphor iz not gentral to tha infer-

pratation of what ia refarrad to 23 the "conatellation of conditicma”.

{JuLeMeciHe)
4lthough we should mot expect an grhaustive account of the condi-
tions necessary for intsrpretaticn of the production and appearances

of these works of art we should axpect an account of the conditionsd =

that seke the works the way they are=to be sufficent.

%. Lucy Lippard admitted to " a convictiom that if something is new

vees and becomes relatively widespread, it is likely to be wvalid .."

(Changing, 1971, p. 28 ) °



( Changing,1971,p.28) even if she im aware that innowvation may
ba either valid or corrupt or hidden.

Let us consider the following examples:

Johna, Painted bronze,1960 Alistasr Wilton, shill ,I9g3
Segal, Cinema, 1963 k
Henson,3alfportrait with Model,1973

John Daviea, Men with s Ring, 1975

Rolfe, Performance | four slides),1%81

Havard, Flat Head River, 1976

Lembeck, Eagle Valley Muaic, 1978

Galagher Black Map, 1980

Whereses ths swareneza of whether the innowvation of the work of act
ia walid, corrupt or hidden depends on the discriminating powers
of the viewer and the kind of previous experience with art, the
innovation itself renders the assthetic experience inadeqguate.

The rapid changes in the art acene lend to a senas of incapacity
whenever we poses the gquestion of the valus. Without ﬂ.n’!ll;ruia and

teoretical generalization we cammot hope to arrivwe at what Karal

X
Capek in 1915 called ' mesthetic undérsatanding '. In turn thess

two constituent parts:

“( Estebika, 1953, ma |, pp. 45-4%)



two constitugnt parts of it cannot do well without languags.

I am not meking & point that the value of a work of art is not
accesaible at all in the passive contemplation. I am making the
point that the ssnse of incapacity az o result of ssathstic ar-

perience cannot be at the same ti=e de-stabilized by it.

My laat point concerna the meaning of the works of art. When

Elliot aaid " No post, no artiat of any art, has his complete

meaning alone * (Selected Essaya ) he waa thinkin: of the conti-
ouity of the pevw with the old. Yot he i3 hinting at soze insta-
bility of meaning in the art. Hecently the artists repeatedly issued
@xplicit invitationa to the viewer to complete the meaning that

is locked in the work of art. If the work of art opens ita constituent
part to an arbitrary ( mors or less ) completion, it may be thought
of as being incompleta. But thia view may be mistaking the call

for intearpretation of the meaning of the work of art for the ad=ission
of its incompleteness. If the work of art delfberately atizulatas
interpetative activity as o chs r.-.r_:teri::ti‘; aanact of it owk existance

then 1. ~isg determines ithe capseity of lenguage to interorst.



The capacity of luaruags to interpret art ia from the point

of view of moat linguistic theoriea the ssme pa the capacity

of language to sxpress the needs of a child asking for a glasa

of milk or of a scientist expanding the theoriea of black holes.

In theory language reflecta all the needs of its usera. Yet wa

have to bear in mind two specific aspects of language:

1. that u behind thought

2. that the needs, the specific needs mentioned abave,may be limited
to & small number of users.

People throughout the history complained about language. Paul

Valery has compared words to light planks thrown over tha abyas,
Goathe has his Faust crying " Names are sound and amoke..." and
Bergsom accusea " this crude word " of crushing the " delicate and
flesting impresmiona” snd of " interposing itself between the object
and ua " |: Mlmeng,3emantica, 1970)

The task to use something ordinary ta interpret somesthing extraordinery
is deunting, but posaible and necessary. Enhl;nin rem.inds us that

it ia " beyend the bound of sense to maintain that a form of art

oould =aintain itself outaide & society of language users *, By

quoting him



!
quoting him I am distaneing myself the scepticism enterdained

by artists who prefer inner vision and passive contemplation all

the time.

Wohlheim's thought that the contiouum of " a form of art" depends
on it being inside the society of language users, leads to another
aspect, referred to as " linguiatic imprisonment®. Wittgenatein

put it as * The limits of my language would then mesn the limits

of ay world " ( Fhilosophical Inveatigations, 1953)

If on one hand people complain that language ia too crude to handle
such things as art, othera complain of the power of language +o r‘d:.n..j
vs to sse things differsntly. Statements like Dicksns's o

" tyraony of worga® or F. Bacon's on " language bearing rule

over men's mind " are typical. ([ U“h-ﬂ.ﬂ.mj o9 - ﬂ-ﬁfﬂﬂﬂf}}

NHot less kmown to the language users is the treach erous permissivness
of worda. Leon Steinberg quotes & charming emplaf aven if loat
when searched for in the tranaslations sccessible to =a:),

The words " painting merely " mesn = failure when usad by Vasard

and similar words " simply painting " mean: the higheat craised

when used by Malrauxy,



I conclude with a wish:

'™
that the resposs in worda to the call of ert matches itz atren &h
g¢ that those altuations in urt which may have stmanzthening or

destructive affect oo the Way we live may not b roeived only

disly or oot ut all,

Pertinent to my wish ia the Japir = YWherf hypothesis which arpusa

" The linguistiec aystem of each language is not merely a reprg -

ducing syatem for ¥oicing ideams, but raother ia itslef the shaper
of ideas, the program and guide for the individual's mental acti-

vity, for his apalyaia of impressiens, for hia aynthesis of hia

“ntu -ﬁtnﬂk e in. - trﬂdﬂ -Ii.

( Ullmann, op. cit., p. 251)



