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lOixed me like a statue a quaner ol an hour. or half an hour,

I do not know which, for I lost till ideas of time, ezTll the

11I my existent-I%

111

rriumAs ji-J-14.R,-,(rvs account of his response to Drouais's large can-

vas Marius Imprisoned at ilinturnae, which he saw in Paris in 1-8-, is a

classic description of what is generally understood bv the term "aes-
thetic experience.- Compare Jetl'erson's account with the following

excerpt from an interview with a skilled rock climber discussing a

'good climb-:

One tends to get immersed in hat's going on around him,

in the rock, in the moses that are ins olsed . , . search fiff

handholdN . proper position of the bodyso ins °lye(' that

he might lose consciousness of his own identit\ and melt

into the rock.

Obviously rock climbing and looking at pictures arc very ditYerent

pursuits Yet, at least in the two cases just cited, the mental states in-
duced by these disparate activities have a good deal in common. Jef-

ferson relates that he lost "even the eonsciotisness oil his I own exis-

tence-; the climber felt that "he might lose consciousness of his

identity and melt into the rock.- Both describe a state of mind that

others have characterized as "loss of ego,- "self-forgetfulness,- "loss

of self-consciousness,- and even "transcendence of individuality- and

"fusion with the world.- The heightened state of consciousness of

hich this egoless condition is a central featurc has long been ;I sub-

ject of interest to \ lihaly Csikszenrmihalvi, In Beyond I?om/om and

The F\penente of Play in florA and Game.% (1.)-i).(:sik,icot-
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mihalyi reported on an inquiry into the nature of autotelic (self-
rew arding) activities.

The goal was to focus on people who were having peak ex-

periences, who were intrinsically motivated, and 'a ho were

involved in play as s% ell as real life activities, in order to

tind out whether I could detect similarities in their experi-

ences, their motivation, and the situz zions that produce

enjoyment. (xiin

Looking at art was not one of the autotelic activities examined in

this pioneering study, but Csikszentmihalyi and his associates at the
University of Chicago did investigate a broad range of skill-based ac-

tivities including (in addition to rock climbing) chess playing, musical

composition, dancing, and playing amateur basketball. The\ discov-

ered that despite the vast differences among the outward forms ot'
these activities, at the experiential core of each (insofar as that can be

glimpsed through accounts by participants) there is a cluster of related

sensati6ns that is essentially the same for all. 'Phis cluster constitutes

a heightened state.of consciousness Csikszentmihalyi calls "the How

experience- or, simpl, "How," "a term used frequently by the intim--
mants themselves to describe the experience.-

The evident similarities between "How- and aesthetic experience

as traditionally conceived were what first (1rew our attention to Pro-

fessor Csikszentmihalyi's work. Both the .1. Paul Getty Museum and

the Getty Center for Education in the Arts are concerned with finding

ways of helping non-specialists understand and enjoy art. Insight into

the nature of' aesthetic experience is central to those etiOrts. Anec-
dotal accounts. like Jefferson's, of powerful aesthetic responses are not

difficult to find in the literature of' art, but they tend to be tantalizing

fragments that do not lend themselves to systematic analysis. We felt

that it' the apparent parallels between aesthetic experience and How

could be shown to be more than mere analogies. Csikszentmihaly i's

research might shed new light on an issue of great importance to art

museums and art education. For if aesthetic experience is taken to be

1 o
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something real and valuable, it follows that one of the primary func-

tions of an art museum is to serve as a place where such experience is

fostered. But before it can be fostered it must be understood. What is

its nature? Of what value is it? What enables one to have it? Is recep-

tivity to aesthetic experience inborn or learned, and if learned, can it

be taught? If it can be taught, who should do the teaching and where

is it best done? I. what conditions is aesthetic experience likely

to occur? We hoped that Professor Csikszentmihalyi's research might

suggest answers to some of these questions.

Csikszentmihalyi's interest in art and artists did not begin with the

How research that brought him to our attention. For a time in his youth

he was a painter. In 1976 he and J. W. Getzels published The CreatkT

Vision: A Longitudinal .Vouly of Problem Finding in Art. In this prtiject,

begun in 1963, they followed the careers of a group of young artists

graduates of the Art Institute of Chicagofrom their student days
through the first several Years of their post-academic careers in an ef-

fort to identify personal characteristics, attitudes, working methods,

or other elements that might be taken as predictors of future success.

I n 'Went and Athiezment: .1 Longitudinal Study of Adists (1984), (:tiik-

szentrnihalyi. Getzels, and Kahn reported on follow-up research that

gathered new data on three-quarters of the participants in the original

study of two decades earlier. The project archives constitute the most

extensive body of material of this kind ever assembledan extraor-

dinarily rich resource for future investigation.

I n The . Weaning of Things: Domrstie Symbols of Me (198 I 1, Cs i k-

szentmihalyi and E. Rochberg-I lalton explored another phenomenon

somewhat related to aesthetic experience. This investigation at-
tempted to discover what kinds of objects people own that they regard

as personally meaningful in ways that go beyond utility or monetary

value. While few of the objects considered in this study would be con-

% entionally regarded as works of art, the investigation revealed a Va-

riety of ways in which objects take On meaning for people and showed

the complexitx of those relationships. Then, iii 1986, Csikszentmi-
halvi and Rick E. Robinson, coauthor of the present study, published
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"Culture, Time. and the Development of Talent- in rthuryions qf
WIN/11w.

In view of his long involvement with questions about art and artists,

objects and perceivers, it is perhaps not surprising that Professor Csik-

szentmihalyi responded positively to the suggestion that he consider

the matter of aesthetic experience. With support from the Getty Mu-

seum and the Gen\ Center for Education in the Arts, he and Robin-

son, together with a team of graduate students from the t 'niversitv of

Chicago, undertook the research that has led to the results published

here. We agreed that, following the model of the flow experience
studies, t.te iii estigation should focus on people whose professions

or avocations might gke reason to expect them to be more or less

highly skilled art perceivers: artists, critics, art historians, art collec-
tors, museum professionals. In the end tl.e last group was chosen. It

was felt that collecting significant amounts of information from a sin-

gle group would produce more reliable results than might smaller
samplings from a number of fields. The research undertaken on mu-

seum professionals prompted a further study focusing on art collec-

tors, the results of \\ hich can be found in Robinson's .1es/he& Frame-

works: Rethinking .-Iduh Development through an .1w/vsis of Collectorc of the

Fine Ads (1988).

A basic assumption implicit in this approach should be acknowl-

edged here. All of the activities discussed in Beyond Boredom am/ .1n.\-

iet, are skill based. That is, some mastery of fundamentals is required

,iarticipants. Chess, imisical composition. dance, basketball, and

rock climbing all have implicit or explicit rules as well as traditional

practices that one must learn and f011ow in order to participate suc-

cessfully. Indk idual aptitudes may determine the ease or difficulty
\\ ith which one learns, but mastery is acquired, not inherited. The as-

sumption underlying this study is that. while rules and practices for
looking at art are less men and less completely codified than are those

or pla\ ing chess or basketball, the \ nevertheless e \ ist and mug be

mastered if success is to ensue.

'nfike much of the research pre. \ iotisk done on art perception in
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museums, which has tended to focus on general visitors, this inves-

tigation looks at the responses of skilled art perceivers. This may
strike some as an elitist approach, far removed from the capabilities

of the average museum-goer. But if the ability to derive pleasure from

the contemplation of works of art is indeed an acquired skill, it onls

makes sense to study the practices of those who may be presumed to

possess it. If we wanted to teach novices to ski we surely would begin

by studying the techniques of experts. We might also study non-skiers

to find ways of helping them master the techniques we observed being

employed by experts, but we would not expect to discover what these

essential skills are by studying the behavior of people who lack them.

There are, of course, significant differences between skiing and
looking at art. The most important, for our purposes, is the fact that

v% bile many of the skills involved in skiing manifest themsek es in di-

rectly observable actions, rrmst of those required for art perception do

not. The novkv skier crosses his skis and falls down: the novice art
perceiscr looks pretty much like everyone else in the gallery. I his suc-

cesses and failures are hidden. This means that if we are to get at what

goes on in the minds of novice or expert art perceivers we will have to

rely to some degree upon their Ms n testimony. This is what Csik-
szentmihalvi and Robinson have done. Their approach, using semi-

structured interviews and subjecting them to rigorous, systematic
analysis, is one often employed by anthropologists. While it may not

produce a plethora of charts, diagrams, and formulas. it has the virtue

of dealing, or attempting to deal, with a phenomenon in its entirety
instead of dissecting it and analyi.ing bit by bit its component ele-
ments. This approach also allows unforeseen aspects of the phenom-

enon under study to emerge. Hy giving respondents lativide to sa

what the .. have to say in their ow n words at whatever length they
choose and by attending closely and systematically to what is actualk

said, the investigators acquire insights and discover nuances that

could not have been anticipated at the outset.
As readers will discover, this is not a how-to-do-it book. We did not

ask the authors to tell us bow to apply their findings to our concerns.

,
ti
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It. is the job of museum professionals and educators to determine the

relevance of the information presented here to their pursuits. It does
seem to us, however, that the implications of these findings are far-
reaching and potentially of great benefit to those concerned with ed-
ucation in the arts.

The correspondent to whom Thomas Jefferson addressed his lines
on Drouais's painting was a \hue de 'km, whom he regarded as a
woman of artistic taste. I le urged her to go and see the picture, "for I
think it will give You great pleasure.- and he begged her to give him
the benefit of her judgment, explaining "it will serve to rectify tm
own, which as I have told von is a bad ()lie.- Jeffer,;on was aware both
of the benefits art holds for those w ho know how to engage it and the

need for guidance in the acquisition of' the relevant skills. This self-
described "savage of the mountains of America- became, in his own
words, "an enthusiast on the subject of the arts- in order to "improve
the taste of' I his I countrymen, to increase their reputation, to recon-
cile to them the respect of' the world, and to procure them its praise.-
'rhose who are concerned today with education in the arts may couch
their ambitions in rather more modest terms, but the aim of providing
access for the broadest possible range of people to what one respon-
dent to this study called "a transcendent experience that I takes You
out of the realm of everyday life- is no mean aspiration, the extent
that this report contributes to that end it will have fulfilled our hopes
and expectations.

B re!

1 ,4
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PREFACE

ESRI.) ix 198; Bret Waller, s ho had just accepted the position cf As-

sociate Director for Education and Public Affairs at the J. Paul Getty
Museum, contacted us about our doing a study of the aesthetic ex-

perience. Both John Walsh. Director of the Nluseum, and Eeilani
I .attin Duke, I )irector of the Gems Center for Education in the Arts.

Vl ere strongly supportive. Aware of 0111 interest in the arts and in the

understanding of optimal forms of experience. thev thought that a

contemporars psychological investigation 'night shed new light on
this ancient topic. The questions proposed were both basic and
broad: Is there Stich a thing as an aesthetic experience? It' Yes. what

arc its distinguishing characteristics? Can people be helped to expe-

rience it more often: Given the interests of the Museum and the Cen-

ter, these questions were raised ss ith a particular f.ocus on visual aes-

thetic experiences.

These were challenging questions, even though it was clear from

the start that at best we could provide only provisional answers.

very first questionwhether such an experience existscannot be an-

swered in a ss as that would sat isfY strict criteria of scientific objectis

km. Experiences arc subjective phenomena and therefore cannot be

externally verified. Either one trusts the words of the peison who re-

ports the experience or one does not. :Moreover. ss hethet we are to call

a particular experience aesthetic or not ultimately depends on cultural

cons cottons that could change N it h time and place. \ es ertheless,

accepted the challenge. partly because we are convinced that ss hat-

ever people report in their encounters ss it'll art k an important (Innen-
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sion of human existence and partly because studying anything con-

nected with art is fascinating and enjoyable.

But what methods were the most appropriate to the task? One
might start with measuring how people react to works of art, asking

then) to till out quantifiable questionnaires or observing their phys-
iological and neurological responses. With the help of galvanic skin re-

sponse t,:sts, electroencephalography, and positron emission tomog-

raphy. One could determine whether people perspire more when the\

look at a work of art or whether their brain waves change or which

areas of their central nervous systems are activated by the experience.

Such methods, representative of the positivistic epistemology of re-

cent years, would attempt to break down the experience into its com-

ponent parts and identify the lower-order mechanisms implicated in

its occurrence, in order to predict and control this particular behavior.

We did not believe that this approach was appropriate. Instead of

seeking a reductive explanation. we were interested in understand-

ing what the experience meant to the people who were having it. Such

an understanding implies knowing the network of connections the ex-

perience has for them, how the thing itself is related to their ,:houghts,

feelings, and goals. In the specific case of the aesthetic experience,

we wanted to know what went on in people's minds when they en-
countered works of art and how the content of their consciousness at

such times related to the rest of their goal-directed behavior.

The method of choice, then, was to ask people who ought to know,

because of' long training and professional involvement, what the aes-

thetic experience (assuming there is such a thing) is all about. This

method in turn led us in the direction of interpretive social science, a

branch of' hermeneutic analysis based on empirical data and informed

b know ledge accumulated in other branches of the social sciences.

In simple terms this means that the researcher's task is to describe

a phenomenon from the subject's point of view as closely as possible

and then to describe the connection between the ph-nomenon and

the subject's life goals and experiences, again as seen by the subject.

Yet this is only the first step. After explicating the network of mean-
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ings that connects the phenomenon to the rest of a subject's life, the

task of the researcher becomes that of finding appropriate generalities

that apply to different subjects' reports and of developing a theoretical

model that will account for the patterns disclosed. always taking into

account what psychologists, sociologists, anthropologists, and philos-

ophers have found to be true about human behavior.
"l'he interpretive method we chose constitutes a break ith current

mainline psychology, but it is not a return to the so-called armchair

psychology of the past, either. It is based on a close analysis of ac-

counts given by a number of people concerning concrete events, feel-

ings. and thoughts, and it integrates these analyses with the results of

other systematic studies.
I,ike any written report, this one is made up of words. The words

represent perceptions, feelings, ideasin short, experiencesthat
people reported having. These experiences, in turn, are w hat we be-

lieve to be the foundation of interpretive psychology. They are basic

protocol statements of what people believe is happening to them.

even though words are necessarily imperfect representations of states

of consciousness.
With financial assistance from the Nluseum and the Center. we

started interviewing a number of experts w hose familiarity with art in-

dicated that they would giY e 1.1,, an idea of what the aesthetic experi-

ence could be, if not what it typically is. 'Pie point of the study was

not to understand the average viewer's response to art but to construct

a model of the ideal experience based on the highest forms in which

it can be expressed. We felt that knowing the outside limits of inten-

sity that the experience can attain makes it easier to see the potential

inherent in it. Only by know ing what the encounter with art can be

at its fullest will it be possible to deduce from that ideal tpe
forms of invokennent that w ill make the experience more accessible

to everyone.
The experts w e chose to be iespondents in this study were not

sual artists, but museum professioAs such as curators, educators, and

directors of major collections of art. 'I'here were two major reasons for
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not asking artists to describc. Y,hat the aesthetic experience is like.
'Pile first was that a major study of how artists interact with their work
has already been done by one of us (Getzels and Csikszcntmihalyi

io-6). The second was that, as wc learned in the above-mentioned
study., artists might not be the experts whose experience can be best
generalized to the experiences of the great mass of viewers, the "av-
erage- museum-goers. Artists are so involved in the vicissitudes of the
creative process that they are generally uninterested in viewing art
especially that of other artistsand are often prejudiced and idiosyn-
cratic in their opinions, which necessarily reflect the viewpoint of the
producer, rather than the "consumer- of art. For these reasons, we
expected to learn more new information that might illuminate the
receptiveas opposed co the creativeaesthetic experience from
talking to museum professionals who spend their working lives iden-
tifying, appraising, and explicating works of art.

We could not have conducted this study without the enthusiastic
cooperation of the entire professional staff of the J. Paul (Ietty Mu-
seum; and of James Wood, I )irector of the Art Institute of Chicago,

and Katharine Lee. Associate Director. "l'o them and to the many
professionals of both institutions who gave so much of their time, ex-
perience. and wisdom, we are enormously grateful. We wish to thank
the curatorial staff of the Museum of Contemporary Art, ( hicago;
Richard Born of the I )avid and Alfred Smart Gallery: Laurel Bradley

of Gallery. A.00: Elizabeth Shepard of the Block Gallery: Susanne

Ghez, Director of the Renaissance Society of' Chicago: and Deven

Golden of the Chicago Cultural Center, for their time and coopera-
tion. A number of curators from corporations in the Chicago area took
time from their busy days to speak with us: these include John Neff
of First National Bank, Albert Pounian of Continental Bank, Emily
Nixon of The Art Advisory, Frank V. Carioti of Amoco Corporation.

Malcolm Hemming, Zora DuVall of the Borg-Warner Corporation.
and the curator of the Santa Fe C:orporation. It is w ith great pleasure

that we acknoyy ledge the gracious assistance of the officers and mem-
bers of' the Association of Corporate Art Curators. It' we have misin-



terpreted in this report anything they told us, we wish to apologize for

it. Our main goal has been to represent accuratel . their experiences.

Yet there is always something lost in ever\ translation. We only hope
that what is left will help the reader understand the fascinating corn-
plexity of human potential revealed in the aesthetic encounter, as it
has helped us who have Nlritten these pages.

Obviously the two of us could not have completed this study alone.
The project was planned and designed with, and half of the inter-
views were conducted by, the colleagues who are listed as contributors

to this report. Although each of them also wrote the initial versions of

one or more sections and are acknowledged there, we also wish to rec-

ognize their skills and their long hours of preparation and work here:
they are Nancy Burke, Mark Freeman, Barbara Glaessner, Patricia
Lorek, Jeanne Nakamura, and Daniel Schouela.

Finalk, we could neither have conducted this stud nor \N ritten this

report without the patience. accuracy, and diligence of Elise Junn,

Solomon. Deborah Guvot, Grace Lorher, and Angela Brow !l-
ing. s ho carefully transcribed the more than 2 io hours of taped in-

terviews that are its basis.

.11ihaly Ccikszenlmihalri

Kirk F.. I?obinson

(hire/. L;o, June 1990

1 9
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CHAPTER 1

A Conceptual \ lodel
of the Aesthetic Experience

1 Is i » pioposes to contribute to the understanding of host to

make iwking at storks of art more enjoYable.The human organism has

a satiety of sensory links to its ent ironment. each of them capable, in

different w a \ s, of providiruz pleasurable eyperiences. "A man pos-

sesses nothing certainly save a brief loan of his ow n body," st rote

James B. ( :obeli and Yet the body of man is callable of much

curious pleasure." But to translate the potential benefits of our sen-
sory equipment into actuality, the senses must be cu,zis ated and dis-

ciplined. For instance. the sense of taste originallY et olved so that we

could distinguish edible from harmful substances. Building on this
basic skill, es cry culture has des eloped elaborate cuisines to heighten

the sensations of eating and drinking. "Fhe capacities to smell, to hear,

to touch, and to move has e spas\ ned such arts as those of dr: perfii-

met, the musician, the healer, and the dancer. The reproduct is e urge,

codified into the ritual of romantic lose. has contributed perhaps more

than any other capacity to the enjoyment of life. And finally the ability

to think, itself an outcome of the et olution of the brain, is a powerful

source of pleasuresome so\ of the greatest pleasure men and women

can experiencewhen it k e\erUised ithin the boundaries of an or-

dered process of thought, such as a science or a philosophy.

But how impoitant are these pleasurable eweilences: From a ma-

terialist s iett point the answer is not er important at all. They arc

et anescent subject it e phenomena. st hose aloe must be discounted

in comparison to serious ,md concrete con( ems like pow ei and stealth.

But another tt \ to look at alue ins oh es recogni/ing that the essen-
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tial point of existence is not established by criteria such as how much

people own or how much power they w ield but by the quality of their

experiences. According to this view. Objective standards such as
money are ephemeral, because they do not directly affect how we feel:

in comparison ith them, experiences are real. The Atte of a per-
son's lifewhether it was tilled w ith interesting and meaningful
events or whether it was a sequence of featureless and pointless ones

is determined more by the sum of experiences over time than by the

sum of objective possessions or achievements. lis this measure, aes-

thetic experiences are importa.nt indeed.

Among the various senses that define the parameters of human ex-

perience. the abilit to see is a tremendtnis cvolutionars break-
through, because it allows the organism to gather detailed information

about its ens ironment ss ithout needing to be in phssical contact with

it (Campbell 9-6; Feldman 198 ). This ability has atlOrded possibil-

ities for enjosment that are unique in the repertoire of human skills.

Throughout history and in es ers known culture, people have found

pleasure and meaning in the use of their eves. "[hey have consciousls

attempted to produce objects of beams and have delighted in them.

Artists have found \sass to use isual media to code pleasurable formal

patterns, complex es ents, and subtle emotions: bs decoding such in-

tOrmation viewers could share states of being that would others% ise not

be accessible to them.

Rut without training, the skill of seeing and of interpreting w hat is

seen remains latent. lost people ,n our culture are not aware of the

range and intensits of the enjos able experiences mailable to 'them

through the sense of vision. Visual illiteracs ma\ not be a social prob-

lem in terms of economic product's its, but it does detract from the

qualits of life and leads to a cultural imp's erishment that is sers real.

If the salue of a societ \ is measured In it', to des clop fulls the

potentialities of its members, then the making of kival beauty and

learning how to enjos it should become important items fm societs

as a w hole.

A ills( step in this dii ection is simpls to undeistand bettei w hat hap-

r, ,
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pens \\ hen a person Lonfronts a work ot' art What is the nature of the

aestiv-tic experience? Is it the same fOr ever\ one, or does it differ?
Why can it be so enjoyable? Is it possible to facilitate its occurrence?

On the basis of the answers to these questions. more informed steps

can be taken to improve visual education in schools, museums, the

media, and. perhaps most important, in personal life.

These questions have, of course, been debated intensely over the

Years by philosophers, art educators, and museum professionals. The

reason for asking them again is twofold. First, all the important ques-

tions bearing on the quality of have to be aske.: Afresh in each gen-

eration, because as interpretive frameworks change with time, the old

answers cease to be meaningful and the questions must be reformu-

lated in terms of the questions current concepts and beliek. And sec-

ond, the field of psychology has developed a theoretical model for the

understanding of enjoyment that again opens up the iss,ie of the aes-

thetic experience, with more than a \ ague hope of' improx ing our un-

derstanding of \\ hat it in\ olves.
The present report is :1 study based primarily on inter\ iews with in-

dividuals who, because of extensi \ c training and professional in\ ol \ e-

ment with art, have perfected their skills in seeing and in interpreting

what the\ see. From these inter\ iews ith experts, we hoped to iden-

tify the salient features of the aesthetic experience as well as to dis-

co\ er its dynamics.

In starting with a group of art museum professionals. v ho spend

their working lives surrounded b\ art and who ha\ e invested much of'

their time in the pursuit of works of art. we expected to discover the

various fmms that the aesthetic experience would take among its most

skilled practitioners. Then, taking this information into account, .ve

considered how this expert 'um\ ledge 'night be used to raise the gen-

eral le\ el of visual literacy, and hence the enjoyment that a\ erage per-

sons might derive from the development of their latent \ isual skills.

\ccordinylv, this report contains six chapters. This introductor\
chapter presents a brief re\ ie\\ of past accounts of the aesthetic ex-

p.:6\1We and de\ clops a w \ of understanding it based on the theor \
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of flom., or optimal experience. 55 hit h tits across a ariets of cultural
forms, ranging from religious rituals to art, to sports and games, and

finally to various structured forms of activity. We make the claim that

looking at the aesthetic experience as a form of floss reveals more

clearly its structural characteristics and its dynamics. Hence it be-
comes easier to predict and influence the chances of its occurrence.

'l'he first chapter ends with a section on the methods used fbr collect-

ing and analyzing the interviews that provided the data for this report.

The second chapter presents a descriptive summary of the dimen-

sions of the aesthetic experience, based on the analysis of the inter-

views with museum professionals. Chapter 2 illustrates the riehness of

interactive Possibilities that People have developed to extract enjoy-
ment from their encounters ss ith visual stimuli. Four broad approaches

are discussed and illustrated ith relevant quotations from thc respon-

dents: the perceptual-fignial dimension, the emotional, the intellec-

tual, and the communicative aspects of the experience. Each one of
these broad categories in turn Yields various discrete elements.

Chapter 3 departs from the interview approach in an attempt to ex-

amine further the dimensions discovered in the first study and re-
ported in Chapter 2. There, se report on the results of a question-
naire study of museum professionals across the countrx.

Chapter 4 provides a more formal comparison between the aes-
thetic experience as described by our respondents and the theoretical

model of the How experience. This chapter deak with such questions

as the folloss ing: What are the challenges people find in the aesthetic

encounter: What are the skills that the viewer uses to meet those chal-

lenges: I low arc the centering of attention, the elimination of dis-
tractions, the setting of goals. the interpretation of feedbackall nec-

essarx ingredients of the flow experience--achiesed in the ae.,thetic

encounter: The chapter concludes with an expanded version of the

Hoss experience, which takes into account and attempts to explain
some of the unique properties of the aesthetic encounter.

The next t55o chapters fOcus on 1%,1\ in x hik h the aesthetic ewe-
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rience, and the skills involved in it. might be developed and the ex-

perience itself facilitated. In Chapter ç we report the suggestions that

our respondents made about how the aesthetic experience might be

enhanced. This chapte, ocals with the conditions that make it easier

to optimize the encounter (such things as the characteristics of the en-

vironment and the type and the placement of art objeCts) and finally

turns to the development of viewing skills over time.

Finally. Chapter 6 attempts to bring together the various strands of'

this study in a statement that emphasizes its major conclusions con-

cerning the unity and di\ ersity of the aesthetic experience, discusses

its importance in the scheme of things, and deals w ith the possibility

of enhancing its occurrence.

\\ II \I IS I IW \LSI \(l.
For as far back as there are written records, we find evidence of the

awe and exhilaration people feel upon seeing or hearing something

beautifid. The earliest poems (..ontain loving descriptions of land-

scapes. of the plaY of light on water, of the beaut of the human form.

of the proportions of man-made structures.'rhe power of music to en-

thrall the senses is one of the oldest subjects of myth. And, of course,

among the earliest traces of human life on earth are innumerable

carvings, wall paintings, graffiti, and other decorations, all attesting

to hunianits's attempts to modify its ens ironment so as to make it

more "beautiful.-
It is all the more surprising, th,:n, to realize how little we know

about the reasons for this response. Western philosophy only sporad-

ically investigated humans' relationship to beautiful objects until

about two and a half' centuries ago. It is fair to sa \ that the main area

of inquirs in Western philosoph has been the deelopinent of' the

cognitive dimensions of human consciousnessthe study and the

justification of the rational processes of the mind. In comparison

ith Eastern thought. Western philosoph has neglected the emo-

V.
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tional. the intuitive, and, to a lesser extent, the volitional aspects of
consciouSneSS.

The first s\ stematic attempts to define the acs/hdit. began during the

height of rationalism in Western philosoph:. Throughout the seven-
teenth century, the methodical principles of Cartesian reasoning re-

placed the last remnants of religious nysticism and literary humanism

in European scholarship. The irrefutable order of New tonian science

and Cartesian logic compelled most scholars to accept the supremacy
of rational thought as the onl \ reliable process of human conscious-

ness. Whatever else happened in the mind--feelings. beliefs, i4to-

itions, Ur epiphaniescould not be taken seriously because it resisted
transformation into an entit that could be studied w ith the tools of
logic or the emerging empirical sciences.

But no sooner did the ( artesian hegemon: establish itself than it

began to stimulate its own antithesis. With the workings of reason so

clearl \ exposed. many thinkers found that much of human conscious-
ness did not tit within its ordeied confines. I laving codified reason.
)escartes helped to show how little about human experience it ac-

tually explained. So the stage was set for generations of thinkeis
from Giambattista Vico to the romantics. Schopenhauer. Nietzs, he,

Kierkegaard and the existentialists, and dow n to Freud and ps\ cho-
anal \ sisto explore the nonrational elements of consciousness.

One reaction to a purel \ rational description of consciousness was

the work of the (;erman philosopherAlexander Baumgarten, \\ ho first
used the term de sill( tir in his Reileevions on Poary (19;6 I first published

-HIt. Baumgarten himself was a member of the rationalist school, a

follower of Descartes and l,eibniz. In contrast to his mentors, fum-
e\ Cr. he felt that to exclude sensations and perceptions from know l-

edge on the grounds that the\ were inherentl \ confused was to sac-

rifice \ aluable fmnis of consciousness on the altar of reason, Thus he

de\ eloped from the Greek word for perception (ai.qhf.,isi A description
for a l1\ of apprehending rcalit\ that \\ as nist AS clearif um as dis-

tinct as the logical cugnition I )escaites had distilled Flom the flux of

consciousness. Baumgarten conduded that the aesthetic \ aloe of A

2
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work of art depended on its ability to produce vivid experiences in

its audience.

But what constitutes this experience? Manv characteristics have

been described over the centuries. In a recent review Monroe Beards-

ley (1982) singled out five recurring themes, suggesting that any aes-

thetic experience must exhibit the first one and at least three of the

remaining four. It is possible to paraphrase Beardsley's five criteria as

follows: ( 1) object focus: the person willingly invests attention in a vi-

sual stimulus: (2) felt freedom: he or she feels a sense of harmony that

preempts everyday concerns and is experienced as freedom; (3) de-

tached affect: the experience is not taken literally, so that the aes-

thetic presentation of a disaster might move the viewer to reflection

but not to panic; (4) active discos ery: the person becomes cognitivels

involved in the challenges presented bs the stimulus and derives a

sense of exhilaration from the involvement; (i)ssholeness: a sense of

integration follows from the experience, giving the person a feeling of

self-acceptance and self-expansion.

This list, which is representative of' the elements philosophers of'
aesthetics and critics have been attributing to the aesthetic experi-

ence, is remarkable because it closely mirrors another set of condi-

tions obtained in the course of VerV different investigations. We are

referring here to the characteristics of thefloa" cyperienre, which were

derived from interviews with hundreds of' persons deepls involved in

activities that had fess or no external rewards. "l'he studies in question

(for example, Csiksientinihalsi uria, by- çb, br8a,. 1982, iysi,
1990: Csikszentmihalsi and ( sikszentmihalyi 1988) suggest that

people play chess, climb mountains, compose music, and do a hun-

dred other nonproductive actis ities not because they expect a result

or fess ard abet the activity is concluded, hut because they enjos what

they are doing to the extent that expel iencing the actis ity becomes

its own reward. This autotelic experience, that is, one that contains
its goal in itself, was called floss because respo"dents used that term

frequently to describe the deep itisols ement in and effortless pro-

uression of the activity.
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'Fable i. Comparison of (:nteria 1),A:tiling the Aesthetic Experience
and the Elm\ Experience

We see here the correspondences between the two sets of criteria. the
first describing the aesthetic experience, the second describing flow.
Although the two lists do not correspond point by point, they contain
the same elements, with little in one list that is not present in the other.

What can account for this similarity: Nluttial influence can be ruled
out. The aesthetic scholarship on which Beardslev's list is based is
completely independent of the flow research and, as far as can be es-
tablished, the two authors were unaware of each other's work at the
time these conclusions were reached. The most likely answer is that
philosophers describing the aest hetic experience and psycludogists
describing flow are talking ttbout essentially the same state of mind.
'l'his in turn means that human beings enjoy experiences that are rel-
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ativelv more clear and focused than everyday life, a conclusion already

drawn by I kwey ( 1934). When this heightened state of consciousness

occurs in response to music, painting, and so on, we call it an aesthetic

experience. Iii other contexts, such as sports, hobbies, challenging

work, and social interactions, the heightened state of consciousness is

called a flow experience.
But it may be that the quality of the subjective states is the same in

both contexts, that the aesthetic and the flow experiences are in real-

ity indistinguishable from one another. The stimuli producing the
persort's reaction and the content of the person's consciousness during

the experience change, but the reaction itself, the structure of the re-

action or state of consciousness, is the same. For example, a tennis

player and a person looking at a painting are both involved in what

they are doing, and in both cases they enjoy what they are doing for

its own sake.They enjoy using their skills to rise to stimulating chal-

lenges in a setting that requires clarity and total concentration re-
moved from the everyday world. This focused experience is pro-
duced, of course, verv differently in the two cases: in the first, it is the

challenge of returning the opponent's serve: in the second, the chal-

lenge is to respond to the painter's creation. Different stimuli are in-

cols ed, different skills are required to respond to the situation, but
the structural elements of consciousness that account for the reward-

ing nature of the experience arc the same in both cases.

If' it is true that the aesthetic experience is part of a larger family,

all of whose members display similar elements, one wonders NIII\
such states of consciousness are so enjoyable and rewarding. A brief

res lew of ss hat the philosoph\ and psychology of aesthetics say

about the functions of the aesthetic experience may help to answer

that question.

I.t \CTIO\S 01"1.111% \F.C1.111..11(: ExPERII..\(

E%er since Baumgarten identified the separate nature of aesthetic

cognition, philosophers ha e generally agreed that the case for aes-

thetics must ultimately rest on the kind of experience it pros ides.



Reason articulates a set of rules within which the mind can follow con-

vincing N(eps toward universally acceptable conclusions. But human
beings have another way of apprehending reality: an experience of
blinding intuition, a sense of certainty and completeness as convinc-
ing as any reason provides (Baumgarten 1936). It is this way of seeing
the world that has been called the aesthetic experience. Whereas
most thinkers would eventually agree on a more or less similar set of
criteria for describing the aesthetic experience, such as the one pro-
posed by Beardsley and illustrated in Table 1, there is a much wider
difference of opinion concerning why the aesthetic experience is plea-
surable or valuable.

From a contemporary point of view, however, it is possible to sax
that all aesthetic theories can be subsumed under what used to be
called a naturalistic perspective. In other words, even the most ideal-
istic and formal theories of the past call be seen as variants of a basic
hedonistic epistemology, according to which the aesthetic experience
is good for the perceiver.

What good the aesthetic experience does, how ever, has been ex-
plained in man s. different ways. a large extent, it seems to depend
on how one defines what gow/ is. For those who believe that the sum-
mum /mount consists in approaching God's majesty, art brings the soul
closer to God. For those who believe that the best we can do is to sub-
limate libidinal desires in a socially acceptable form, the aesthetic ex-
perience is an excellent way to sublimate.

In the sections that follow, we will summarize various attempts to
explain why people seek out the aesthetic experience. Specifically,

yy ill review cognitive, perceptual, emotional, and transcendental
perspectives, presenting in each case brief references as to how phi-
losophers and psychologists have viewed the issue. lb emphasize
these fimr perspectic es in order to organize our discussion is a heroic
not to say foolhardv:-implification. It also results in stressing the dif-
ferences among thinkers in the field. In reality, of course, no approach
to the aesthetic experience relies on either purely rational or purelx
eMotional explanations. However, lot the sake of clarity and siniplic-

0,0
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ity, WC will proceed as if the s ()luminous and complex literature on the

subject could be reduced to these fOnr headings.

FORM 01. UNDI. itsTANDING Approaches to aesthetics based on the

concept of the Platonic ideal stressed the belief that art represents not
the limited particularities of the world of appearances but the under-
lying, eternal forms behind them (though Plato himself banished vi-
sual artists from his republic as mere imitators of appearances). Thus
the aesthetic experience was seen as the satisfaction of an intellectual
need to grasp that which is really real. But as Kant -ow, Croce

( Nlaquet (106). and many others has e said, the reality art un-

cos ers is not mediated by. concepts, as it is when reason is at work. In-

stead, according to Kant, aesthetic pleasure results from the union of
intuition and understanding, and, according to Croce, it results from
the process of expressing a formerly unformulated intuition, In an\
case, the good for these idealist philosophers consists in the appre-
hension of something that had heretofore been hidden and inacces-
sible to logical understanding.

In psychological approaches to art articulated since the late ro6os,
the cognitivist viewpoint has become increasingly important. Based
originally on the work ot' the philosopher Nelson Goodman (1968,

9-8), cognitive psychologists have tried to describe the thought pm-
cesses involved in the production of art and to explain how these abil-

ities des clop with time (Gardner 19-3, to8o: Winner 1982; De Mill

1988). For instance, Parsons ( 10-) finds that aesthetic judgments de-
velop through a tive-stage sequence. just as other cognitive abilities
do. At first, children appreciate pictor ial realism, equating aesthetic
value with what is beautiful. 'I'hen, the\ graduallY learn to appreciate
representation, expression, and organi/ation. Finalls, after reaching
the fifth and last stage, the adult viewer learns to go beyond an\ ex-
isting criteria of appreciation and adopts an open-ended receptise at-
titude that allosss him or her to respond to qualities of the work not
yet encompassed by es aluat ion.

Important as these ways 1)15 less ing art as a rational Ali% it \ arc, they
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generally have little to say about what motivates viewers to contem-

plate works of art, or about the aesthetic experience itself. Cognitive

approaches have tried to reconcile aesthetics with the dominant
Cartesian epistemology, validating it as a respectable activity of the
mind: "the arts are treated not as forms of leisure, plaY. or amusement,

nor as exclusively emotional activities. They are viewed, rather, as
fundamental ways of knowing the world- (Winner 1982, 12). In doing

SO, however, the cognitive approach tends Co disregard that hich

originally prompted Baumgarten and his followers to separate aes-

thetics from reasonthe observation that the aesthetic experience
provides visceral, holistic, and greatly rewarding sensations that are

ordinaril) absent from purely cognitive activities.

Thus the enjox ment derived from aesthetic encounters might be

explained in part by the satisfaction of a generalized human need for

knowledge and understanding that the arts provide (Arnheim 1969:
Cassirer ( :sikszentmihalyi Vasina 1982: Winner 1982). In

other words, the "blinding intuition- one experiences in front of a

great work of art is pleasurable because a great amount of knowledge

about the world is encapsulated in the transaction. What we ordinarily

recognize as an aesthetic experience is a cognitive rush. Other expla-

nations focus on cognitive consonance, or the pleasure one gets from

a correspondence between a mental nmdel of perfection and an actual

aesthetic specimen (Zusne 1986).

SLNSORY PLEASURI. complement the cognitk e approaches to
aesthetics, a perceptual perspective claims that some of the informa-

tion contained in works of art shortcuts thinking and affects us because

the mind is alrealy predisposed to recognize it. In current terms, the

claim would be that the central nervous system is geneticall hard-

ired to experience pleasure when processing certain patterns of
stimuli.

In the isual arts, aesthetic pleasure is produced by qualities of the

isnal stimulus. These include, according to Santavana (1896), design

elements that produce sensory arousal and formal qualities that pro-

duce a sense of order. In Some \kays this approach had been foreshad-
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owed by the Aristotelian notion that tinit, in (liversity constitutes
beauty. In this version ot' utilitarianism, the good consists in an opti-
mal functioning of the mind. There is a mesh between the properties
of the stimulus and the potentialities of the perceiving organism, such

that the latter is totally involved in the interaction.
Among contemporary psychologists, Berlyne (1966, 19---). Ken-

nedy Ii 985 ). and Kreitler and Kreitler (19-5) have done extensi \ c re-

search on the arousal properties of discrete stimuli, and Arnheim
(19.41 and Sow...if and Eysenck (19-2) ha\ e explored the gestalt prop-
erties of more complex forms. Both arousal and a sense of order arc
seen to produce a desirable condition in the central nervous s stem.
Other perceptual approaches have focused on the perception ot' color

(( 86). or on inherentlx pleasing properties of certain stim-
ulus configurations. For example. Samuels and Ew (1980 claim that
infants as young as three months old prefer watching human faces that

were rated attractive by adults. thus evidencing innate aesthetic sen-
sitivitx, at least for facial features.

But why would some visual configurations rather than others pro-
duce a pleasant experience in the nen ous system: Explanations here
invoke an extension of evolutionarx theory. The gestalt approach. for
instance, is predicated on the belief that a preference for order is con-

ducive to a better overall adaptation to the environment (Arnheim
19- I 1982; Gonthrich I 96o, 19-9: Kepes 196.0. In short, those indi-

\ iduals who derive pleasure from orderwhich is good for themwill
seek out order and will therefore haxe a better chance to survive and to

replicate their genes and their values than indi \ iduals who do not take

pleasure in order. Thus survival pressures positi \ el\ select aesthetic
enjoyment. just as they select the pleasure (led ed from ph sical ex-
ercise or from the use of the intellect, and for similar reasons.

It has also been argued that the integration of consciousness
brought about bs aesthetic experiences leads to mental health and
greater societal \sell-being. Dewes (1) 4) argued that die aesthetic
pleasure arose from the recognition of organic \\ holeness, and as such

was a model for the highest forms of (organi/ation in matter and con-

sciousness. Jenkins (19;8) and I )issanakaye ( i 9-4) held that the con-
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tribution of art to survival consists in ividlY portraying those elements

or issues in the environment with which f)eople must cope: thus aes-

thetics sensitizes society to the crucial matters of life. Peckham ( (Ai )
believed that aesthetic experimentation facilitated cultural innova-
tion in general. Other recent approaches that attempt to develop ac-

counts of the aesthetic experience based on evolutionary theory are
those of Csikszentmihalyi 9-8b) and Levy (1986).

[MOTIONAL HARMONY Perhaps the best-known accounts of the aes-

thetic experience focus on what happens to the emotions in the en-

counter with works of art. Aristotle felt that tragedy, bx evoking pity
and fear, helped purge the audience's feelingsa conclusion with
which many contemporary psYchoanalx sts would agree. The good

here consists in reliving hidden impulses in such a waY that they can

be sorted out and brought into harmony xx ith the more conscious as-

pects of life. Catharsis brings about inner balarice and equanimity.

The impersonal rules of reason make it a limited tool, because the pri-

ate joys and fears of men are not taken into account. Art must give

people an alternative approach to those aspects of consciousness rea-

son must ignore. As Coilingwood (19 ;S) persuasivel y. argued, art can

effectively communicate many things that concepts cannot convey.

The most influential modern cathartic theory is based on the work

of Sigmund Freud. Especially in his essays on Leonardo da Vinci and

Michelangelo (Freud ) 0, 19141, Freud explored the connection be-

tween early traumatic events in the artists' lis es that required the
repression of unacceptable impulses. and the form and content of
their later works. Earlier he had stated that beauty is based on sexual

excitation, that although we are usually not aware of it, the things we

tind beautiful are iii truth sexually stimulating( Freud iyuc). The value

of the aesthetic experience for the viewer lies in the enjox able and

(herapeutic S icarious expression of disguised sexual interest in art.

innumerable analysts and critics have followed in Freud's fmtsteps,

pro\ iding case studies in w hich the artist's emotional conflict was
linked to his Of her Oell\ re. When sensitiyelx done, such imestigatioos

has e been useful in suggesting links between the emotional conflicts

q
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of the artist and the viewer on the one hand, and the formal qualities of

the work of art on the other. The early faith in the ability of psycho-

analysis to provide a definitive account of the aesthetic experience,
however, has been generally abandoned. The classical explanation
based on the repression of sexual interest at the Oedipal stage of de-
velopment has been found to be uncomfortably reductionistic by the

most informed psychoanalysts (for example, (;edo 1984). The more
eclectically overdetermined explanations. which take into account a

much wider range of emotional conflicts, are much more plausible and

sophisticated; nonetheless, their very indeterminacy has a somewhat
improvised quality which makes them definitely unfalsifiable.

Psychologists have also explored the complex ways that visual pref-

erences arc related to other aspects of a person's temperament and per-

sonality. For example, compared to introverts, extroverts tend to pre-
fer simple colors and forms, and more expressive paintings ( Eysenck

1940. 1941). People ith a high need for achie.ement prefer colors on

the cool end of the spectrum as opposed to reds and yellows (Knapp.
McElroy, and Vaughn 102). Sensation seekers, on the other hand.
prefer red (Nelson. Pelech, and Foster 198.0. On the basis of extensive

clinical interviews with subjects who expressed preferences for a wide

variety of representational paintings, Nlachotka .i o-o) concluded that

people liked a specific work either because it fulfilled a corresponding
emotional need or because the painting supported a defense the

viewer had adopted against unwanted emotions. Similar findings that

link affective characteristics of the viewer to their visual preferences

have been often replicated (fOr example, I kin rick and Cu pch ik

198; l It should be admitted, however, that the literature concerning

visual art preferences is contradictor and confusing (Ahmad 198 c ), as

well as quite primiti.e. This field of research is still far from being able

to support with evidence the exalted claims that theoreticians ha e

made for the healing powers of the aesthetic experience.

1111 IR \NM 1 ND1 5C1 ()I sl IL \HUN All interesting feature of the-

ories of aesthetics is that the are sometimes both reduct ionist le and

emancipatorx. For instance, the e.olutionarY approaches listed in the
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section on sensory pleasure can be seen as reductionistic, because

they try to explain the enjoyment of art in terms of selective pressures

operating below the threshold of human awareness and choice, vet

they are emancipatory as well, because they indicate ways in which

humans have been able to acquire new skills and new sensibilities.

A similar duality can be found in some of the \ Iarxist analyses of art

(Benjamin 108: I lauser to; I. to82; Marcuse 1978). On the one
hand, Marxist theory is reductionistic because it holds that what we
consider beautiful is determined by social relations based on economic

conditions. On the other hand, according to some of its interpreters,

it holds out the possibility that true aesthetic experience may break

through the bonds that tie people into the existing system. Emanci-
pation from false consciousness, or the systematic understanding ot'

alienating social forces, is the raison d'etre for the existence of works

of art and the ultimate criterion by. which the y. are to be judged. "Phus

the most valuable contribution of the aesthetic experience to the
progress of mankind consists in bringing to the fore those human po-

tentialities that the social system has repressed and in showing the
causes of repression. According to this position, the painters who have

used their brush to portray the horrors Of poverty and war. such as

Goya, Daumier, Picasso, Orozco. or Rivera, arc the most valuable pur-

veyors of the aesthetic experience.

Another justification of the aesthetic experience is based on its pur-

ported ability to give people a foretaste of other-worldly reality. Mys-

tical and religious approaches to art have stressed its constructive, cre-

ative aspectsthe fact that art transcends reality as it is and indicates

instead how it could be. Dante Alighieri thought that the order and dis-

cipline of poetry could lead the reader's mind upward, to glimpse the

universal order that God imposed on nature. I n 96() list
Russian edition i 801), Tolstoy held that a great work ()fart ele cated the

audience and led to a belief in the universal brotherhood of mankind.

The religious approach, like the Marxist one, is impatient with the

status quo and finds the transcendent aspect of the aesthetic e pet i-

ence to be its most valuable quality. Yet the two differ in their orienta-

tion: the first looks to a divine order for inspiration. \\ bile the second

6
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looks toward an earthly utopia. But this distinction may be based more

on superficial historical appearances than on real, substantial differ-

ences. After all, Dante was deeply involved in the thirteenth-century

political struggles aimed at establishing a secular counterweight to pa-

pal authority, and Tolstoy, at the time he wrote What Is Art?, was in-

volved in his experiments in communal living. Thus, the quests for di-

vine and earthly perfection need not be mutually exclusive.

This brief review only begins to hint at the great variety of aesthetic

theories that hav.: proliferated in the last several centuries, even be-

fore aesthetics as a separate philosophical discipline came into exis-

tence. What does this diversity of explanations mean? Does it mean

that in reality there is no such thing as an aesthetic experience?

THE STRLCTCRE. OF THE \EsTIIETIC EXPERIENCE

We will argue that if we expect the aesthetic experience to be a single,

universal reaction, like the blinking of the eyelid under strong light or
the sensation of sweetness at the taste of sugar, then there is no aes-

thetic experience. But very few human experiences are that simple.

lost events in consciousness arc built from culturally defined con-

tents as well as from personal meanings developed throughout an in-

dividual's life. Thus two persons can never be expected to have the

same experience, and the farther apart in time and place they are, the

more the details of the two experiences will differ.
For instance, psychologists have shown that while people. who share

training in Western artistic traditions will agree in their aesthetic pref-

erences, untutored viewers will not (Anwar and Child 19-2; Haritos-

Fatourous and Child 19771. Sociologists (for example, Bourdieu 1987)

have reminded us that a person can never have a pure, immediate aes-

thetic experiencewhene er we gaze at an object our reaction to it is

historically grounded, inseparable from ideologies and social values.

It would bc impossible for an Australian aborigine and a New York

art ctitic to have similar reactions to an abstract painting by Jackson

Pollock. The objective visual stimuli would be processed in entirel\

different ways by the two viewers. For the aborigine the painting



18 1 III. %HA 01. NI 1 1

might not even contain information at allit would be perceived as we
perceive white noise of the pattern of light and shadow on a hillside.
that is, as a meaningless assemblage of stimuli. In contrast, for the
critic One glimpse of the painting would immediatel\ evoke masses (,(

structured information that include perceptual judgments as well as
emotions. Art historical. biographical. sociological, technical, and
aesthetic considerations would be called to mind, and these would be-
gin to interact in consciousness w ith the objective details ot' the paint-
ing as they continued to be processed by the visual receptors.

The aesthetic experience occurs w hen information coming from
the artwork interacts with information alreadx stored in the viewer's
mind. The result of this conjunction might be a sudden expansion.
recombination. or ordering of previously accumulated information,

hich in turn produces a variety of emotions such as delight, joy, of
aWe. intOrmation in the work of art fuses w ith information in the

viewer's memoryfollowed by the expansion of the con-

sciousness, and the attendant emotional consequences. This process
of fusion we w ill refer to as the structure of the aesthetic experience.
Whenever we are moxed bx the encounter w ith a work of art, our ex-
periences will have a similar structure, even though their informa-
tional content might be completely different.

In the example just discussed, it would make no sense to expect
that the experiences of the aborigine and the critic would be similar,
either in content of in structure. 'rhe tko \ iew ers w ou Id bring to the

situation entirelx different backgrminds of information. In fact, the
aborigine max not hax c an\ experience at all in looking at the Pollock

painting, let alone an aesthetic one. The same argument holds, to a

greater or lesser degree, for an\ t o persons looking at the same ob-
ject. liut if MO people do hake an aesthetic expel ience in looking at

the same object, regardless of the different thoughts and emotions

the\ might process during the encounter, kke claim that the structure
of their experience is simiktr.

In other words, while the thoughts mid emotions in tesponse to A
kkork of art might be different in the minds of different iewers. the
structure of the experience, its qualitx, the %%As it fee Is w hile it lasts,
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seems to be the same regardless of its cognime and emotional con-
tent. These structural similarities include the conditions already
mentioned in Table i : when the viewer focuses attention on the ob-
ject, there follows a sense of concentration, of freedom, clarity, con-
trol, wholeness, and sometimes transcendence of ego boundaries, a
condition so rewarding as to be sought Out for its Own sake.

For attention to bc attracted to the object in the first place, a further
set of conditions is necessary. The object must contain a set of visual
'challenges- that engages the interpretive skills of the beholder. The
environment must be conducive to a centering of attention on the ob-
ject and to a screening out of distractions. I low these and other con-
ditions of the encounter with the work of art contribute to the aes-
thetic experience will be developed in detail in the chapters that
fidlow. In the process, by focusing closely on the quality of this ex-
perience it ss ill be possible to des clop and enlarge our understanding
of the potentialities for enjoyment open to human beings and to refine
the theoretical model of the How experience, which by necessity ss ill
be enriched through its application to this unique body of data.

THE \IF: 11101) 01. '1111. s'l t 1)1

Throughout most ot' its history, the study of aesthetics and the aes-
thetic experience has been, almost by definition, considered the pros -
ince ot' speculative philosophy. With the push in the first half of this

century for the establishment of the social sciences as hard sciences

along the lines of physics and chemistry, the field of experimental aes-
thetics came into existence.This field, exemplified by the work of
&dyne (196(,) and Child (1968-1969), was almost yvholly dedicated
to understanding the mechanics of the perceptual aspect of the en-

counter with a work of art, and thus it was both experimental and
phssiological in its orientation. The work in this field attempted to re-

dress what 55 as perceived as a lack of systematic observation and con-

nection to the "real- world in the philosophical tradition. let it seems
ohs ious now that such an approach was much too reductive to grasp
fully the complex and integrated nature of the aesthetic experience.
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As philosophers have pointed out for centuries, there is considerably

more to the encounter with an aesthetic object than the visual stim-
ulus and a corresponding optical response. While the philosophical at-

tack on the problem may have erred in the direction of being too ab-

stract, the experimental aesthetics approach seems to err in the
opposite direction; that is, it becomes so particularistic that it. :oo,
loses sight of the inherently human nature of both art and the re-
sponse to it.

Our approach in this series of studies attempts to walk the line be-

tween the two extremes. We try to make some generalizations about

the nature and conditions of the aesthetic experience and to do so in

the form of interpretations of data which we gathered in a relatively

st indardized. though not experimental. situation, that is, in a series
of interviews with art museum professionak. Several assumptions
guided the course of this research. In rough order, from the most gen-

eral to the most specific, they are:

r. Subjective interpretation is the key to understanding the aes-

thetic experience. Although physiological, perceptual. and cog-
.

nitive processes are important components, they are relatively
meaningless until given weight and value by the interpretation of
subjective experience.

2. \ lost, if not all, people are able to talk about their experiences

of subjecti c states in a coherent fashion.

3. I lowner, the most coherent statements of the nature of sub-

jective experiences will be those made by persons for whom those

experiences are, first, a somewhat regular occurrence, and sec-
ond, for whom the awareness of those experiences is an integral
part of their lives.

4. Museum professionals, by virtue ii the nature of their posi-
tions and pursuits. must bc sensiti e to the aesthetic value of ob-

jects and consequentlx aware of the nature of their n response

to such objects. Their responses w ill be more relevant to under-

standing the nature of the aesthetic experience than the re-
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sponses of visual artists would be, because the artist approaches
art as a creator rather than as a viewer, and thus would experience
art very differently from normal audiences.

.3. Finally, we assumed that letting people talk at length about
their experiences was a better way to determine what were the
most important components of the aesthetic experience than aSk-
ing them to answer any sort of questionnaire that we might de-
sign. We felt that this would avoid, as much as possible. the im-
position of our own implicit or explicit theories of the aesthetic
experience on the responses of the people wc were interviewing.

The three most important elements in the study are, then, the
questions we asked, the people who asked them, and the people we
asked them of.

PLAN AND DESIGN OF TI ii CCRATORIAL IN11..RvIEwS We designed

our interviews to be semistructured. That is, there were several gen-
eral areas that were introduced with open-ended questions, accom-
panied by a number of optional probes for ea,:h. This structure en-
abled us to touch on a certain core of topics with every respondent
without precluding other topics that might arise in response to the
general questions. The rationale for and exact wording ot' each ques-
tion were worked out by Our research group as a v1/4 hole so that each of

the interviewers was intimately familiar with the protocol. A number
of pilot interviews and several early interview s were analyzed in detail

by the research team, and some alterations were subsequently made
in the prowcol to correct what were felt to be weak areas. The inter-
viewers worked closely together so as to ensure maximum consistency

and to share the insights and strategics that enabled them to obtain
the broad range of responses that has resulted in this valuable body ot'

data. 'Hie interviews were conducted by a group of idvanced graduate
students and faculty members from the Committee on I luman De-
velopment of the l'niversity of Chicago. All of the interviewers had
been involved with the development of the research project and of the
interview protocol from their inception and thus were familiar with
both. Nloreover, all of the interviewers had some background in the

41
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arts (either studio, art history, or art education), and all had been in-

volved in an earlier project involving research on artists. Considered

as a whole, this group had several hundred hours of interviewing ex-

perience in a variety of settings.

The interview protocol is presented in Appendix A.

PLAN AND DI: SIGN OF 1I111 PROFESSIONALS S FUDY For the museum

professionals, the four general topics can be summed up as follows: ( )

professional history and nature of present position; (2) personal his-
tory of involvement with the arts; (3) description and discussion of one

or more specific encounters with works of art that were felt to be es-

pecially significant; and (4) opinions on the aesthetic experience in
general and the possibility of facilitating that experience.

Each of the interviews was conducted at the institution where the

curator worked and lasted anywhere from tifty-five minutes to two and

a half hours. Prior to the interview the respondents were told only that

we wished to discuss some aspects of their profession, not that we
were interested in their theories of the aesthetic experience. The full

intent of the study was discussed in detail with each person only upon

completion,of the interview. All ot' the interviews were ':ape-recorded

and then transcribed verbatim. 'Hie analyses in the followiug chapters

are based on these transcripts.

We interviewed primarily curators and directors (84 percent); how-

ever, we also interviewed a number of persons in both conservation

and education departments. We will usually refer to these respon-
dents as curators or museum professionals. Altogether we interviewed

fiftv-seven individuals from seventeen different institutions, twenty-

four from the J. Paul Getty Museum in Malibu, Califiunia, and eigh-

teen from the Art Institute of Chicago. Six are curators of corporate

collections in major businesses, and the remaining nine curators rep-

resent various university, city, and independent public institutions.

Slightly more than half the group are male, with an average age in the

middle forties.

More important than these demographic characteristics is the high

level of expertise embodied in this select group of people. Over 8()

4 2
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percent had completed a master's degree. and 41 percent had been
awarded doctorates. The majority of those degrees are in art history,
but nearly a quarter are in studio arts. Slightly more than i ç percent
of those interviewed had some special museum training in addition to
the degree programs, even if their degree was not in museum studies,
and more than io percent had studio training of some kind, ranging
from printmaking to architecture. Finally, -5 percent of these indi-

\ iduals had formal teaching experience in either a museum or univer-

sity setting.
Professionally, this is an equally impressive group. \lore than half,

or 5-- percent, are or have been full curators, and percent are cur-

rently directing or have directed a museum or galler\ . On the average,
their present position is the fourth post of their careers. Among them
they represent experience in more than fill\ museums and galleries
in the 1.'nited States and Europe and possess seseral hundred Years of

collective experience.
On the average, members of this group had organiied sixteen ex-

hibitions apiece: one quarter of the group had put together thirty or

more exhibitions during the course of' their careers. The group aver-
aged nine scholarly publications apiece. although again, about a quar-

ter of them had more than twenty to their credit. Finallx (and indic-

ative (lithe fact that these people are vitally involved in the art world),

slightl less than -4,- percent arc curt end ins oh cd in consulting or

corffilltItlity work, including jurving show s, serving on the hoards of art

galleries and artists' cooperati \ es. and working as trustees and con-

sultants for other museums and for state, local, or national arts

organizations.

\\ "I lifF. 1\ IF R\ 11..ts

Finalls. we would like to offer some introductor remarks on the ways
in which we used the interview material in this report. The two ts pes

of infmmation percentages on the one hand and quotations on the

otherha e a similar basis. We did not begin w ith a coding s\ stem and

then comb the transcripts in search of supporting instances. Rather,

L; 3
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separate groups of researchers read the transcripts with broad general

questions in mind, such as. What arc the most important elements in

the aesthetic encounter? and What are the conditions under which an

aesthetic experience can take place? From the initial readings, cate-

gories were derived using the terms of the respondents themselves.

Then, the categories were refined as more transcripts were analyzed,

until finally the entire body of material was recoded using the fully
elaborated systems for each topic.

By coding, we do not mean to imply that every sentence in the en-

tire transcript was accorded a code. Instead, we isolated passages of

any lengthfrom one sentence to more than a pagethat exemplified
a r:rticular Lyr, of experience or concern on the part of that particular

respondent. Thus. one transcript can have as many different codes as

there are topics of importance to the respondent. Also. One statement

can be included as relevant to or exemplary of more than one topic.

While this method seemed to us the best way to preserve the richness

and complexity of the data, it does preclude any statistical consider-

ation of counts or mentions because, first of all, given the semistruc-

aired nature of the protocol, we would be unable to say that ever\ re-

spondent had an equal opportunity to discuss all of the topics. Nlore

important, under any such empirical counting system, a thought that

one person might express in one succinct statement would be Out-

weighed by an extendedeven if' less insightful or reflectivediscus-
sion of a different topic by another respondent. Thus, in any of the
pacentages we report here, we are referring to the percentage of in-

dividuals who touch on the topic in one form or another and not to the

Eteral numerical frequency of the topic. The percentages are used

primarily to give the reader an idea of how important the topic was

across the entire group, that is, they indicate that most respondents

touched on topic A. while only a small group touched on topic B. We

do not use them in order to establish the existence of particular sub-

jective states or to make claims about the absolute importance of one

factor or another.

The categories established by the coding system thus became the

4 4
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basis for the selection and grouping of the quotations that are the pri-

mary data for the majority of the report. While the quotations are

grouped under topical headings from the coding system, it must be

kept in mind that the codings themselves were inductively derived.
The quotations thus both illustrate the theme that we feel a coding

category captures and form the basis for the judgment of the impor-

tance of the coding category itself. The three-digit number in paren-

theses following each quote is an identification number that identifies

each respondent.
'kw final caveats. First of all, though we have tried to select quotes

that can stand intelligibly on their owl; arid not misrepresent either
the context of their utterance or the intent of their speaker, wc must

caution the reader to keep in mind that these are selected and some-

times edited quotations. Our presentation may at times give the
impression that the ideas discussed in the quotes are completely dis-

tinct from one another, yet the overriding opinion of the questioners

was that ever y. respondent spoke in a remarkably unified and consis-

tent voice, that their theories of the aesthetic experience were miler-

em ith their theories of educating for the aesthetic encounter and

ith their value judgments of the works they. discussed. Second, for

nearly every category that we were able to define and support with
quotations and percentages, there was always a small number of

clearly and often diametrically opposed statements by other respon-

dents. Nlore often than not, we have included at least one of these in

the sections that discuss the thesis to which they are the antithesis.

We have chosen to present these not just in the name of intellectual

honesty but because we believe that this is not an arena of discourse

that falls under the jurisdiction of majority nile. The nature of the aes-

thetic experience is a vital issue and has been so for thousands of

years. 'lb close off discussion of the issue is not the intent of this re-

port. Nlore than anything else, we hope that this investigation will
stimulate discussion and perhaps open.up new ways of thinking about

the aesthetic encounter with a work of art.
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CHAPTER 2

The Major Dimensions
of the Aesthetic Experience

\\. sis of anY sort begins with a description of the phenomena

under stuck. Yet a thoroughgoing and empirically grounded descrip-
tion of the aesthetic experience has been conspicuously absent
from aesthetic theoryof whatever stripein the past. For the most
part, aesthetic study has proceeded either from a priori assumptions
concerning what the aesthetic experience must be or the basis Of
the analyst's own experiences. In this chapter we attempt to redress
this omission by describing the recurring and central aspects of the
aesthetic experience as recounted by the museum professionals we
interviewed.

'nlike the approaches alluded to abme, our only assumption was
that the aesthetic experience would be qualitatiselv and experien-
tiallx different from es er\ day isual encounters. Other than a focus on

w hat was especially memorable, everything from the selection of
w hat constituted an aesthetic encounter to the focus on particular di-

mensions as nuist salient was left open to the personal definition of the

respondents. Rather than structuring the interviews around abstract
questions concerning an as crap: or typical aesthetic experience, we
asked them to describe a recent encounter that the\ felt to be partic-
ularly significant. The analsis presented in this chapter is based on

an examination of the wide range of responses we gathered through

the inter iew s concerning personalk meaningful encounters w len
works of art. (;is en the number and ariet \ of b)th respondents and

01, .1.11i, .11.4 \ te. 15.4, 11 1 1 e, 4. 1,1 1 / .Ia 1 4.1. lot !
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works discussed, we are confident that the description that emerges

from our analysis is one which, at the very least, points to all the sig-

nificant aspects of the aesthetic experience and defines most of them

rather clearly.

The formulation of the major dimensions of the aesthetic experi-
ence is drawn from the responses to our query about these significant

encounters with works of art. In asking the question, the interviewers

encouraged the respondents to speak candidly as appreciators rather

than as professionals concerned with possible purchases. In general,

the responses were varied and tended to be complex, both in terms of

the number of aspects of the encounter described and in the sophis-

tication of the descriptions.

Overall, our attempt was to discern what modes of experiencing and

responding to works of art were, if not common to all, then the most

frequently described. Rather than finding either one way of respond-

ing, or one way t'or each curator, we found several modes that were com-

mon to a number of respondents. Perhaps even more interesting, we

fimnd that most of the museum prokssionals interacted with works

of art in more than one of' the ways described by the group as a whole.

'Ihus, each of the following sections represents one of the more sig-

nificant ways in which these persons interacted with works of art. 'Hie

majority of the respondents spoke of more than one aspect ot' their ex-

perience. "Phese can be briefly described in four \%ays: a perceptual re-

sponse, which concentrated on elements such as balance, form, and

harmony: an emotional response, which cm phasi/ed reactions to the

emotional content 'of the work and personal associations: an intellec-

tual response, which focused on theoretical and art historical ques-

tions: and, finally, what we characteri/ed as the communicative re-

sponse, wherein there was a desire to relate to the artist, or to his or her

time, or to his or her culture, through the mediation of the work of art.

"l'he topic of each of the following sections is a global term such as

"perceptual.- BY these groupings we .do not mean to imply that the

perceptual aspects of the experience were the same for all %% ho de-

scribe themfar from it. Rather, each section describes the way in

4



which the umbrella term comprehends a variety of discrete but re-

lated types of experiencing.

TH pEkc:Eri(.m, 1)1 \IENsioN

Given.the inherently visual nature of most art media, the fact that all

of the museum professionals talked at one point or another about a

perceptually oriented response to a work of art should not be surpris-

ing. This, however, in no way trivializes the importance of the per-

ceptually oriented response as a dimension of the aesthetic experi-

ence. Of all the aspects of the experience, the perceptual was most

often the first one mentioned and usually the most clearly articulated.

All the museum professionals interviewed indicated that in those en-

counters that proved to be persona..IIv salient they felt theY were vi-

sually engaged by and drawn to the features of the objects immedi

atelv before them. For 2 percent (i of this was th.: primary mode

of response. Within this category, accounts ranged along a rough con-

tinuum from those bearing upon the object as a global emitv, as a

whole, or totality, to those dealing with the object in a more anal tic,

fragmented manner, as an entity constituted by an internal organiza-

tion of a variety of components.
The most general remarks reflecting experiential engagement w ith

works of art referred to sensing the overall physicality of the work.

One of the respondents ( lot)) described how he felt addressed by the

"tull presence" of the work, and another ( o7) spoke of grasping the

work's "intuitive concreteness." This kind of global sensing of the ob-

jecthood of the work also was often discussed when respondents con-

trasted experiences of actual works of art with those of reproductions.

One person remarked:

There is no substitute at all for the actual object. A qualits

Collie'. through, nearly a te\ture. There isn't any substitute

for the actual object. It tells sou things that a reproductinn

ticker tells you. Just the fineness of things is noel- consesed
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by. a reproduction. Even with glass intervening, you don't
quite get just how wonderful it is. (41 s.

But more often, the museum professionals referred to the physi-
cality of the work in statements concerning the impact upon them of
the size or the scale of the object or its undeniable reality:

It's just one of the most phenomenal pieces of sculp-
ture And you look at the side of it, every aspect of it.

because classical sculpture has implicit in it a whole tem-

poral quality, it actually takes time to go through all the little

bits, you have to walk around a piece of sculpture because

the artist built into that whole idea of three-dimensionalits.

it's implicit that you will walk around to understand it. And

what you see when you look at this is that from every angle,

the solumes change, and soli _lust can't really appreciate it

completely from one point to the other. But if sou sit doss n

and look at it from the back, then it's different again. And

just the contrasting mos cmcnts of this drapery, it's like a cas-

cade. It's really onc of the most exciting pieces of sculpture

I've ever seen in my life, because it's just alise. (4o5

'Elle majority of perceptually oriented statements were more dif-
ferentiated than simple remarks on the totality of the object. As is im-
plied by. the category title, most remarks concerned the respondents'
appreciation of the organization of elements constituting the work.
namely, its form, line, color, and surface.

A small number of the respondents described their perceptual ap-
preciation in terms of a rather well-deiined classical conception of
beauty. That is, they characterized the works with w hich they had
had significant encounters in terms of the ways the works reflected or
embodied certain traditional principles of order, harnumv, balance,
and the like. Although most readers will be familiar with such clas-
sical conceptions. the statements made by two of the museum profes-
sionals provide concrete examples of' the way in which this approach
was described:
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I began to see its beauty. . . . I losed the subtlety of the

cars ing and the modeling st it h the clay, the locks of hair, the

simplicity of the piece. I gue:is st hat I like abou, it are, first

of all, the simplicits of his lines, the stay that bust is cut

c1' sharply around the torso . . . and the sharp turn of the

head against the bust. . . . The delicacy of the eyebrows,

the cry subtle lines and the stay they catch the light. . . .

We're still interested in the beauty of the object. ( too)

I'l'he storkiss mild also stinitilate someone st Ito had ans kind

of eye for proportion and beauty and . . . sy mmetry. IThe I

nuances of surface and the play of the heas ils lidded etc,

and the strong nose. . . almond-shaped eyes and the

arms shaped like elephant trunks and . . . the egg-sluped

head. The image is so beautiful that oll could stoiship that

thing . . because of the inherent beams that has been cre-

ated bs the artist. (1 14)

Beauty was sometimes strictly formal of compositional, present (nen

in objects that depicted unpleasant subject matter: "NIan) people
would think that this is a repulsive painting, but I think I see lid al-
most as a beautiful painting, because of the relationship of forms and

colors, and I can get quite excited about it on a lyrical les el- ( :;,; f.

There was often a related concern ss ith the appreciation of the qualit\

of the work, with -how well I the object I was made- ( too), and with

how one is drawn to objects that are -the finest examples of their
ty)e" (11)8). reflecting A -purit\ or excellence in their specific cate-

gory- ( 14).

A classical orientation toward beaut\ was present in slightls less

than a quarter of the responses and did not scent to he a predominant

mode of considering ss Mks of art. °serail, it appears that this notion

of beam\ is employed b\ those whose attention is des oted principally

to the art of earlier centuries; those whose specialty is contemporar \

all do not spontancousk construe works according to the classical CUll-

ception of beaut, and in some cases, the\ esen tepudiate the milk \

()It his notion in regard to the art they appreciate most.
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SPCIFIC PFRCI PTI: A I . QL I.ITIFS OF l iii OitjiCi Without imoking
or alluding to any ySical notion of the beautiful, a number of re-
spondents made s..atements about being especially drawn to and en-

gaged by specifically aesthetic aspects of the work's composition. Pre-

eminent among these were appreciation of the tbrm, color, and
textural quality of the object.

I responded to the painting because of its color and ftirms,

the\ were musical forms: it's called Guitar on a lable, and it

had'all the strength and beaut of a perfect Cubist picture.

It also had all of the \ ariet of paint manipulation that ou

associate \%ith Cubist paintings. Some dr%, chalk% lines

across the surface, that %%ere just laid on as if %% ith a piece of

chalk. Other stuccolike surfaces %%here ashes or sand might

have been added with paint to make it reall crust, and

other areas of dead black. wheie \ ou think the artist has col-

laged a piece of p iper to it. it is s() fiat. 29)

Across the face of that painting were man\ surfaces. There

%%ere thin dr surfaces. .1.here Were IllsHollsis \%orked areas m

the painting. There Were (111111\ %%ashed areas that Vere not

dry. that still had a shine to them that alkmed a transparencs

lo(diing through to a certain depth %%ithin the painting.. los

Perceptual qualities extended beyond the visual to the other sci es.

The follow ing quote gi% es -an idea of the sensual nature of this di-

mension, the appeal to the senses that goes be\ ond w hat is easx to

see, and far beyond w hat it is possible to relate verballs:

lot] can't reall appreciate them V ;reek ases1 %%idiom

tout hing them. 1 oil don't understand half of .1 ( ;reek sasc

"lihntit pickinv.it rip. [hen:\ the balance, and the "as that
\ou Om% e the picoe it \ (40111(4 t0 drink 0nt of t. up. ho%\

the foot reacts w ith the bo,\ I. I think that's all mpot tam in

calls ippreciating oci.uulos. nd rho ,..1111c W1111 leWells.

mean, %%hat d ou kin m about a pie( e of gold that \1,11 In-

r )
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tended to go around somLone's neck if sou don t reahie hos%

hems it is, or hou beautifulls the chain works? (4o8)

Although passages such as these were numerous, we encountered a

much s ider spectrum, understandably, where perceptual responses
were intermediaries, vehicles, for other kinds of concerns. One of the
more frequent of these was where the primary concern focused on the
activity of the artist making the work, on which features within the
work provided a direct access to the art-making process. Comments
such as "Those are exciting pieces, the way You can see the artist's
hand- (i i ;1 or "Look look there, 1 see his hand moving. Look how

quickly!'' 51 were far from unusual. 'Hie following quote embodies
the immediacy ot' this kind of interaction:

It had a certain crodits uhich is actuall% enormousls ap-

pealing. You can almost see the \mod cars er, sou knoss, at-

tacking that piece of wood u ith the kind of fervor and crea-

tivity of the moment. . . . You can see the cut marks of the

chisel and the knite on the torso. I I 141

14: \ en given the breadth of the categories used to group the re-
sponses, it is apparent from these limited excerpts that the perceptual
dimension of the aesthetic encounter is as varied as it is central. Were
we to have refined hirther, there would ha\ e been even more cate-
gories. But running through all the quotes as well as the categories is
the admission of the affective and interactive power of the form and
the surface of a work of art. But as the above quotes illustrate, the per-
ceptual aspects of a work often shape and express the less tangible as-

pects of an object. The other dimensions of the aesthetic encounter
we describe explore those intangible aspects. We turn f101t to the one

must frcquentl% discussed, emotion.

MO Hu\ Si. in \IF. \ sit )s..

lusum professionals spend a great dea! of time looking at and li ing

among great works of art. And although one might h pothesim that

ot-3
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constant exposure might hinder their ability to respond to art on an
emotional level, this was far from the case. In fact, an appreciable
level of emotional involvement was reported b over 9() percent of the

respondents. The emotional mode ss as, moreover, the primary kind

of response for nearly a quarter of them. One individual's discussion

of the ability of a sork to create an emotion in the viewer helps to ex-

plain the importance of this mode of interaction:

I may look at it very closely to see . . shether I can under-

stand that one passage in the losser left-hand corner. And

that feelin!,, comes to me . . . I guess that's what all great

sorks of art should do. They should create some emotion.

So I can feel it so often here, and that is 5511s, as I said earlier.

\shell we first started to talk, that after all these years

been here. I can sa one thing, I've nese!' been bored. !loss

could volt be bored? (

The respondents reported a broad variety of emotional responses,

including positive emotions such as joy, delight, inspiration, and love,

and negative responses such as anger, hate, and frustration. .1 good

number of respondents were most affected by works that surprised

them, while others preferred familiar works evoking comfort or even

nostalgia. In the latter cases, there was almost always some connection

to personal feelings, to past associations and experiences:

( )ne of the paiod rooms ss AS A ser \ large room that si AS Scot-

tish. and ins father's famil is Scottish. I'm not saing that

this ssas A ssonderful aesthetic experience. because I eel--

taink souldn't want it in m lis ing room, but there \sas a

couch in ss Inch the legs and es er tlnng \sere stag hm mrns.

reall, a gruesome sort of object, actuall. And a painting bs

indseer hung abi of :I deer. I mean, I had tears in ni

ees. I ssas reall emotionall mos ed because it lust ie-

minded me ()I' a lOt of things. ak tual experiences hum ins

childhood, or things l'se read about or things I knoss. But

5 4
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also. it 55a5 partly because I knes that all these tbings ssould

be so significant to my parents and to other people in my

famib.. and it ss as a 55 a of making a connection. 4111

Some works produced tension, eNcitement, or intrigue. Other works

were valued for their ability to bring about a composed. contemplative

state. In a few instances a completely visceral or physical reaction

was reported:

"[hey \sere SO laden ssith the thought that created them . . .

mueh invol einem and so perfectls tailored, that it just lit-

erall reached out and I could almost feel something grab-

bing me. It was just this sort of Isnatches at the airl phsical

feeling from the form that it took. ( tonl

\ tore often it was the case that people used less dramatic phrases,
such as -I was struck bY the work- or IC grabbed me,- and then went

on to describe a more intellectual mode of apprehending the work. In

a few instances respondents described emotions that are usually as-

sociated with people rather than with physical objects, such as. -\ mi

get kind of passionate about some of these things, . . . lustful might

be the right word- io81 01 -there is a kind of seductiseness to a work

of art that I think people do feel- ( 2o).

\lore than a few of the respondents described a development
over time, from an initial reaction (ss hich was ustiall \ an emotional

impact) to the involvement of thoughtand sometimes to different

emotions as well:

\\lien I See ssorks that come close to ins heart, that I think

are realls fine. I base the strangest reaction, sshich is not al-

ss as`, e \hilaration, it is soft of like being hit in the stomach.

ITeling a little nauseous. It's just this completels oser-

ss helming feeling, shich then I base to grope my s\ a mit of,

calM nt sell ttos n, and trs and approach it scient lii all. not

ith ill of ins antennae ulncrablc. open. \\luau comes

to soil after looking at it calmls, after soil's e walls digested
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every nuance and es cry little thread, is the total impact.

When you encounter a Ver great work of art, you just know

it and it thrills you in all of your senses, not just visually, but

sensuallx and intellectually. (1;11

It's the portrait of a woman and her little bo and a dog, and

it appealed to me because it's very attractive, because I have

a little boy about the age of the little boy in the painting who

looks a little bit similar, and so. having been attracted to this

painting, thinking. "God, how corny." I saw all these great

paintings, and hat do I do: I go and look at a painting of a

mother with a little boy ;Ind a dog. So I started to try and ana-

lfe whx other than the sort of direct appeal to subject mat-

terwhx it was so attractive and appealing. And although

the painting is a regular square thrmat, it essentially forms a

circle. The figures in the center form a circle. "Ishe ss a the .

are arranged and the way the colors are arranged, make a cir-

cle so that constanths pulled back into the center, and

particularly to the little boy's head. It's just a erX effective

thrmat. (4011

For another person a positive emotional reaction to a work was a pre-

requisite for any professional involvement with it:

I alwas start es er thing w ith the art mirk. A lot of umes

there's this pressure just tO do something because it ss dl sell

or because it's chic or hate\ er, but I alwas base to start

with being inspired or excited I) a work of art. loll knoss,

I's e never done a slum that hasn't conic directlx out of in
being ser intrigued b, or excited bs. a piece of art. (10(0

An initially positive reaction was not reported by all the museum

professionak regarding their siilitic""t "perience " h an. All
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equa, number of respondents were frustrated or disappointed at first,

of actually hated the works they talked about at length. One curator

recounted her interaction with Jackson Pollock's Number One as just

such an encounter:

I was just indignant, furious. And ins reaction was S Cr

strong-1 reall was quite conk inced that diis was a joke. Rut

it was interesting enough that I kept seeing it over time, and

bs the time 1 had gone through part of college I ssas quite

enthusiastic about it and I ftmnd it ser e \citing. (126)

Another respondent stressed that the positise or'negatise aspect is un-

important: instead, it's the spark that counts:

For a certain indis idual, there w ill be a reaction in some wa.

Either sou like it of u,ii (10111. Butt oll might be taken in bs

something. it's enough to hold your interest And get ou

tooted there fOr a ss hde and start IyoulI thinking about some

other things, places .sou might be led to from this starting

point. 00

When she described her n experience she defended her initial dis-

like of an artist's work:

When I first sass it I hated it laugh1 and I thought to ink

"11mm. that's interesting. Whs do sou dislike . . . And

so th-it's a good reaction to lime. 'hi not like something, it's

a real reaction. And so I took that reaction and 1 brought 111-

self--1 remember going back to the galler probabls three

times (luring that skit to Ness York, and forcing inself to

look at that work. And the Inure I looked, the inure I fotmd,

the more I liked, and the more I wanted to see mote of

that work. ( )

'l'he converse ss as sometimes true as well: -Once in a w bile I make a

bad mistake. Ise bought somethMg I thought was beautind, and
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then I begin to see an emptiness in it that doesn't get better, it only
gets worse- ( t

A number of respondents believed that the intellect could interfere
with a significant interaction with a work of art. They tended to em-
phasize the emotional dimension of experience over the intellectual:
-It seems that . . . the most important thing is to be holiest with your
own feelings, to trust your own feelings. So the first approach is with-
out any ideological background" (ii o).

There were others, however, who saw these two dimensions as
complemenwy. One curator began by saying that viewing art used to
be merely an intellectually enriching experience for her. Yet as she
grew older, her experiential range expanded and with it her emotional
range. She can now go back to her earlier experiences and feel en-
riched both intellectually and emotionally:

I am able to go back and translate. I remember I that I the first

time I sass Yves Klein'c work, it ss as a vers intellectual thing.

Rut nos% I can go back and translate that experience, filter it

through ss hat I knoss nos% and recall that es.perience and get

more out of it just through ms Os% n memors . . . bs applying it

to that greater range of emotion that I IC e I base now. lo())

I. MO I ION AS 1111. PRIMARY MODI. Although emotional reactions were
mentioned 1)5 neark every respondent, some valued this aspect more
than any other. It can be said that for them the feelings art produced
were the central aspect of the aesthetic experience. One of these
people was quoted at the beginning of this section as saying that every
great work of art must have the power to produce an emotion in the
view er. As he recounted his interactions with art the most frequent
feelings he described were awe and inspiration at the ability or genius
of an artist:

'oils great milks of alt. no mattem how familiar sou become

ss ith them, never fail to mean something. How often has e I
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picked up something like Rembrandt's Thin. Crosses: l'ou

might do it automaticall once or twice, and then soti gise it

a look again, and you sa, "NI\ God! . . . How did he: . . .

What: . . . HOW wonderful this is!" . . I's c alwas s felt

that. Fie never articulated it e wept to you. Rot I think that

that's truly what is rewarding. No Matter 1 hat. (Ili)

Other respondents had a different conception of how w orks affected

them emotionally. For example, while the tirst individual emphasized

the power of the wiirk of art to produce an emotion, another spoke of the

artist's ability to portray feelings that she could share. "We did an ex-

hibition of drawings by three Austrian artists. One of them had an abil-

ity to get down to the most primal feelings, and to portray those feelings

via a line that I've never experienced. And that to me was wonderful to

live with (100. Still another was most impressed by the ability of the

work to evoke an awareness of the emotional being of the artist:

Kiefer was not makikt.f art. was not making pictures. his work

Came absolutely directl \ and Mrongl \ out of his \\ hole being.

there was no artificeyou don't feel, howe\ er beautiful, if

we ma\ use that word, a painting might be. that it is

contrived. ( ;

When she was asked about why she wanted to ow n a particular work,

the curan)r previously quoted responded:

It hits me on some emotional loci, it's Ser personal. I un-

derstand in a \cry profotind wa\, more so than the nem one.

I think that it relates to sonic feeling states that rse had

along the w a , that are in ssnch, fbr sure, with \\ hat the artist

is tring to portra . And then, technically. they're handled

beautifully, color. wise thcs're done formally thes*re

done well. So it all just falls in togethei, and you think that's

something that \ ou'd like to look at a lot 61 life, because it

evokes those feeling states that ;ire pleasurable.
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Finally, there was one respondent, with over twenty years of ex-

perience, who described an encounter with a work that bespoke the
power of this dimension to affect one's whole conception of art:

I remember standing there looking at that, and saying to my-

sc. If, "l'hat's not art. I know what art is. art is composition

and order and structure, and art isn't all this melodrama and

stuffthis is all playing on the emotions and this is dealing

with subject matter and this isn't art." And I sat there for a

while looking at it, and then I thought, "Wait a minute,

you're very moved by this, you're moved almost to tears by

this thing you're looking at, and you're standing here arguing

with ourself about whether it's art or not!" Well, if it isn't

art, then your definition of art is awfully narrow and is keep-

ing you from some kinds of experience that obviously are im-

portant, so either art isn't important as a category of experi-

ence, Mdsc your notion of what art is is too limited. And I'm

sure it was the latter. So it was a kind ot' breakthrough ex-

pel ience where I was forced bv something unfamiliar to re-

vise my notions of w hat it was I was dealing w ith. (41(0

There are of course many implications to be drawn from such a state-

ment. As we will see, this opening up of possibility is inherent in any

dimension, not just the emotional. However, this passage makes it

clear that the emotional dimension, like the perceptual. lurks behind

every encounter with a work of art, and if one is open to it, it can trans-

tbrm the experience in important ways.

In summary, this section has presented evidence that the emo-
tional apprehension of a work of art constitutes a highly salient feature

of the overall aesthetic experience. Furthermore, the comments of
our respondents indicate that the emotional reactions to art objects are

not homogeneous. We have seen that considerable s ariation exists

with respect to the positive or negative valence ot' feelings produced

and in the general le\ el of intensity or excitation. We have also seen

that the quality of emotional response may vary depending on how

much time is spent with the work. Lastly, it became evident that this

t)
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variance of emotional response \vas related to the interplay of affective

and intellectual modes of construing the art object. At this point we

will turn to a direct consideration of the way in which the respondents

discussed the intellectual dimension of aesthetic appreciaticn.

HE IVIELLECT1 11. DINIENtilo\

In the yet. \ structure of our cultural and academic institutions we tend

to distinguish the arts from the sciences and to assume that our rea-

sons for doing so stem from the relative play of emotion and intellect

within them. Sophisticated members of either realm, however, tend

to recognize the broad overlap between the two disciplines and to ac-

knowledge that the two human capacities through which these dis-
ciplines have been created, emotion and intellect, are not old\ com-

patible but perhaps in certain respects indistinguishable. Given the
structure of the modern museum and the importance of art historical

scholarship within that world, it is not particularly surprising that yi
percent of the museum professionals made references to the intellec-

tual or cognitive dimensions of the experience. Just over halt' saw the

intellectual aspect as primary. Yet to a degree greater than was e ident

in either the emotional or the perceptual aspects. the variability in the

uses to which this cognitive approach m as put, in the extent to which

it constituted a process that was open-ended. and in the frequenc

ith which it was employed, was remarkable.
The extent to \\ hich these intellectual processes plaved a part var-

ied greatly. Thus, while some respondents exclusively limited their

discussion to aspects of the work that reflected their intellectual un-
derstanding of it, others found such an approach to be secondar \

either in terms of the value the\ placed upon it or in terms of the order

in \\ hich they employed it. One curator stressed the secondar\ im-

portance she placed upon intellect by commenting:

.,.ollictinies I uluunl ii gets m the \t,I, in all honest dose

\ hen \ ou sec something and sou're immediatek thnmn

into thinking ()I. parallek and dates and All that kind of thing.
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it stops you from just having this incredible reaction to it 'as

311 object. (408)

Or, as another put the same point, Every system that you layer on top

of it is removing something from the work.' (132). As noted in the pre-

ceding section, even those who gave a prominent place to the intel-

lectual experience often stressed the fact that cognitive processes

tended to come into play tbr them only after the work had made its

impact on a perceptual, emotional, or even decidedly visceral level.

'l'he majority, however, felt that \\ ithout knowledge, more was lost

in the encounter than a kind of nai etc could possibly provide:

Nlavbe it's too strong a statement to sas that people who are

totalls untrained can't have an aesthetic experience, but
gcneralls. I think des eloping knowledge of technique and

knowledge of the subject matter I is necessary]. For most

modern people, mythological subject matter is completels

lost. So thes have very few grounds upon IA hich dies re-

spond. I suppose people can base a kind of visceral response

to a Gothic cathedral or the Sistine ceiling. liut to proceed

from that to a deeper understanding of technique, of' the in-

tellect behind the ssork of art, is for the most part learned. So

:me is a more general response, but to realls have the object

hold for long periods of time, that's More a learned thing. You

onls see ss hat \ MI are taught to see. You has e to be taught to

see a certain amount before sou can go from that and des clop

3 More sustained and creatisc process of seeing. (41-)

CLOSURI AND OPF NNI.sti Among those museum professionals \\ ho

placed relatively equal emphasis on the intellectual dimension. x:ast

differences in what we might call intellectual style \\ ere apparent.

Certain individuals, for example, employed intellect in the service
()I achies ing a kind of closure, shile otheis used cognitise means to
open up ssorks to more aried interpretations. Those curators ss Ito
were most concerned with closure scented to stress the deliberate,
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problem-solving aspects of coming to terms with a work, of under-

standing it completely and thoroughly. while those at the other end of

the spectrum were enthralled by. the number of new and unexpected

ideas and insights arising from the significant aesthetic encounter.

Some of the curators for whom closure played an important role de-

scribed what they sought from a work as meaning or understanding,
broadly construed: "N 1'; reaction generally when I look at a work of

art probably depends on whether I understand it- (ii I. Others were

searching for information far more specific than that which can be de-

scribed in terms of a generalized meaning or significance. "It's like
solving a problem,- another respondent noted, "an intellectual prob-

lem. Coming to a gratifying, operable solution- (104).
In such responses a deire is expressed "to get to the bottom- of

something, to figure out a puzzle, a problem, a specific question. One

curator aptly referred to such a process as "sleuthing- ( i (>8), another

as "cracking the code- (1(.6). Whatever the term, it constitutes an ap-

proach to a work of art that aims at the discovery not only of'an artist's
unexpressed meanings but of the work's ow 0 history, its place in the

culture that produced it, and its function. Just as one can sleuth out

secret messages hidden in the work. SO one can sleuth out a work's his-

tor or nature. One curator, ill discussing al Art Nouveau eser, de-

scribed such a mission:

You can see that the object tells you all Atom itself. It's a

esser form. it's a pitcher. We kilos\ that it's made Il 11 moki.

You can see the mold marks under here, there, and right

there. You can see it nen coming through the give. When

sou think about \slim a pitcher is for, sou can see hos linlef-

ticient and hnleffectise this ssould be as a pitcher. The lip is

all curled tip. Ohs iousls it ssould pour in three different di-

rections if you tried to pour am thing. So it's mtt meant to he

a pitcher to (Ise in the cons entional sense. It is a cabinet

piecet piece meant to be .1 decotation, meant to he looked

at. So that suggests that it's not a cons entional object, not
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mass-produced in the sense of pitchers of the porcelain

works. There probahl aren't going to he lots of these
around. ( io81

'I'he stress here is upon categorizing a work, attempting to attach a la-

bel to it, to place it within a historical, art historical, or biographical

context. While such an accomplishment was often in the service of de-

veloping a broader understanding or appreciation of a work, the sat-

isfactions that the completion of such a task held in itself appeared to

be as various as they were frequent. Some curators mentioned the im-

portance of such discoveries for the field as a whole, and even more

referred primarily to the collections with Nl hich they worked:

R: It's extremely gratifying to get a bealitiful object.

I: In ss ha t w a\ is that grat if ing?

R: Greed! llaughl l'hat's w hat you Wanl.011 k ant it, and you get it.

It makes the collection better. the t.ullectiuii needs it. 24)

Others relished their experiences of master y. and accomplishment:

-Vs conquering the object, having the power over it, not allowing the

artist to put something over on you or keep a secret from You. In a cer-

tain sense. I hate to admit it, but there is the sense of power, in having

an insight, having information- (104).

For some, sleuthing after origins, meanings, or histor \ was crucial

to their appreciation of the work as a whole, so much so that if the ob-

ject did not raise such questions or problems. or yielded up the an-

swers too easily, the interaction with the work was thought to be a less

satisfying onc:

\ lot of pieces that oti deal w idl are sets straightforward,

and you get them into shape and don't find anything ex-

citing about them, hut thert2 are pieces that has e some sort

of challenge: Ithe I are the ones that sta, in \ olir mind and

are the most interesting. (III)

I low ever, attempts to gain intellectual closure were not the only

projects that engaged the intellectual resources of the curators. Man

64'
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stressed the importance of approaches leading to an appreciation of
the complexity, inexhaustibility, and possibility inherent in the works
rather than placing them within the bounds of one or another cate-
gory. One curator described great works as "bottomles* (i 3o), a sen-
timent echoed bv many.

The following quotation illustrates one instance of how digging fur-

ther into the history of a work can open it up, even, in this case, when

it is not patently a great work of art:

There was a sculpture that I was working on called Hope

Nourishing Love. It's a three-quarter marble sculpture of a fe-

male allegory of I lope nourishing Love, who's this little
winged putw hanging at her breast, so it's the allegorical rep-

resentation of this. It's mid-eighteenth century. and it's real

froufrou, and I thought. -Eeew. 1 don't like this.- I thought

the proportions were a little screws and this winged putto

was hanging in midairhow was he even attached to this

breast? It doesn't make any sense at all. I just didn't like it.

It is definitely part of this mid-eighteenth-century interest

in veiled allegories of sexualit that's veiled into the loftier

ideals ot' hope. that type of business. ss hich I think is a little

courtly game. Well, once I'd done a little sork on it and
understood a little bit more about the artist and the ssorld

that he was working in, a world with Madame de Pompa-

dour, the loser of the king of France, I,ouis XV What came

out ssas this very human story that she sas his lover, and she

asn't -putting out,- and he wasn't ery happs sith her, so

she was ha\ ing allegorical representations made of her.
maybe portrasing her sexualit, but eiled definitels in the

loftier ideals of hope and friendship. And I thought, "Gee.

this is great fun, it's like reading the .Vational Fnquiar.- It

sus human all of a sudden, and this object, it made it real to

me somehoss. And I got to like it after 1 did \%ork on it. (4o-1

It is clear that no hard-and-fast distinctions can be drawn bet ccii

such activities and the more closure-oriented, problem-solving modes

ti
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discussed above. Indeed, in terms of the model developed in the
next chapter. it is obvious that a certain degree of closure constitutes

the foundation from which questions can be posed, possibilities
appreciated, and new elements discovered. Nevertheless, the impor-

tance placed upon the uses of intellect for such generative endeavors

varied from person to person, as did the procedures, goals, and satis-

factions involved.

()t' the indi iduals who were oriented toward a search for new ways

of thinking about particular orks, some found their endeavors lead-
ing them to discover aspects of familiar works that they would not have

appreciated or even noticed otherw ise:

l'his Rembrandt landscape drass ing, just ser small and %el-%

%cry delicate and ver el"\ refined and the tiniest little dots

and strokes and bits of \sash, and it's a small drasing to begin

ith. first 1 thought. -Gee. that's a \ cr good drass ing,-

and es er time 1 looked at it for a long time afters\ ards.

ould See something more in it tltat I hadn't seen before,

some element of subtIct, some particular relationship oldie

forms or the ssa the'ie calculated and s\ orked out, the \\ a%

the light is managed. the \\ ay the \\ ind is shm\ n and the s\ as

the trees are accentuated, whateser, that I hadn't corn-

pletel appreciated the last time. It wasn't that I started Mit

thinking "Gee. this is nothMg.- but I probabl didn't stait

out thinking ice. this is a great great dras ing.- 1410I

In addition to noticing more in the work itself, there were other
open-ended approaches that stressed either other Slays of looking

at the w hole object or entirels different wax,' of placing it in an intel-

lectual eontext:

I dunk die tiist time I sa%\ it la late Roman brooch I. the un-

pa( t \\ as walls grcatei, but no\\ (Hoe I come back ,md

look at it I see ii dilleicods. The hist time I sass n, I 11i0liahl \

said (0 015 self. "\' hat's dos.'" \nd then I began to analve

the Huh \ idual elements, \Vhat's that bon\ n mato ial in the

6 6
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middle? What's the gold? What's toe glass:- But then I ab-

stracted myself from that process of looking at the individual

elements, and went back to seeing it as a whole, just as an ob-

ject, focus my concentration on just the surprise or pleasure

that something like this has wrvived, and that it is unique

and that it has expanded my knowledge. I know ever- ,ime

I see it I still have a Ver positive response to it. t-1.1 3)

So it seemed to me that modern studies were simpb taking

on the necessary responsibility of approaching art just as Re-

naissance studies had done, w hich is to put them [the ob-

jeers I in the context of meaning and form and history and pa-

tronage. That everything that was applicable should be

learned. So that's why I went oil' to do Matisse because I felt

there was a lot that wasn't understood. There were a lot ot'

problems. There were a lot of things that were either w rung

or just hadn't been dealt w Rh at all that seemed to be %.er\

critical. ( io;)

Several curators described the fruits of their efforts not so much in

terms of the quantity of elements understood as in terms of the qualit

of their interactions. "I became aware of things in a much deeper and

more comprehensive way than I had before- ( one curator said.

describing a memorable experience with a work. Another described a

"return- to an openness that he had somehow lost along the way. Al-

though the context and work are quite different, this passage deals

ith VerV avant-garde t entieth-centurv work. Note the similarity in

form to the encounter in the previous section, where emotional Mipact

v as the primary vehicle for opening up different kinds of response:

I was ser y reluctant to open nb self Up to this stuff initialb.

In a ssav I was kind of worn down user a couple of days. I re-

allied though, that I was plas ing it real safe in alb ow n mind.

I was sa ing. here's the repiesentational art:- and I

wasn't going to find it there. and I shouldn't !lase had the

mind-set that I dld \ lid I fin bound obself realls

6 ?
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enjoying it and really listening to the people c% ho \sere talk-

ing about it. I really hadn't been giving it much attention,

but I finally realized the potential of this opportunity I was

having. I realized that I can't in good conscience sac that

there is any kind of art (other than cowbo art) that I don't

like, or dmit appreciate, or that I can't see any sense in, or I

can't have a response to. And that I just have to get out there

and Mc olve myself to the degree that I can, and form those

judgments. ask those questions. And now I get a great deal

of enjoyment from that work. It was easy for me to say that

ss hat I work with is the best. Well, it was only best in that

I'm most familiar with it. So I was kind of put in that position

where I was kind of re-turned-on to \s hat it's all about. . . .

It kind of reopened that compartment in my thinking, that

it isn't all eas, that it shouldn't be. ( 1 30)

Others cited the fact that their openness to alternative ways of un-

derstanding works had brought home to them a sense of responsibility

for their own interpretations, allowing them to choose their accounts

of works from among a range of possibilities. 'Utley perceived this re-

sponsibility as both a freedom and a source of risk, a reminder of the

fact that their interpretations could be wrong:

I think that I like the qualit of the verdict not being in. That

ou look at it, and you're entitled to our responses. and

there isn't am one out there telling you this is going to be im-

portant and this is not. "l'here's a kind of open-endedness to

cc hat's going on in the present that I like. ( 2o)

Another respondent discussed the importance, and difficulty, of com-

municating this aspect to the public:

csas talking about different mctaphorical allusions that

could be made to the ccork. and someone stopped mc and

said, -Is this si hat the sork means:- and I said, "Absolutel .

not, this is lust c hat I'm sa ing it means. h is totalk up in

6,to
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the air and no one can ever fell V MI ss hat this sork mimis . I

can just hint that there is meaning here, and gise illustrations

ofpussibk meanings. And she said, "Well, no one's e er said

that to me before. She had just assumed that there was fi

sas to do it, and that s as that. And that it could be gotten

V. rung somehoss. ;

Regardless of whether the respondents felt that this flexibility en-

hanced the breadth or the depth of' their understanding, their free-

dom or their responsibility, they oken stressed the fact that such an

open-ended strategy made them aware of the vast, if not limitless,
possibilities for understanding the content and the context of works of

art. Thex described the reali/ation of the inexhaustibilits of individ-
tml works with eltiquence and, oken, sith great passion:

ll those things make it interesting, because \ ou lime the

object. and \ ou read the object, and Von gct in\ oked in the

process, and \ ou tr to lit it into a t. areer, nr understand lum

it tits in a career. Vou lust: a larger social and intellectual con-

text. And it's port of traditions, and oh! It neer ceases to be

fascinating. . . . nd that ssork is incredibleno one's es Cr

going to figure it all out. it's too great.

So far we have examined approaches to art that could be termed in-

tellectual or cognitive in nature, without specifsing the range of ma-

terial constituting the content of their thoughts, ideas, and discover-

ies. While all of the respondents made use of processes we would not

hesitate to term intellectual, there was no consensus as to w hick in-

tellectual contexts were necessary for understanding or appreciating a

work, or even whether these contexts \sere alWa\ s employed in an ex-

clusk clv intellectual manner. While some inch\ iduals approached the

objects in w ays that might best be dscribed as academic, others de-

eloped a broad undei standing of a work through a sustained dialogue

ith it. The explicids communicative aspects of their encounters ssill

be discussed in a later section. but here we w ill examine a mode of

interaction that seems to he at the intersection of the purels imellec-

6 3
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tual and the communicative modes. This is the mode wc refer to as

historical understanding. It groups together three of the most often
discussed aspects of the encounter: the appreciation of a work histor-

ically, art historicallY, and biographically.

THE HISTORICALLY ORIFN rFo ENCOUNTFR .NIthough frequent allu-
sions to history Werc made by the museum professionals, the ways in

which historical issues were woven into the fabric of their discussions

varied enormously. One of the greatest sources of variation was that of

the value of historical information: whereas some considered the his-

torical context an essential part of their experience, others mentioned

the object's !,istorical context as an obstacle. The curator quoted at

the beginning of ale previous section ioi) who considers intellectual

informar.on excess baggage was stressing her need to understand the

object from her position in the present rather than concerning herself'

with the task of translating across time. This person showed a clear

preference for work that has the capacity to speak to her directly, and

she tended to focus upon works with which she shared a sensibilitx.

She stressed her belief that those aspects of a work that give it its sta-

tus as a work of art are, if not timeless, at least themselves not histor-

ically bound.

The majority of the museum professionals ( neark three-quarters (if

them) felt that achin ing an understanding of a piece's place in the

culture that produced it constituted an obstacle to a pure appreciation

of a work, but an obstacle worth surmounting. While the struggle to

understand a work's context offered certain satisfactions. the power of

the timeless message inherent in a work constituted the end for w hich

historical understanding was the means. A number of the curators la-

mented the general unwillingness of most people to attempt to un-
derstand a work in the context of its ow n language:

Pcoplc look at thine:, and don't ccii ictugni/C MhAt's

Ccrtainis. thc recogni/e that there is a (M1 and a farm-

hmise, if that's s hat it is. And so thic WC that in a sisacentli-

cci IHR painting, ,md the\ think dies knots all ahum diii

k
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without knowing what that might have symbolized. or how

that fit into the society, or how that was culturally significant

at that time, and how that looked completely difkrentand

meant something differentto the sixteenth-centurs peas-

ant who might have had the chance to have seen the paint-

ing. But we have an immediate recognition, and we go, "Oh.

that's a farmhouse. That's a cow. And we think we know

about it, and we feel very self-satisfied. (ii 2)

Perhaps the extreme version of the historical attitude is best repre-

sented in the following passage:

From an emotional point of view it's very satisfsing to know

that. first of all, you are holding the past. basicalls. As I've

alwass said, I deal with dead people. I don't want to know

about living artists. From a purels academic point of view,

it's much easier it' thes're dead because thes can't talk back

to you. So, everything that I deal Ns ith, the people who have

created it. are gone. So this is what remains of them. Thes

might has e descendants, but Iw.iat xave is the phssical

proof of their existence in ms hand. Not onls do you lime an

aesthetic reaction to it, but yOU has e a sort of just a human

reaction to it. This is someone who once lised, and thes

made this. (409)

The social and cultural context in which a work was created is an in-

tegral part of it, one that cannot and should not be slighted in appre-

hending the work at a later time. As one respondent noted, "The art

history is just as relevant, but for me. I think the social history might

be even more so- ( 12.9).

The majority of those who discussed the historical aspectsof works

of art took this insistence one step further. For them, their encounter

with the work is significant precisely because of the historical dimen-

sion ins olved. They s alued the work's historicit s. for many different

reasons and in many different \says, bm all began ss ith the premise

that art was an integrative activity in which the aesthetic dimension
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either was not an end In itself or was in some sense inseparable trom

other factors that could be discussed and appreciated independently.

Some valued the work they discussed because of its power to evoke

a time or a cultural context that was attractive, alluring, or fascinating.

Several people spoke of valuing art for its ability to evoke the flavor of

an era with which they identified:

Actually, I love the nineteenth century because . . it has

the romantic appeal of the past, it's a very different kind of

. . . experience. Nl involvement in nineteenth-centurv art

history has a lot more to do with a broad range of things, from

reading the literature, to imagining yourself romantically

into the past. It's like being a nting girl in high school s ho's

a French major and wants to marry a French nobleman. It has

some of that same kind of romantic appeal, xhich is vers

satisfying. (

A slightly different sentiment was expressed by rhose people whose

fascination with the work's history was not so much based upon its

ability to evoke the atmosphere of an era as to offer information from

the past that was considered valuable in its own right, above and be-

yond the viewer's immediate experience. In such cases, the work of

art was considered an artifact, a tool to assist in the development of a

both of know ledge in the service of which the object took on its sig-

nificance. As one individual put it:

You can interact ss ith a painting in the same wa s that \ ou can

interact st ith a document from the Florentine archis es: sou

can use it as a source uf information about life in Ital in the

fifteenth centurs. And it's valid and it's a sorths, bile and im-

portant and useful intellectual thing to do. I think there is a

difference though: the difference between the archis al doc-

ument and the painting. ss hich is also an archis al dmument

of a kind, is !that! the painting has the putential lump the

gap of time and offer these kinds or speural (Apt:I-km.12', that

to get from the archis al document sou'd has e to look at

r 3
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it in the same 55 a that you look at a sunset, in other words,

you would have to become the artist. making it into art our-
self. (416)

Another respondent agreed, in that he valued the historicity of the ob-
ject not merely for the aesthetic reaction it created in him, but also
because of what such works had to teach him about history. In his
case, though, it was not Cot the sake of historical knowledge per se that

the object's testimony was valued. Rather, he looked tcr the relation-
ship between the object and its historical context to provide a model
for his own personal understanding and growth. Here, the develop-
ment of art became a model for and a microcosm of a particular per-
sonal mission, and hence the lessons of history took on a specifically
personal application:

I became more interested lin] ideas w hich were behind the

objectsideology, theory. And then the object became alise

in a very different wa. And today it is very much so that ms

OSS n personalit is beinji developed through nr, interest in

history and tring to understand the historical des elopment

of certain social ideas, and specifically social reform mose-

ments . . . which today makes sense again because you can

ver much relate what's happening toda to what happened
in i yoo. I io)

UM some of the respondents, both of these processes were in-
volved. For them, there was a circular, almost hermeneutic, process,
wherein the work ofkred some key into the past, which led to a
rethinking of the context of the work, which in turn reopened the
work itself:

remember being just tremendousls impressed by Claude

.orrain. And because I had been thinking about the ques-

tion of installation and contest. I w:ts trying to think of those

pictures in a sesenteenth-centuis contest. I low s mild these

pictures Ilae been seen in the seventeenth century ? I was

sas ing. "Well, I know how I look at them. and I'm respond-

7 4
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ing in terms ot form and color, and I'm seeing these against

a background of art histors and all." But then I started think-

ing, "Well, gcc, these works were never installed like this as

a monograph. They were alsvas there s ith dozens of other

works. People would has e a fes of these things rather than

a lot of them." And when I began to think of them in those

terms, to me, the works came alive in a curious sort of was.

It's a . . it's a hard process to describe. ( 27)

numbcr of the above quotations highlight the fact that most re-

spondents concerned with the historical context of the object concep-

tualized this context in terms of the broad sweep ot'an era rather than

in terms of the narrower arena of art history in particular. When thev

did make specific reference to the work's cultural or artistic context,

they often did so by way of the assumption that history in general was

at least representable by the history olculture, or else was not distin-

guishable from aesthetic history along any firm lines. Some individ-

uals, however, (lit: stress the object's ability to represent the pinnacle

of a particular art oistorical style or periou:

This piece is just terrifing. The Kollnp, is somehost ap-

proachable, and this piece is one of these things that ou

realls feel like .011 ha\ e to stand a distance asas to realls be-

gin to take in \that you're looking at. It's like looking at the

Parthenon sculpture. This was created in such a short period

of time, and for just that period of time, the were able It)

bring together es erything. (4o5)

Such observations are reminders that an art capable of embodying

a gi en set of values, cons entions, or techniques also is able to prop-

agate or to transform those aloes and cons entions and to make its

mark ss ithin both the world of art and the laiger society. It is this trans-

formational aspect of the work of art that scents, at least for a number

of the people we iliteis ewed, to stnnulate the historical aspect of the

aesthetic encounter.
In conjunction w ith a concern w ith either the procession of histor\
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in general or the partially independent trajectory of art history in par-

ticular is the concern with the personal history of the artist. While this

aspect shares many features with the previously discussed forms of

the historically oriented encounter. it is also distinct enough to war-
rant separate discussion.

Just as no clear line could be drawn between historical and art his-

torical considerations. so too no firm boundary separates the artist's

personal history from the influence of' his or her cultural milieu. In-

deed, many museum professionals valued an artist's work precisely

because of the artist's ability to act as an interpreter of a given time or
social cl imate:

[The painting] evoked an interesting sense of that culture

through a more sophisticated, educated individull

think it's that ability of artists to relay theirown personal ewe-

riences, or to relay, through their experience, some more gen-

eral stand as an example or a part of societycontemporar,

or humanity over a longer period of time or fore\ erss hich

makes the most compelling and important %cork. 2 I

In a slightly different vein, one respondent stressed not simpl \ the art-

ist's ability to be a skillful, refined, or insightful spokesperson for the

issues of an age but stressed the artist's capacity to transform current

social and historical ideas into a cohesive and innovative system. In

this case, the artist was admired as much f'or breadth of' involvement

and integrative skills as for a sensitivity to the issues of' the time:

Art that I personall respond to . . . tends to be things that

are visual representations. but haxe behind them a lot of

(onceptual and political and intellectual actis its. And that

the istial representations are reall signposts to this beau-

tiflil machine that has been constructed that is uinque on the

earth and is not just a rehashing of is11,11 elements but is

walls a nes% thought machine that an artist, tluough isual

localls and combining his ces ith his peiceptions. has

reated. ii on)
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While several respondents noted these relations of the artist to his-

tory, others found the work to be significant within the context of the

artist's own set of values and desires, that is. his or her intentions.

Some indicated that their appreciation of works of art Was enhanced

when they sensed the artist's mission and the decisions that were
madc to create it. One curator spoke at length about how a knowledge

of the artist's thought processes allowed her to see a whole new di-

mension in the object; her valuation of the work was at least partly a

function of her understanding of the creative process itself':

As Yoti see that much of someone's work, (111 can see "hat

they keep and ss hat they leave out as they progress ftom one

work to the other. And so, in a way. oti learn about the pro-

cess of selection, and ou learn about s% hat becomes vet.

tiresome. I suppose in that \\ a, it was learning about ss hat

on envision the artist's process to be. from ss hat the told

.ou about it. (1251

For some, the intention of the artist represented not onk the key to

particular works but to the aesthetic experience itself:

think the first issue is what ssas the aesthetic experience

that was intended? See, all experiences aren't equally %Aid,

and I think as the example of the Van Meegerens and the

Vermeers pointed out, no matter sshether ss e think ss e hme

independent aesthetic experiences or not, sse doict. And it's

important to know s hat Vermeer intended, it's important to

know ss hat Van Meegeren intended. If .(ni don't know that,

then I don't think ou'll get an honest reading of ss hat

looking at. And for that reason I think it is important to un-

derstand the context, the purpose, shy a person used a pen

as opposed to a piece of chalk, and all of that. L.1.1 oi

\Ian\ others, however. downplayed the issue of intention, and one

person went so far as to suggest that such infoimation was irreles ant

fbr her apprirach:
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Can things take on meaning that transcends indis idual in-

tention? Cltimately, that's what art should do. and that's

what art history teaches you. also ask the question:

"What does the artist, what did the artist intend?- Very

often you can't reconstruct that for past eras. Even if vou can,

sou'often discard, or take with a grain of salt, what the artist's

original intention was, because a good art Object . . . has to

mean new things, it takes on new meaning with each

generation. (i 2;1

Emphasis here is placed upon the possibilities for interpretation that
can be opened up to those who are willing to discard the sometimes

kid parameters to which a search after intentions can often be re-
ducedan idea to which we will turn in a later chapter. Nevertheless,

some of the testimony suggests that an approach taking into account

the intentions of the artist can yield interpretive insights.

lost of the references to a particular artist focused not upon the art-

ist's intentions or thoughts about the works but upon his or her biog-

raphy as the source for a meaningful context against which a given

work could be better understood: "You become involved in the quirks

and the overriding concerns of a great genius; it's very exciting- ( 126).

Interviewees who shared this orientation were interested in a given

object because of the appearance in the work of aspects of the artist's

personality, or because of its ability to give them insight into the art-

ist's life story. In instances such as these, creative activity represented

one element within a larger narrative. Interestingly, this type of in-
teraction was Mit only evoked by representational works but by the

works of the great abstract painters a well:

If you stand in that room upstairs s ith the Pollock and the

de Kooning and the Rothko, and ou think almut the fact

that all those people knew each other. had dinner together.

drank together. and belies ed that each work of art was the

expression Or then own independent personalits look

at those pictures and the don't any of them look alike, none
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of them ha% e an subject matter, and et, sou get a sense of

personality. (i 20)

.At times, the emphasis was placed On outside knowledge of a given
artist's concerns and character or on a facilit\ in reading the more ob-
scure iconography present in certain works. In the following extended
passage, we see quite clearly how a dialectic develops between the
perceptual and iconographic aspects of the work, and the insights this

curator deried from knowledge of this particular artist's biography:

'I'he first thing that appealed to me was the figural st le, the

strange pose of the Man, 15110 is Stanley Spencer. courting

1111(1a, his first wife. 1 kness from the title that it had E0 do

ssith Stanle Spencer and I lilda. hut again, the rather eccen-

tric figuration, the compacting of the space, the fact that it's

all chock-full of objects and bric-a-hrac and these little an-

cillars figures 'aroused) curiosits ahout ss hat it's all

about. Why he's doss n on his knees to her, \slim exactls he's

offering or proposing. It looks like a marriage proposal. hut

that doesn't quite ssork either, since the \sere married in the

carl tssenties, and this is a painting from iyS4. \ nd then

there's this curious present. in addition to the dossers. that

he seems to he offering her, ss hich looks a bit like a \sedding

dress. . . ..\s it turns out, what the picture is, reall. is a rec-

ollection of Stanles Spencer's. The\ mined in the earls
menties and iemained together for ten o twelse ears. And

then disorced and he married someone else. \ s it happens.

11(mi:se'', he alwa.s remained. .IE least in his mind. married

to llild.i. Tile other Illarrla)2.e didn't sorts out. . . . So, all of

that I think made it ridier and fuller as a consequence of

knosing that. 22 )

Some curators (nen supplied tOr themsels es the details necessar\

make a biographical reading possible:

R: So. I'm alssass lEr,U led El) paultou4s that tell sic,' ic,

\lom. limm. If dune isn't a suits pm\ ided . . .
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R: Alien I make one up. I Laugh I I make one up. A lot of times

it has to do ssith the artist's biographx. Why ssas he inter-

ested in this particular image at this time? [04)

Some of the respondents recounted instances in \% hieh they be-

came acquainted with a living artist before they developed a famil-

iarity or sympathy with the artist's work. In these cases their interest

in the lives, personalities, or potentialities of the artists came first
and provided a ground for their later aesthetic interests, or their ap-

preciation for a given body of work was enhanced by personal contact

with the artist.

Such mentions of the artist stand in contrast to discussions by those

who looked to the biographical elements in the work per sc in order
to learn about the artist's life and to evolve a richer understanding of

the work. Some of those people who expressed a particular interest in

the biographical aspects of artistic production went so far as to suggest

that they found it necessary to view a given object in biographical
terms in order to sustain an interest in it. The curator quoted below

was most interested in observing the myriad ways in which artists por-

tray themselvestheir thoughts, emotions, and historiesthrough
the visual arts. This task, she notes, constitutes a challenge:

'I'here is a lot of masking that goes on, es ask e tactics taken

by artists ssho want only to deal Is ith their sork On the fiunial

level. I don't know if they're afraid of being discos ered, or

afraid of exposing themselves to criticism, hut the\ tend not

to talk about their orks. The like to talk about paint ap-

plication and scaleand things like that don't interest me at

all: it's a sers safe ssas of discussing A picture. \ OU're not ex-

posing or attempting to expose am thing about the artist. I

see it as a dead end. A real dead-end kind of approach. 104)

l'hc result of meeting this challenge is an increased knm ledge not

only of an artist's life but of the complex patterns of disguise and dis-

tortion that act upon personal experience as it is translated into an ar-

tistic work. '1'he insights dius gained bear upon the understanding of
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the artist's personalits. either in its own right or as a model of human

character. Here. aesthetic criteria are of secondary importance and are

viewed as the means through which the artist's personal concerns arc

expressed. The viewer's ultimate task is to understand the painting

in its role as a manifestation of the artist's psyche.

In the above instance, and in many others, biographical elements

were presumed to be represented in some form in the work itself, and

the curator's job was to discover them, and, through them, the mean-

ing of the work. The artist's life is seen 'primarily as a resource to be

used in understanding the work. I lere, the intermingling of the var-

ious approaches is evident. Another curator described a process that

is virtually the mirror image of this one, in which the work helped to

develop an understanding of the life. The latter approach constitutes

perhaps the most truly biographical one, for the work's content is con-

sidered to be secondary to the facts that the artist painted it at a cer-

tain time and place and that undertaking such a task had a given effect

upon the course of his or her life:

I think of that ssonderful letter he I Vincent %an Gogh! ss rote

to his brother. Ile is in the hospital, he sas, "I look out of

iu \s indoss and I see this held ss ith this tree in the middle

of it. I'm doing a few drassings of that scene that I see.- nd

then ou think of the artist in the hospital. You think of this.

ou think of the hot sun pouring on that field. And all those

things come together. It is a masterl mirk of art. (1 Ic

This passage res eals that the respondent's primary interest is an

(;ogh's life and struggle to create alt. tt hich the ttork under discussion

powerfully illustrates. It is the artist himself w Im matters here, tt ho

moves the curator to speak. Yet his appreciation of the storks need not

stop at the biographical level. In this case, the poignancy of the artist's

life, as he looks out the st indow frolll his hospital bed, only enriches

a iett ing of the work.

The two approaches--searching for manifestations of the artist in

the work and searching tbr the impact of the stork upon the artist- can

of course be undertaken independently, although the seem to offer



62 I HE SR I 01- sh I INC.

the richest understanding when seen as two sides of the same coin.

Yet not all the museum professionals finmd these biographical dimen-

sions to be important; indeed, one lamented the ease with which such

approaches could be exploited for ends antagonistic to that of aes-

thetic understanding:

Museums continue to perpetuate my tholop, they tend to

hype everything. So the artist is incredibl mad or incredibly

gifted or the most influential or the friend of popes and kings.

And in the process, people tend to m thologize the artist.

Again, it's a mixing up of the two different kinds of experi-

ences. And they can't see the painting for the artist. ( I 12)

This curator's cautionary insight is well taken. Nevertheless, the re-

spondents interviewedherself includedhave discovered numerous
ways to turn the biographical context into a source of insight not only

as an end in itself but as a tool to enhance aesthetic appreciation.

Co\I \It NICATION \S DI \IE\SIO\ OF

THE .1ES1 HETR: FAITRIENCE

Many of the respondents, reflecting on the events that took place
w hen they encountered a work of art, described it as a process of com-

munication. For example, one curator tried to emphasi/e the differ-

ence between the instantaneous reactions he had to specific aspects

of a work and the continual exchange of thoughts and feelings that

occurred met time upon exposure to the work. l le summed this up

by saving, -It's not just a blast, it's a dialogue- ( j ), He brought

something to the work just as the work brought something to him.
Another curator made the same point: -At least in nix- experience it

isn't just this object that sits there, but it does have something to give

to \ou-
Conlimmication with a work id art is, of course, often a multidi-

mensional experience, om that integrates the isual ith the emo-

tional and the intellectual:
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I base things on what communication comes frorn the piece,

\shether it I e.ills communicates to me, s het her there's a

feeling coming from the piece. And that's very difficult to ex-

plaM. it's just your eye reall that tells .ou. Your ee tells you

what you feel ahout a piece and that determines the salue

.oti pm on that piece. It's a ety personal choice. (

For some curators the inability to establish this kind of rapport w ith

a work made the encounter challenging, and thelefore significant.

When one woman felt that an artist was denying information, she felt

the artist meant to do this, which for her reopened the lines of com-

munication and she could reestablish rapport with the work. The dia-

logues that were described most often fell into three general cate-

gories: communication w ith an era or culture: communication with an

artist: and communication within the iewer. Even when respondents

did not explicith refer to the process of communication or dialogue,

most of them used metaphors such as "the work spoke to me,- -it tells

me about . . . ," or even -the museum absolutely sang to me.- rhere

were also many instances of referring to the intention of the artist by

saving, -he was ming to make a statement about. . . The prek a-

fence of this metaphorical language throughout the inters iew s indi-

cates that the procesi of communication is an important pair of the

aesthetic experience.
'ism modes of communication w ith an cra or culture were distin-

guishable: one emphasi/ed the differences between the past and the

present, while the other emphasized the continuities. "[he first mode

is exemplified bx a woman in talking about her reaction to the -fc-

maleney," of eighteenth-4 -.Muir\ art and the communication that

takes place between herself and the artist:

The tUnctecnth is a sers male centin. and I sas lc-

spmdinv, 1(I the femaleness of the eighteenth velum. tio

"C KIR.' And A InAle tnlIcAtfticl cmc ttl4htint.!. Abnin

nothing to do ith the \\ mks of mit realls, ev.cpt that theme

%%ere (citain things thcre that were in the \\ (irk. ,luch pre-

sumabls scic in the mind of the painter as \1 cll. Let\
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sume that the picture is an expression of him, as our re-

sponse to it is an expression of yourself . . . and there's a

kind of cons ersation through the ages. I I 210

In this case an era or culture was embodied by a particular artist. As

her elaborations later in the interview made clear, her "conversation-

with this artist made it possible for her to span the real time that sep-

arated them. This particular curator used the communicative process

in order to appreciate eras that were very different front her own, and
perhaps it also enabled her to see the present era in a new light.

While the difficulties of communicating across the .boundaries of
time arc evident when considering the ditkrences between certain

eras, ot her aspects of communication across the ages arc based on sim-

ilarities, whether of symbolic intention and usage or on the simple
facts ot' its humanity:

It is such a dnamic portrait that you knosi that that man

reall existed, ..ou knoss that this is his likeness. The artist's

slork in cutting the die was so tine and so sensitise, \ oll can

see the contours of the face so sschh. You almost feel the por-

trait breathe, the man is there and .ou'd lot e to be able to

put it on shots for people to see. (42o)

Similarities at the s\ mbolic let el were emphasiied IA those respon-

dents who used mythological stories as vehicles of communication.

Onc person sustained a dialogue through the ages by estigating
and interpreting an artist's use of a particular iconography. I ler know l-

edge ot' mythology. iconography. and a specific artist's biography al-

lowed her to create storie1/4 that communicate the intentions of the art-
ist (though the artist may have existed in another era ). 1 ler stor\ telling
links together mbols from various cultures in an effotr to maintain a

dialogue across the centuries, For this curator, an apple took on mit
(ink those meanings ste ascrib-.: to it todaY but significances that has e

'teen left behind by es ('n the most distant cultures: -Ion know, an art-

ist takes an apple and paint, it because it's ronnd and it's a solume and
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it's red, and all that. No. Apples. too. has e meaning. You know. And,
since Genesis I laugh I. it's true- (12 0.

The second kind of dialogue did not necessarily cross the bound-
aries of time. but it did cross the boundaries of space. Several curators
who described their interactions with modern .vorks emphasized the
sharing of feeling states or an understanding of an artist's work that
could be achieved only through the process of communication. One
woman described "the joy of sharing an experience . . sharing some

feeling states that have to be, that just have to be similar. Rut it's en-
tering into communication with an artist and being there together in

some way. It's wonderfull- Os' I. For her, as for many others, sharing

did not always happen instantaneously. In fact, it was a challenge that

required a lot of work.

The challenge is to communicate, to put ourself in front of

a mirk of art oiis e noel- seen before, and it's ssork, it's a lot

of 5ork to be able to enter into a dialogue \% ith the artist, and

to ferret out those things that 01.1 think that the artist is

speaking about, and mg to gct out to the public. and to

knoss that ..ou have some success in that, \ ia this dialogue.

is er ress arding.

Another person who talked about communication was less con-
cerned with the fess ards and challenges of understanding a work. She
described tL process as one of "finding a soul I could communicate

ith in a world where pcople are so S cry difirent. and it's difficult to
feel totally comfortable N ith very mans people- (roof, Thk woman
was more interested in the qualits of the dialogue.

It is an esperience of finding sumething that I can respond to

at 015 MOS( profound fold. as a 1111111,W !)cilm. And it's alvt a\

the qua/dl or the communication rather than s hat is being

said, bel',11Isc, often, %slim s hemg said is It:ails different.

Rut the most direct quahts of comilmnication that this pet-

son has, either through luck or skill Ur intelligence or ss hat-

es er -a millbmat ion of all those thing -managed to embed

5
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himself or herself into an object or a structure or work of am

to the extent that he is, he has dis ided himself into a person

and a network Of art. ( io())

Certain people responded to works of art without viewing the artist

as mediator. For some of them the most important aspect of encoun-

tering an object was relating to the world that was portrayed bs- the

artist rather than to the fact that a particular artist was making a state-

ment. In these cases the artist's intentions were bypassed as the work

was viewed as a reality that could pull you inside:

[This still lifi: isl just a ssonderful painting. you can taste the

oysters, sou can smell the lemons, sre that that eel is prob-

abls just riglIt out of the riser. You can get a sense of that

kind of a metallic. coppery taste of ossters. It's a sers.

I guess it's a sensual painting (

One woman was fascinated by (lie possibility of substituting one

reality for another. Another spoke of using paintings "to dream with.-

A third spoke of Edward I topper's painting Ni.r4//thawks: "I want to

know what those people are doing next: I want to know sy here they.
came from and where they're going- ( 2(0. At another point the same

woman stated that certain works make her feel that she would like to

inhabit the world depicted. These three respondents seem to be
icy% ing the work of art. at least partially. as a vehicle for stinmlating

fantasy and imagination.

Others experienced a twofold process in w hich they allowed the ob-

ject to stimulat,, their imagination but then reflected upon themselves
as iew ers. For example, one woman described her reaction to Cindy

Sherman's photograph s. by simulating the internal dialogue that took

place as she viewed the work. Thk woman wondered, -What is she

what is she doing: What is she about: But also. How am I? What's ms

relationship In this: What role do I play as .1 s iesser in this:- (

Such self-conscious reflection was also described by a man ss ho sass

his interactions with works of art as important to the des elopment ot

his personality. Interacting with art had become for him a means of
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questioning himself and his surroundings in order to obtain a greater

understanding of different values. 11c:re he describes this process of

self-definition:

lin going more and more awas from bming in a IA ay. I'm

IllOre and more interested, for example, in shou ing, in re-

kiting different objects to each other so that ou can under-

stand an object b looking at the same object in different

!contexts!. . . , in cheapiexpensise, in good taste/had taste,

fun/not fon. So, and through making that clear to a person,

thole different aloes . . . this person starts getting to knou

things about, . . . r'iemsels es, because you're es aluating

ourselfalso ou're defining ourself. ii Od

It st as also possible tOr works of art to stinmlate the plocess of rem-

iniscence or visual association. Although this type of ewerience was

not reported frequently. it w as a \ cry important mode of experiencing

tOr at least fOur of the respondents. Specific colors, .shapes. or scenes

could evoke certain feelings in them that were associated with mem-

orable experiences. They were able to bring these associations into

the dialogue they had with a work of art. thereby enriching their ap-

prehension of the work.

The feeling u hen ou see that first robin in the snou, sitting

in that bass thorn tree, the feeling of hope that 'night be gen-

erated bs some little area in some painting just b) the colors it

might lime. . \oSI if I stood in front of that painting, I

might remembet some ,ensation of that jo that I felt at seeing

that tree of that color. Bur as hs ing Indis iduals ss e ha' so

IIKM\ expetiences, Mit pOYAIIMes. 0111 potential. is so

L;reat for has ing those feelings. You knou, the socahular is in

there, the isual ocabolar, or the sensor. ocahulars. Pro-

lit AllS, soo u ()old almost think s\u hunt end. hymn?

The dialogue this woman just described does not take place at a

serbal le \ el. although site did tind mirds fin it. Throughout the inter-

\ iew site emphasifed that her world was .1 Ci.%/ta/ssudd and her means

6?
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of communication was the visual/sensory vocabulary that she had de-

s-eloped in her lifetime. This sense of a visual. explicitly nonverbal,

interaction with works of art was most forcefully stated by another
interviewee:

There is a certain danger in being too articulate about these

things, which may have a certain satisfaction to it all of itself

and may remose the art experience, the aesthetic response.

from what the real aesthetic response is, v. hich is. of Course,

silent. It has nothing to do w ith words at all. (I 291

For a tCsv respondents the process of s isually experiencing a

work ot' art led to a heightened awareness sometimes described as a

loss of self or transportation outside the self. However, these people

did not report being transported into the captivating reality depicted

within the work as was the case with the woman who wanted to
enter the world of Hopper's Nighthawks. "Where- they went is diffi-
cult to derermine. Perhaps it is best to let them speak for themsels es
on this point:

! think it absorbs, it msolses all of the senses in a unify ing

manner. Art is primarily visual, but it lacightens your sense

of the other, the outside, the thing experienced, and in the

process, heightens your as areness of \ ourself, and (nen

though you're being fully absorbed and transported by an

object percei\ ed In the senses, OU're losing oursell at the

same IiMe Soli become ourself. II 2 j

The loss of self described by this curator was expressed in different

terms by one ss ho spoke of being put on "a plane above things,- where

a work of art could give him "a sense of the absolute.- Only great
works of art could convince him in this was, however:

.1 'here aic I at I15151 ss to seCol to Wise the c \ perIciwe to sonic

kind of---well. I'll use the word spiritual Irealml. I'm not

ashamed of it. Sonic kind of spit ittial [realm!, so that there

is cons it.tion in shat the\ depict, \slit:tiler it he landscape.
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mxthologs, gods, goddesses. heroes. It's just hke Wagner

. . . there are some times, especially during bad perfor-

mances, you think -Oh, oh. oh, hos\ silly it all looks,- . . .

and then xou realize that these are gods, heroes, and he has.

somehm% his genius has surpassed all that funny make-

believe and so forth and has reached this plane. It convinces

xou. Yes, this is the realm of spirit and cons ictioh. (tic)

The feeling of transcendence was also mentioned in relation to
works that could completely engross the vins Cr. One curator relates

that the sense of transpoit she feels with art parallels her experiences

in nature. She contrasts works that can be intellectually, emotionally,

and culturally interesting with works that have the quality of provid-

ing that transcendence to another level.

knoss that I arn committed to af t as much as I am. and I ap-

preciate good art ssorks because I put it in this context of

something transcendent, although that's impossible to de-

scribe. It does has c to doss ith this affirmation of a higher ex-

perience, or a high order. 'I'hat's all I can sas. (12;1

It is difficult to say whether the "high order- this woman speaks of

is the same as the earlier "realm of spirit and conviction.- Although

one curator does not mention where this transcendent experience

takes him, he is quite sure that it is out of the realm of everyday life:

Very great objects gise one a sort of a transcendent experi-

ence. It takes Votl Ma of the realm of es Cr% dax life. You lose

the sense of where sou ;ire and betome absorbed in the ob-

ject. When that happens. sshether it's theatet, of looking at

art pictdres, of reading a beautiftd piece of prose. it mos es

sou and transcends sou. I think that's part of sk hat art is. It's

not common experience, it doesn't happen that often, but it

does happen ssith rcoularitv. ( to) t

These transcendent or outside-of-self experiences were not re-

ported by el. ers respondent, were reported only by those people
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ho talked about very great works of art. Others explicitly stated that

they never had experiences of a transcendent quality. These experi-

ences must therefore be contrasted with another view of art that is en-

capsulated by the folkming passage:

dorit think that I have religious experiences in front of

works of art very much. I get very excited about things, but

what I've found is that when you know a field, or know a

group of objects, and have a certain interest in them, and one

that you don't know comes along, that's reall good, that's

exciting. To see it for the first time and to know it for the first

time extends your picture of possibilities within a-given me-

dium, or a way of making objects, or whatever. But then once

incorporated that, it becomes part of your knowledge

of the field, not that it's going to get worse as a work of art in

your mind, but it maybe isn't going to be as exciting. I think

this is a constant experience that I have or that an cura-

tor has. (4o.2

A middle ground between these two views is expressed by the fol-

lowing respondent, indicating that the two may not be utterly
irreconcilable:

The art world is not an is ors -tower world. I mean there's

nothing iii the art world that isn't somehow a reflection or a

%ariation on w hat people consider to be the real world--

politics and w hatnot. So it's no escape. It's just a . . . I think

a very . . . it's essentialls a posit's e way of focusing 011 the

world. t lot)

The communicatise aspects of the aesthetic experience have thus

coine full circle. We began w ith communication across the boundaries

of time, from era to era or culture to culture. From there we looked at

communication across interpersonal boundaries, that is, from artist to

viewer or vice versa. (:ommunication w thin personal boundaries took

us into the minds of the viewers as they contemplated fantasy, past

experiences, or their ow n development through time. 1:inallx, we



I in- \I 1012 \110\

concluded with the transcendent experience. v. hich is z:s much an im-

mersion of the self as it is a loss of the self in an ageless, perhaps time-

less, realm of the absolute.
A literal-minded positivist critic might object that none of these ex-

periences actually involves real communication, since they all take

place only in the minds of viewers as the .. focus attention on the art

object. But the fact that this interaction is purely intrapsychic does

not make it any less real. That such experiences do exist provides con-

\ incing evidence for the capacity ot' human consciousness to tran-

scend the limitations imposed upon it by objective conditions. With

the help of information, imagination, and empathy, the viewer can in

fact share the dreams, the emotions, and the ideas that artists of dif-

ferent times and places have encoded in their work.

St XI \ \

A welter of differing, complementary, and sometimes contradictors
view s on the aesthetic experience has been presented in this chaptei,

and that is as should be. Our attempt has not been to pigeonhole the

exact nature of the aesthetic encounter but to point out some ot' the

consistencies ss ithin the arint ion and to describe the crucial dimen-

sions along which these encounters seem to ars. In the following

chapter we briefly explore MIr findings a bit further, attempting to test

this conception against a somewhat broader population.
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A Quantitative Analysis
of the Aesthetic Experience

\TFRvikyys with museum professionals pros ide support for the

theory that the aesthetic experience is a specific form of that more

general enjoy ment people report when they become deeply involved

with opportunities for using their skillsbe they sensory, intellectual,
physical, or emotional in nature. I,ike other kinds of flow experi-
ences, encounters with works of art present kasible goals which can

be reached by using and refining perceptual skills, a wide range ot'

knowledge, and emotional sensitivity. The application of these skills

to the challenges presented by the work of art results in a deep in-

volvement in the transaction, w hich leaves the viewer in a stare that

is experienced as autotelicthat is, intrinsically rewarding.
In these respects what one feels when looking at a work of art is sim-

ilar to the experience of a tennis player playing in a close match, a
chess player competing in a tournament, or a surgeon performing a dif-

ficult operation. The specific aspects that differentiate the aesthetic
experience from these othr forms of flow include the obvious char-

acteristics of the form of works of artthat is the visual dimension
and perhaps more important, the fact that works of art serve as bridges

for the communication of' deeply felt experiences from artis(to audi-

ence, fiom culture to culture, and from one historical period to later

ones. These elements are unique to the aesthetic encounter and dif-

ferentiate it from other enjoY able experiences.

The Ink:TA ic\\ suggested die unique (wht . of the aesthetic cy-

perience, but we yy ished to lime more easik quantifiable data con-

cerning the similaritY between the aesthetic eyperience and other

51
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forms of flow. This would allow us to answer such questions as: I )( ) the

majority of experts in aestheticshere represented by museum

professionalsactually recognize these structural similarities with the

How experience: Do they report that the challenges of the work of art

are important, that the use of their skills is important, that setting
goals and getting feedback are integral elements of the aesthetic en-
counter: And are there differences among experts in this respect, dif-
ferences attributable to their agc, scx, previous training, or present
professional specialty within the field: Only by collecting more sys-

tematic information from a sample of museum professionals could
such questions be answered.

THE PROCEDI RES OF THE S'Et 1)1

sAmpti The museum professionals who had participated in the
previous interviews, as well as a number of others not involved in the
initial studies, were contacted and sent a short questionnaire which

they were asked to complete and return IA. mail. A total of fifty-two
questionnaires were returned, constituting 62 percent of the target
population.

In order to find out whether various characteristics of the respon-
dent influenced how he or she responded to the questionnaire, the

following background variables were taken into account:

SCX: 50 percent males, 5o percent females;

.1.ty: The sample was divided in four approximately equal groups:

twelve respondents under thirt -four years of age; thirteen between
thirty-five and thirty-eight Years of age; thirteen between thirty-nine
and forty-five ears of age; and fourteen mer forty-six ears of age;

l.cuel of education: Twelve respondents had ci B.A. degree or less;
twcnt% -four had an Nl.A. or its equivalent; and sixteen had doctoral
degrees;

l«identh Respondents were educated as fidlows: ten were
trained in fine arts. thin\ c in art history, and seven in other fields;
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EXPerienre: 2 j percent had been working in the museum field for less

than five years; 27 percent between six and ten ears; 2- percent be-

tween eleven and seventeen years; and 21 percent for ON er eighteen

years;

(urrent.tield (if specialization: I I istorical art (in this case broadly defined

as extending to the mid-nineteenth century) for twenty-three respon-
dents, modern or American art for eleven respondents, and other
fields for eighteen respondents; this last group included curators .of

photography as well as professionals in the education departments of

the various institutions;

Positions: The respondents occupied the following positions: fifteen

non-curatorial staff (generally in education departments); eighteen as-

sistant curators; thirteen curators; three assistant directors; three

directors;

Institutions: At the time of the surve \ twenty respondents worked at

the Art Institute of Chkago, twenty-one at the J. Paul Getty Museum

in Malibu, and eleven in various other slualler museums in the Chi-

cago area or as curators of corporate art collections.

Given these characteristics, the sample seems to be reasonablx rep-

resentative of experts working in the museum field. It was important

to get a broad representation in terms of such variables as age. sex.

education, and occupation in order to answer the question as to
hether the aesthetic experience is reported in similar terms by ex-

perts regardless of their background and specialty, or s hether the

structure of the experience varies according to perspectis es condi-

tioned by background \ ariables.

L.', I RUNII N I The questionnaire consisted of three parts (see \p-

pendix B. Part .1 simpl\ asked fig resdondents* backgri n1 nds and
current professional iesponsibilities. Part U included fifteen items de-

scribing different dimensions of the aesthetic experience. Respon-
dents \\ ere asked to indicate \\ hether. on the basis of their ow n ex-

t)
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perience, each item was "never true.- "sometimes true,- or "always
true,- on a to ypoint scale (i equaled "never true,- c "always
true-). Part C asked respondents to indicate whether they agreed or
disagreed, on a 6-point scale (6 indicating the most agreement). with
seventeen items concerning "opinions about art."

The items constituting parts B and C of the questionnaire were de-
cked largely from the interviews reported earlier. They were in-
tended to tap as broadly as possible the structure of the aesthetic ex-
perience (in part B). and in part (: the various approaches to works of
art, namely the perceptual. the cognitive, the emotional, and the
communicative approaches, which had emerged as important from
the analysis ot' the interviews.

1.111% s I C*I t ()I: .1 III% \F.5 1111.. ilL EN1)1-.1211.1\CF.

When the answers to part B of the questionnaire were analyzed, it be-
came obvious that the respondents endorsed erY strongly those
items that reflected the similarity between the aesthetic experience
and fiow. The importance of challenges and skills, of clear goals and
feedback. of transcendence of the self in the encounter with works of
art was generally recognized. In terms of the dimensions of experi-
ence, it was unanimously agreed that the aesthetic transaction in-
cluded at least three of the four main elements: feelings, isual pro-
cesses. and factual know ledge. The importance of communication
was not as w idely endorsed, perhlir, in part because of the poor word-

ing of die item.
Flic unaninnty among the responses was the most impressise as-

Nut it the result`' ohtained "ith thk Nil "f the que''tionnaire. It "
as if the many respondents had agreed in ads ant e among themselves
hUs1 to answer the ariou, questions. Neither age. nor sex, nor pre-
NiOtr, training, nor present specialization made ;111\ diffeience in the
weight glY en to the sn inus items. This M1,111111111 \ in destillung the
aesthetic e\periclice is cspeciall\ noteworthy w hen compan I (u the

sometimes qmte sharp differences m the answ cis IA) part ss here,



\ \ N I I \ II \ I \ \

5.00

4.75

4.50

4.25

4.00

3 75

2 00

1 75

1.50

1.25

1 00 I I I

3.50

3.25

3 00

2.75

2 50

1

2.25

B12 B2 B1 B15 B7 B6 B10 B3 B14 B8 B5 B11 B4 B13 B9

Figure \ lean, of Viriables Waal San?ple j2)

as we w ill see later. background characteristics play an important

role. It appears that while the structure of the aesthetic experience
tends to be universal, whether the approach to the experience is pri-

marily based on know ledge, on emotion, on perception. or on com-

municative elements is much more ariable and dependent on back-

ground factors.

liii INIPOR.IANLI 01 CII.1.1.1-Nt;t:-, IN FIN 11-NUIII. n: N/4101. N

Three of the filtec,. items in part B of the questionnaire were in-
tended to measure whether or not challenges were relevant to the aes-

thetic experience. Of these, Item It I 2, -.1'he final sord is nes er said.

A good paint nig s% ill ne\ er be used lip. s zis die one item most
strongly endorsed bx the sample (see Figure 11.

The mean response on this variable was 4.6, as close to -alssas,
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true- as any of the items scored. Every subgroup rated this item high-

est (see Figures 2-4). Curators endorsed it somewhat more strongly

than directors and assistant directors: and older respondents more

than younger, but the differences were not statistically significant.

The next item measuring challenge was ni , "The pieces that
have some sort of challenge are the ones that stay in VOW' mind,- and

this too was strongly endorsed. Its mean Wore was 3.7, the third
most highly rated item, close to "often true.- The respondents with

were more likely to endorse this item than were the holders of
higher degrees.

The third relevant item was RS, hich measured challenge in a re-
verse fashion: "After thirty seconds worth of looking. I have absorbed

what it has given me.- Respondents were expected to disagree with

this item, and in fact the mean score on it was 2.3, or slightly above

'occasionally true.- Curators of modern art endorsed it somewhat
more strolls° \ than those of historical art, the corporate curators more

than the staff of the Getty Museum, and holders of B.A.'s more than
Ph.l Vs, but none ot' the differences were significant.

This pattern of response suggests that all experts agree that for a

work of art to provide an aesthetic experience it must carry a complex
load of infigmation for the viewer to unras el. There seems to be a

slight trend among people with more training, more experience, an

involvement with premodern rather than modern art. and more cura-

torial responsibilities to agree with the importance of this dimension

more strongly, although challenge appears to be so crucial to the en-

counter with art that the differences in this respect are minimal.

I III:1(01.1 01- SMI.I.S IN VIII- .51. STIII FR: I. NPI. RH- MI Three of the

fifteen items were designed to measure the importance of skills in the

transaction with art objects. Of these 02, "I trust ni% n personal

opinion,- was endorsed ver\ strongly, second highest in the whole set

of items. The mean score \us 4.1. oi a little aboN e -often true.- Di-

rectors and assistant directors felt slighth surer of their judgment than

the curatorial staff, the older more than the \ ounger respondents, but

90
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again the consensus was so strong that none of the possible contrasts

between groups approached statistical significance.
Disagreement was expected with the second skill item, nit , "1 am

often afraid of not making the right response." In fact, the mean score

on this item was 1.6, or half-way between -neve( and -occasionally

true." A very slight but insignificant advantage appeared in favor of

curators of modern art, and of older respondents.

The third item dealing with skills was B.A., again worded in a nega-

tis e direction: -My knowledge and training are kept our of the aes-

thetic experience." This item was the second lowest ranked of the

set, with a mean of 1.3, or very close to "never true." The higher the

respondent's academic degree, the more likely he or she was to dis-

agree with this statement.
(:ontrary to what the lay opinion might hold, experts consider the

use of skills an integral part of the aesthetic experience. "l'hey have

confidence in their opinions, in their ability to respond to the chal-

lenges ot' the work of art. The aesthetic experience is not a gratuitous

epiphany; 1 iewers must bring their knowledge and training to the en-

counter with the work of art.

Si 11ING GOALS FOR 1 ot At sTiwric xPFRO NCI. The inter\ iews

suggested that experts often set specific goals w hen examining a par-

ticular work of artfor example, making sure that the piece is an orig-

inal, or dating it, or establishing its place in the artist's oellyre. ClarO\

of goals is a condition for How experiences in general, hut is it really a

idespread characteristic of encounters with works of art:

Two questionmiire items were intended to measure whether set-

ting goals was seen as part of the aesthetic experience. One was en-

dorsed quite strongly b.% the expert respondents, but the other was

answered in a way that upset expectationsone of only two such

items among the tificen. 'pon further inquiry with curators w ho
had completed the tmestionnaire, it seems that the wording of this

item had been confusing, ss hich might has e accounted for the wa it

was answered.
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Item It is. have a rather clear idea of what to do when approach-

ing a work of art,- was the fOurth most strongl y. endorsed item, with a

mean of 3.6, closer to "often- than to "sometinies true.- I >irectors en-

dorsed this statement most strongly, assistant curators the least. Re-

spondents trained in fine art rather than art history and those involved

with modern as opposed to historical art were more likely to endorse

it. yet again the differences among groups were too slight to reach sta-

tistical significance. The general agreement w ith this item would in-

dicate that experts in the field tend to set goals for themselves before

they have an aesthetic experience.

The next item measuring goals was it:, "In approaching a work of

art. 1 never set some goal or objective I wish to achieve through the

experience.- We expected that respondents would disagree with this

statement. Instead, its mean score was 3.6 --as high as B I the other

item pleasuring gpak, despite the fact that the two NN ere intended to

have been worded so as to be mutually exclusive. Because this was the

only contradictory finding in the entire questionnaire, we pursued its
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meaning w ith a group of respondents. They told tl`, that the itern was

confusing in that it implied agreement with an approach that treated
the experience with a work of art simply as a means to some other
goal, which had certaink not been the meaning intended. Their point
was well taken, and we prefer to. think that the unexpected result is
due to a faulty formulation of the item rather than to inconsistency
either in the theor\ or in the responses.

kspite the lack otcl ritv on this issue, we might conclude that set-
ting goals for the aesthetic encounter is an iutt;:gral part of the ewe-

102
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rience of experts confronting works of art. It is likek that the inability
to have an aesthetic response is often the resolt of a lack of goals in
the aesthetic encounter. \lost people, when confronted with a work
of art, simply do not know what to do. Without a goal. a problem to
solve, thev remain on the outside, unable to interact with the work.
They (10 not even know w hat responses to make, what emotions
might be appropriate to have. It is true that an idealized version of
aesthetics claims that beauty w ill move the members of the audience

regardless of their inclination, almost against their w according to

this belief viewers are passive recipients of the aesthetic message IA Ito
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w ill be affected by what they see regardless of their prior knowledge

or disposition. Needless to say, the present perspective disagrees
with that position.

1.1 I l PROCI tisING 1,11 DBACh Enjoyable activities are character-

ized in part by the constant awareness of whether or not one's actions

are approaching the goals set at the beginning of the actiY ity. For in-

stance, thc tennis player receives information instantly after each shot

about how twit he or she is doing: the surgeon know s how well the op-

eration is proceeding: and the musician hears t' notes as they are

played and know s hether the\ sound as the\ should. This ( oilstone
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feedback Threes attention to be focused on the acti itv to achieve the

depth of concentration that is so integral a part of the flow experience.

But is this common feature of what makes an activity enjoyable also

present in the aesthetic encounter? There are reasons to doubt it,

since the work of art is a static, passive target, and hence unable to

give feedback to the viewer in any obvious v-ay.

The interviews with museum professionak suggest. howe\ er, that

experts arc able to confirm their hunches during the aesthetic en
counter. The expert viewer is able to direct leidings, thoughts, or per-

ceptual impressions at the work of art, which then bourlees back in-

formation and thus provides feedback to the viewer's initial leactions.

J
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There is nothing mysterious about this process: in the same sense one

might sa% that a nick gives feedback to the geologist w ho is testing its

composition, or that stars give information to the astronomer who is

analy/ing their light.
In the questionnaire, we included one item to measme hether

feedback was in fact an important part of the aesthetic experience. It

was -After I ha \ e a reaction to an art object, it is important to be

able to check in\ first impression through further 'tests: Despite

the rather scientistic-experimental formulation of this item, it was
quite strongly endorsed bx the sample, receiving a mean score of ;.4,
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(if about half-way between 7sometimes- and "often true.- No sig-
nificant differences by subgroup were noted, although holders of
Ph.D.'s tended to endorse this statement slightlx more than othet
respondents.

From this it might be concluded that the ability to generate feed-
back is a relativel y. important but apparently not necessarx element ot'
the aesthetic experience. In this context we should like to make a
point about the questionnaire in general, in order to place these and
the other results in their proper perspectiye. No one, and especialk
not people whose professional lives re \ ()lye around art, \\ ould be ex-

pected to check statements concerning art as -always true.- In fact,
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not e, physicists would say that the most basic experimental con-

dition in physics were "always true.- The extremes on a question-

naire scale serve as points of reference; they are expected to be used

only very seldom. Thus when an item is scored as being on the aver-

age -often- true, \NC! might take it to mean that it is seen as an im-
portant dimension of the experience in question.

I lit lit \NMI Nt I Or '41.1 1\1) Ot I VI RN D \Y 1114 Deep in-
ith ement in any activits causes the participant to feel that he or shit'

has been transported into a realm of experience that is different from
normal The sense of self tends to disappear as a person is caught
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up in the action, and the conbising cacophony of es ervday life is fil-

tered out, leaving a well-ordered, manageable world in which to act.

This is the feeling of the musician enveloped in the sounds ocher per-

formance, of the mountaineer engaged in the restricted world of his

climb, and presumably of the iewer confronting the form of reality

created by an artist.
Certainly the interviews suggested that transcendence of the

everyday was an important aspect of the experts aesthetic experi-

ence. In ascertain how important this was, we included two items in

the questionnaire. Item II; was worded, -Art is the affirmation of con-

crete reality and should not be aiming at any 'higher' order or ewe-



1111. AR' 01

rience.- It was expected that respondents would disagree with this
statement, and in fact it was scored on the average LT, or less than
"occasionally true.- Curators of modern art and older respondents
were especially likely to disagree with the statement. The second
item was Blot "Art gives a sort of transcendent experience that takes
you OW of the realm of everyday life.- 'rhe mean score on this was 3.
or slightly above "sometimes true.- Art history majors, curators of
premodern art, older respondents. and holders of Ph.D.'s tended to
agree with this statement, but as with all the items in part B of the
questionnaire, not to the extent of reaching statistical significance.

These results confirmed Our expectations, even if not as strongly as
anticipated. In any case, experts tend to agree with the transcendent
nature of the aesthetic experience. Further in-depth inquiry into this
matter definitek seems warranted.

c\\.SNV OF FlIF DIM[NSIONS OF T111. FXI'i.IUiNCi iii i.iii 01.
'rhe interviews had made it clear that encounters with works of art in-
volve several discrete dimensions of consciousness. Sonic experts em-
phasized the formal aspects of works of art and therefore the visual
qualities of the experience. Others stressed the importance of emo-
tions and claimed to respond most to the feelings embodied in works
of art. Still others mentioned the importance ot' thinking as a means
of enjoying the aesthetic experience. Finally, communication with
the artist, the culture, or the historical period seemed the most im-
portant component of the interaction with works of art for some ex-
perts. The question was whether these approaches are mutually ex-
clusive, or whether theY are all invoh ed to a greater or lesser degree
in every encounter with works of art.

The questionnaire results suggest the latter alternative. Four items
were designed to determine w hether experts would agree with state-
ments to the effect that visual qualities, emotional content. commu-
nication, or thought could be returned from the aesthetic encounter.
'No of the foul items l\ ere unanimousl rejected, indicating that feel-
ings and visual qualities arc necessar to the aesthetic everience.

1
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The item suggesting that thought is dispensable was also rejected,
but not as strongly, presumably because its wording was ambiguous.
Finally, the item assessing the importance of communication was not
endo,sed, but the wording here was so extreme that it might have
caused respondents to hesitate to agree with it.

Item 10,) read: "Feelings have no place in my encounter with the art

object.- The mean score was i . ;, or as close to "never true- as for any

of the fifteen items. Respondents trained in the fine arts and curators
of modern art were especially adamant in rejecting this statement.
Item ii ; was: "The purely visual qualities of the art object

are relatively trivial and have little impact on the aesthetic experi-
ence.- The disagreement with this statement was almost as total as
with the previous one, for a mean score of 1.4. Respondents trained
in art history, curators of historical art, and older respondents were
most likely to disagree with it. 'I'he pattern here is clear: experts agree
that both 1,...elings and visual qualities arc indispensable to the aes-

thetic experience.
The next item was 1114: -In the course of the aesthetic experience,

it is difficult to know w hether one's thoughts or feelings arc relevant
to the work encountered.- The mean score here was 2.3, or slightly
abo \ e "occasionall\ true.- I..nfortunatelv this statement was not as

formukited as the others. Because it combined "thoughts- and
'feelings- in the same sentence, it is not a clear test of the rejection

ot' the knowledge-based approach to art. The importance of
communication was measured by item 0 ;: -Sonnet or later I get to
know exactly what the artist meant to con\ (..!\ in the work.- "l'he a\ -

erage score on this item was 2.2, or illst above "occasionall \ true.- In
this Case, the word rsardy was apparentl too strong fm- most people
to agree \\ ith the statement. When we spoke to a group of curators
after the questionnaire had been completed, the\ confirmed that it
was the extreme wording that kept them from agreeing ss nli this
statement morc .

knlotional sensitis it\ , sisual training, know ledge of art, histor\ ,
and culture, and empaths for ss hat artists communicate these are the
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basic skills that experts use to decode the infbrmation embedded in

works of art. The analysis of the questionnaire responses suggests that

experts feel that at least two of these. feelings and itral skills, are
necessary for the aesthetic experience to occur. The evidence fbr the

indispensability of knowledge and communication is less conclusive,

but this might be due in large part to a weakness in the questionnaire

itself.

( ON( IA MONS \ loul I 1 111- SI Rt t RI 01 I IIF 5151111. !IC XPI. RI-

I. NI I Part B of the (luestionnaire strongly confirms that what experts

mean In the aesthetic experience resembles in crucial ways the in-
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trinsicall\ rewarding, autotelic qat.e of consciousness identified in
other contexts as How. The answers of the fifty-two respondents agree

very strongly that the perception f I 11c.ra..enges in the work of art and

the use of skills in responding to it are \VIA important dimensions of

the aesthetic experience. The skills in\ olve sensitivity to feelings in-

corporated in the work, ability to analwe visual qualities, andless
clearly established by this part of the studythe\ in\ ol \ e knowledge

and communication with the artist.

Like other flow experiences, confronting a \sod, of au in \ id\ cs
setting clear goals and receis ing feedback from the interaction with

the work. And the interaction is felt as going be\ ond the experi-
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cncc of everyday life, as being a more ordered and more intense
form of living.

A few discordant notes marred the harmony of this scheme. "l'hree

of the fifteen items appeared a posteriori to be Hawed. Items 19. r,
and it 14 were either ambiguous or worded too strongly, therefore mak-

ing it difficult to assess what respondents thought about the impor-

tance of setting goals, of knowledge, and of communication in the aes-

thetic experience. No empirical investigation is perfect, and one can

learn from mistakes as well as from successes. In this case, future

studies should focus especially sharply on these three issues to estab-

lish w hether they are indeed as important as the others.

In many ways the most startling aspect of the findings was the una-

nimity in the pattern of responses. There Were only minimal differ-
ences by subgroup such) as agc, gender, position, previous train-

ing, and current specialization. Apparentl none of these variables

influences how one experiences an aesthetic encounter. In other
words, the structure of the aesthetic experience seems to be univer-

sal: regardless of one's background or approach to art, what matters

when one faces a work of art is to use formal and emotional skills.

ithin a context of goals and feedback, to unras el the complexities of

the work. When such conditions obtain. the state of consciousness
that transcends ordinary life that we call the aesthetic experience
takes place.

As we will see in the nest section. this unanimit\ no longer holds

w hen experts are asked to express their opinion about the relative im-

portance of' \ arious approaches to art. When asked \\ hich dimensions

of art they pa\ most attention to--or, hich of the challenges con-

tained in a work of art thcs respond most readil \ to--experts gi\
different responses depending on their background and present ill-

\ ol \ ement in the field. Thus while the structure of the aesthetic ex-

perience appears to be essentiall similar regardless ()Idle person w ho

does the experiencing, the content of the experience \\ ill ary

depending on the peison's skills ,ind theiefoic on the kritls if dial.
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lenges the person is sensitive to in the work of art. Whether a person

will resnond m(1st to the colors it) a painting, or to the art historical
puzzles the painting presents, or to the emotional tensions it contains,

depends to a large extent on how the person was trained, what his or

her age is, and on w hat the professional responsibilities are.

I HE 1,01 R NI.11\ DINIENSIONS OF THE \ESTHETIC EXPERIENC

The inter\ iews and part B of the questionnaire as reported in the pre-

% ious section suggested that the major challenges presented by works

of art (cognitise, communicatke, perceptual, and emotional) are in-
dispensable to the aesthetic experience. But are these challenges
equally important, and do diftrent experts see them as having the

same importance?

To answer these questions, the responses to part C were grouped

into four clusters, first to see whether any of the dimensions of the
aesthetic experience was preferred over the others, and then to see

whether the experts' backgrounds made a difference as to which type

of challenge they responded to most.

It was found that the four dimensions of the aesthetic experience

were all strongly endorsed by the sample. Although knowledge was

rated slightly higher than the other approaches and emotion slightly

lower, the differences were very slight. I lowever, there were strong

disagreements among the experts about how important thex deemed

these dimensions to be. The greatest differences related to the rela-

tive importance of communication, know ledge, and emotion. There

were no statistically significant differences concerning perception or

the formal qualities of the work.
The curators gender made no difference---men and women re-

sponded ver. similarly. But age, t% pe of training, highest degree
earned, and present professional position all influenced a, respon-

dent's opinion about art. \ lost influential were the variables indexing

the expel ts' current professional mai\ itv: What institution indk iduals

o
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work in and what their current professional responsibility is best pre-
dict whether they think that knowledge, communication, perception,
or emotion is the most important dimension of art.

It follows that while experts in the field of art share the same phe-
nomenological response to the works they encounter, they do so flu'.
different reasons. The statement "This is a great work of art" might
mean something quite different depending on who says it. One per-
son's response could he based primarily on a visceral emotional reac-
tion, while that of another might reflect mainlY an art historical ap-
preciation. Yet the underlying experience would bc described in both
cases in very similar terms.

1111: FOUR CAA:till:As To establish the importance of the four dimen-
sions of the aesthetic experience, the items in part of the question-
naire were combined in the following clusters:

knowlidge Item "You can get so filled up with knowledge that
You dotit have time for a genuine response to the 11ork- (score
re ersed ).

""Fhe more information You bring to a work of art, the more in-
teresting it is going to be.-
co: "I don't need to be confronted w ith a new WO \ of seeing or of un-

derstanding the world in order io ha\ e an aesthetic experience- (score
reversed).

16: "Kncwledge of the historical and biographical background
of an object generally enhances the quality of the aesthetic experi-
ence." The scores on these four items were added up for each person
(after reversing the negatively worded items), and then divided by
four, to obtain a mean knowledge score. 'Hie individual mean scores
were then averaged for the sample as a w hole and for the diGrent
subgroups to be compared.

Commwmellion Itern u : The Ubject must cont,,,n the inhetent
beams created b\ the artist...

I
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cc: "A great work of art represents the ferment and energ\ of a whole

age.-
(:8: "Art must be made by people, because the communication of hu-

man experience is an essential aspect of the aesthetic encounter.-

(:14: "A great work of art helps the viewer share the sensibilities of

people from other ages, other places.-
Responses to these four items were a\ eiaged fur each person to get a

mean communication Score.

Nrirpfion I "Great art can be appreciated simply along a vi-

sual dimension; knowledge and feelings sometimes get in the \\ a\ of

experience.-
o: "Objects often seem to reach out and grab me: the aesthetic ex-

perience sometimes is like being hit in the stomach.-

(.1 5: "Formal qualities. like balance and harmom, are often irrelevant

to the qualit \ of a work of art- (score reversed).

These three variables \\ ere a\ eraged as above to obtain a perception

cluster score.

Emo/ion Item "It is sufficient for me to respond N1 ith emotional

feelings to a work of art to satisf my appetite for beauty.-

( .1 2: \\ orks of art I like do not necessarik stimulate an emotional

response in me- (score reversed).

The a\ erage of these two items yielded an emotions cluster score.

I III. 141 VI I% I IMPOWI Vst OF WI tot It DINH- NsIONS When the

four \\ a\ s of approaching \\ orks of art \1 ere compared w ith each other

in terms of the Scores experts ga\ e the tur clustets, each one of them

\\ as endorsed (see Figure 'I"he sample as a Vs hole rated the kno\\ l-

edge cluster highest: 4.2 on a (-point scale, or "true.- .l.\\ ()other clus-

ters \\ ere also closer to "true- than to "untrue": communication (4.0)

and perception ( ;.(). Emotion ( ;.;) \\ as rated on the a erage exactl \

between -true- And "untrue.-
One might conclude horn these icsolts, at least pro\ isionalk, that

for this sample the kno\\ ledge content of a work of art is more impor-

-
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tant than its emotional impact. .1 certain caution in interpreting these

results is in order, since they could be based on difirences in the
wording of the items in the four clusters rather than in the underlying

dimensions they were intended to nleasure. Flus ca eat does not ap-

ply, however, to the next set of findings.

Me know/edge Dimensitm 1)o characteristics of museum professionals

influence whether they see knowledge as being a relativek More or
less important aspect of the aesthetic encounter? Figures 6 through

report how different groupings of the respondents rate the Unportance

of know ledge. When an analsis of ariance (ANOVA) is applied to

the data, it indicates that three of the seven contrasts arc statisticallx
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significant. Following the usual conventions in reporting the results of

statistical analyses, the significance of a finding illw... he ...illustrated by

its probability value, or p. The p-value indicates the probability that
a particular result could happen purely by chance. Thus, the smaller

the p-value, the more likely it is that the results arc genuine. When
p. .01, there is less than one c' trice in 100 that the result is due to

random chance; when p there are less than s. chances in loo.

Therefore the p finding is more solid than the p. .o; finding. A
result is usualls considered to be statistically significant when the
probability of its rallihml occurrence is less than .oc, although p-altes

as high as . I (or i in io) are accepted as marginally significant.
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In this sample, the largest difference in the rating of the know ledge

cluster (ANOVA p- .01) is due to fieid of specialization, ith curators

of premodern art endorsing the importance of knowledge most
(Mean - 4.5), curators of modern art endorsing it least ( .3.8), and the

non-curatorial staff being in the middle (4. I ) (see Figure Ha). The sec-

ond largest difference (ANOVA p .00 is due to age, with persons in
the middle two age cohorts ( c -38 years and ;9-45 years) rating
knowledge as more important than either the younger or the older age
groups (see Figure ()a).

The third ditkrence, that of borderline statistical significance

Lu
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(ANOVA p. is fused on level of education, indicating that hold-

ers (If Ph.1).'s are more concerned with knowledge ( \lean 4.(u) than

either people with Nl.A.'s (4.1) or 11.A.'s (4.2) (see Figure

These results are in part consistent with what one might evect:
higher education and a specialization in premodern art should indeed

develop skills of a particular type, alued by the academic commu-

nity, which in twil might predispose the iewer more readily to rec-

ogMze challenges based on knowledge. The age trend is more puz-

zling: why should the younger and the older respondents be less

interested in know ledge:
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Communiailion Six of the seven contrasts that involve this cluster

show statistically significant differences. Thus it would seem that the

ablation of the communicative potential of works of art results in the

largest divergence of opinion among experts in the museum field.

The largest difference (ANOVA p- .0114) is due to position, or to the

respondenv.; speeialii.ed function within the museum (see Figure 9).

As one would expect, the non-curatorial ranks. largely composed of

the museum education staff, believe that communication is an im-
portant part of the aesthetic experience ( \ lean 4.4). To a lesser
degree. this belief is shared b assistant curatois and curator (

and 4.))). Assistant directors and directors of the sante institutions,
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however, rank the importance of communication quite a bit lower

( 3.6 and 3.3).

The next most significant difference (ANOVA p. .00)l is attribut-
able to the institutional milieu in which the experts work (see Figure

sb). In descending order, communication is most lUghl \ regarded at

the Art Institute of Chicago, then at the Getty Museum, then at the

corporate galleries studied. Strong effects were also shown by years in

field (p- .01, Figure (b) and age (p<.03, Figure (a). The older :A)1d
the more experienced the curator, the more he oi she belie es in the

importance of communication.

Field of training is also relevant: those trained in fields grouped un-
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der the heading "Other- arc more likely to endorse the importance of

communication (Mean 4. ;) than those trained in art history (4.0) or

fine arts (;.6). The difference is significant (p .03, Figure ia). So is
the difference related to current function, or field of specialization
(p .04). The non-curatorial staff is most likely to value communica-

tion, then the curators of historical art, and filially those who deal pri-

marily with modern art.

These results suggest a clear yet somewhat contradictory cleavage

between educational staff, more experienced experts, and lower ech-

elon professionals on the one h.ind, all of whom appreciate inure
highly the communication dimension of works of art, and curatorial,
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less experienced, but more highly placed experts, on the other hand,
who place less value on coMmunication. The contradiction stems
from the fact that higher positions in the museum field are usually cor-

related with age and with Years of experience. I lere, however, posi-

tion is related negatively to responsiveness to communication,
whereas age and experience are related positively. Least sensitive to
the communication dimension would be a voting museum director
trained in fine arts, with little museum experience (admittedly, an ex-
tremely unlikely combination). The greatest potential conflict in this
respect would be w ith an older museum educator trained in the
humanities.
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It is also possible that what we have called communication is, or is

perceived to be, less important for some kinds of art than for others:

modern art, for example, relies less on imparting information than
the art of earlier periods; likewise decorative arts such as furniture
may inherently be less involved with communication than, say, his-

torical painting.

Peireption We discovered no significant differences between any of

the groups compared in Figures 6 through y regarding perception and

the aesthetic experience. Apparently the visual qualities of works of

art are appreciated equally bv all of the experts, regardless of their

background or current status. On this score there is a widely shared

unanimity. The perceptual dimension is clearly indispensable to all

those working in the field.

Fmolion L'nanimity is less pronounced, hos% e1cr, regarding the im-

portance of feelings to the aesthetic experience. The largest differ-

ence, as with the dimension of communication, is attributable to the

respondents position (ANOVA p .002. Figure 9). Non-curatorial
staff hold emotions to be quite important (Nlean 3.9), whereas di-

rectors find it relativelv unimportant (2.8). The three assistant direc-

tors depart from the linear trend bso valuing emotion more than anyone

else (4.2). The culture of the institution also plays a role (ANO\ A
p .02): emotions are valued most at the Art Institute, least at the
Getty NIuseum (Figure 8b ). Final's, the person's field of specializa-

tion is involved: curators of premodern art are least susceptible to the

emotional content of art (ANOVA p .04).

110W SPONDI.N IS BA(:K(,Rol'til)ti 141.ATI. 'I () DINIFN-

'IlONS A different grouping of the results alreads reviewed highlights

the connections between the backgrounds of the respondents on the

one hand and the four approaches to art on the other. I moking at the

data this way more clearly shows how such variables as age or field of

specialization influence the was experts look at at. Before looking
at those characteristics that do make a difference, however, it is

r
t)



5 00

4.75

4.50

4.25

4.00

3.75

3.50

3.25

3.00

2 75

2 50

\ Qt. \\ \ II\ \\ MsIs

C3 kmmicd*: communicatwn k1(1,,n 0 Percept ion

34 Years (12) 35 38 Years (13) 39 45 Years (13) 45 Years (14)

Flurmic t«a. Relatiunship hemeen \ge and the \e.thene FApertenec

important to mention one that does not. I. .sualls. men and women do

not give the same kinds of answers on questionnaires that measure

belief's and opinions: sex differences are the norm rather than the
exception. In the present study, however, male and female experts
gave essentially the same responses: not one of the items showed a

significant effect due to gender. Given the fact that it seems to make

no difference either in the structure or in the content of the aesthetic

experience, gender will not be mentioned again as a factor in this

study.

Age Figure ioa shows the pattern of responses by the fillir age
groups. It seems that both the Youngest and the oldest respondents

hold the finir approaches about equally strongls. In the middle sears

( i-40, however, there seems to be a polariiation: know ledge and
communication are strongly prifed, while perception and emotion arc

relatively devalued. For the older respondents especially, there is a

\ CIA slight gap between the importance of knowledge and emotion.

For the middle group, that gap is about four times as large, in las oi of

knowledge. Whether this is a trend related to aging per sc or whether
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i t i s because of one-time ideological peculiarities of the cohorts stud-
ied cannot be ascertained by a cross-sectional study: only a longitu-
dinal follow-up can determine whether persons current! \ in their mid-
thirties will devalue knowledge and revalue emotion ten Years from
now. "Iwo of the four dimensions ere affected by age at a statistically
significant level: know ledge and communication.

Yrwa U, Fick/ l'he trend here is similar to that noted for age (Figure
lob). The largest polarity is for those who have been working eleven
to seventeen Years in museums: the\ are responsive to knowledge and
ctimmunication to the detriment of perception and etwit ion. Those

ho have worked fewer or more wears ha\ c a more balanced view. "lhe

only dimension not significantl affected b\ \ ears in tield is

communication.

I.etT/o/ Fr/it/who,/ "[his \ ariable also affected only one of the dimen-
sions: know ledge (Figure i [a). As one might expect, people with the
higher degrees place a greater xalue on know ledge and a lesser alue
on emotion than those with lower degrees. There was no dilference

12
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between holders of B.A.'s of Ni.A.'s in their views of the aesthetic
experience.

Field qf &lining Whether one's formal education was in line art, art
history, or some other field made a difference in the importance of
communication (Figure ii b). This dimension was a matter of indif-
ference to those with a tine art background and uppermost to people
trained in other fields, usually the humanities or the social sciences.
Emotion held a relatively low place for those trained as art historians.

Curma Held qf Specializafion The field of art an expert is currently
working in has the strongest relationship with the dimensions of the
aesthetic experience (Figure i 2a). Three of the four approaches are
significantly affected by it: knowledge, communication, and emotion.
Curauirs working with historical art differ from all the rest in being
strongly polarized: they value knowledge er highly and emotion
%cry little.

hist/moon The importance one gi es to communication and emot ion

(Figure 2b) is related to where one works. The staff at the Getty lu-
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scum replicates the pattern reported box e for curators of premodern

art: they value knowledge very highly and downplay emotion. Com-
munication is the supreme value at the Art Institute.

Posifion This variable shows the most complex pattern of an (Figure

3). This is in part because of the small numbers in the groups at one

end of the scale: with only three assistant directors and three directors

generalizations are very dubious. In any event, position affects two
of the dimensions of experience: communication and emotion. Cu-

rators and directors are distinguished by their preference for knowl-
edge over emotion.

SLNINIAM OF THE ANALYSES

Our analysis reveals three clusters of characteristics that differentiate

approaches to works of art. "I'he first is what we might call the "Getty-

cluster, associated with an art historical training, curatorial responsi-

bilities, and a specialization in premodern art. It involves a pro-
nounced emphasis on the cognitive challenges contained in works of

art and a relative disinterest in the emotional challenges. "l'he second

cluster is the "Art Institute- cluster, associated with a humanistic'
training and non-curatorial responsibilities. It appears in tandem with

an emphasis on the importance of the communication dimension of

works of art. Finally, a "corporate- cluster is associated with a spe-

cialization in modern art and resembles the pattern of response given

by museum directors; it involves an almost equal kaluation of all the

dimensions of experience, with a preference for knowledge and a
coolness toward emotional content.

On one level, these groupings of responses simply reproduce the

characteristics of our sample and thus reflect the historical differen-

tiation of museums in contemporary America. It is not surprising, for

instance, that the responses of the Getty Museum staff and the re-
sponses of historical art curators are similar, since the Getty Museum

concentrates its collecting on pre-twentieth-centur) art. Neithei is it
strange that the Art Institute, an urban institution that prides itself on



Ql. \\. III IIVI. \N \I.Nds II;

its educational mission, should emphasize its communicative func-

tions. And it makes sense that corporate curators should respond as do

specialists in modem art, because most collections of this tpe focus

on contemporary works. That they should also answer like museum

directors could be explained by the fact that corporate curators usually

have few, if any, staff members and theretre actually cover functions

tilled in museums by the directors.

On a deeper level, however, these patterns tell us something about

the various ways tha individuals construct the aesthetic experience.

People approach art with different skills. Some of these might be ge-

netically determined, others are the result of accidents of early con-

ditioning, whereas other skills might be developed by the individual

as the result of personal predilections cultivated with self-conscious

discipline. In any case, some people develop a verv kek,Il eye and
therefore are unusually responsive to the harmon of lines, of colors,

of shapes and masses. Although all experts agree that one cannot re-

spond to works of art without a sensitivity to formal qualities, some
people see this dimension as far more important than others. Some

people arc particularly sensitk e to delicate nuances of feeling. and

they will scan objects in order to decode their emotional content: for

them the emotional response is crucial in the aesthetic encounter.
People whose special skill is the ordering of facts will be engaged by

the cognitive puzzles contained in works of art: for them the most in-

teresting challenges involve questions of attribution, historical eY al-

uation, or technical reconstruction. Finally, there are people who are

skilled in mediating nleanings, or communication. For them the most

important challenge is to decode the message contained in the \York

of art and make it accessible to audiences yy hose background might

preclude recognizing it.
Fortunately, works of art contain enough information to satisk each

of these four approaches, and presumably still others that went un-
recognized in the present studs. Works of art ate so complex that
many different skills can be brought to bear on the challenges the\

present. Each one of these approaches seems to be a legitimate way
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of interacting with works of artand each one eventually leads to the
same point, namely, the intense involvement characteristic of' flow
experiences.

What skills a person develops, however, influences the professional

path he or she will take within the occupational structure of the mu-

seum world. A person interested in communication, for instance, is

less likely to enroll in fine arts training and will more likely be
schooled in the humanities or the social sciences. Later on, such a per-

son is more likely to become a museum educator than a curator. A per-

son who values knowledge seems more likely to continue his or her

education to the doctoral level and then specialize in some kind of'
scholarship. Different museums will also attract individuals \\ ith skills

appropriate to the mandate of the institution: experts who especially

value the emotional content of art, for instance, might be less likely
to work for the: Getty Museum.

\CIJ F;10\

We have seen that the tendencies gleaned from the interview were to

a large extent confirmed by the questionnaire study. 'I'he curators' re-

sponses to the quantified items suggest that the aesthetic experience

is related to other forms of enjoyable flow experiences, relying as it

does on the use of' skills to match situational challenges within a field

ot' action delimited by clear goals and constant feedback. Like other

flow experiences, it provides a sense of transcending everyday real-

ity, a deep involvement with a more ordered and intense world.
These characteristics of the aesthetic experience were unanimously

endorsed by experts regardless of how they had been trained and
what they did.

At the same time, the questionnaire showed that the experts back-

grounds and present involvement with art make a difference in terms

of which aspect of' the aesthetic encounter they respond to most. I n-

\ idual museum professionals de\ clop difkrent skills and therefore

become sensitive to different challenges in the works theY \ iew. In

13,4
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terms of valuing formal qualities there is 110 difirence: all experts

value this dimension equally. But the importance of know ledge and
emotion, and especially the importance of communication, appears to
be debatable; on these dimensions experts vary depending on their
age, previous training, position. institutional affiliation, and espe-

cially on their current area of specialization. knowing what these
biases arc should help avoid latent misunderstandings and conflicts in

the museum environment.
The results reported in this chapter are. of course, not co he taken

either as definitive or exhaustive. Given the state of the inquiry, they

are more like the first tentative insights in a fledgling field of research.

It is possible. for instance, that a more detailed questionnaire w ith
many more items would ha e revealed a More complex set of ap-
proaches to the aesthetic experience. That this is probably not the
case is suggested by the fact that the much more intensis c inters iew s

did not reveal qualitatively different issues from the ones that were
included in the questionnaire. The limitations of the present stud\
are More likely to consist in the narrow range of institutions, experts,
and time periods considered. Within the museum world alone, cura-
tors at smaller museums outside the major metropolitan areas might

have different viesv, of the aesthetic encounter. Art critics, collectors.
and historians are almost certainly going to have differeneemphases in
their approaches. 'Fen \ ears from now the emotional function ot' art
might become much More salient and the importance of know ledge
decline, or vice versa. Despite these limitations, 'loss ever, II k prob-

able that in the main these findings are going to remain trtie over time.
In an\ case, the\ should indicate the w a\ for future studies that w ill

de clop know ledgv in this important field of human experience.

ILJJ
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CHAPTER 4

The Form and Quality
of the Aesthetic Experience

INTROM ClORY C11 \VEER of this report, we presented a con-

ceptual model of the aesthetic experience. "l'here, we drew attention

to the striking similarities between the description ot' the aesthetic
experience as put finth hy Beardsley and the flow concept. We argued

that the How model provides a number of conceptual tools fin- under-

standing the nature and conditions of the aesthetic experience. In this

chapter, we explore the implications of the flow model and Beards-

ley's work. This investigation will attempt to do two things: first, to
elucidate further the form of the aesthetic experiences described in
the preceding chapter: and, second, to expand the flow model in such

a way as to account both for the unique qualities of the aesthetic ex-

perience and to explain why the experience takes the form it does.

THE MODLS (11: .\ ESTHETIC !N.H.:RAC:HON

A number of the museum professionals we interviewed were able to

provide a summary of the form of their interactions with works of art.

Despite their variation, these summaries provided considerable in-

sight into the nature of the formal aspects of an aesthetic encounter.
The following succinctly and clearly stated quotation reflects a gen-
erally held opinion, providMg a good ground for further discussion:

I think there's the initial respon and then there's a kind

of curiosit as to what there is in the picture that gave sou

that iespoose, which means that sou're going from the

whole picture down to . . . Inas be it's the t as that cherry is

painted oser there in the corner that is reads knocking nie
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out. I think that as you begin to figure out %%here it's coming

from, that does tend to. I mean that's a more intellectual re-

sponse than your first response. But I think that if you've ex-

plained it to yourself in some way, that it's still then possible

to come back and see it again, maybe not exactls the was Voll

first saw it when you were crazy about it, but I don't think it

hurts to have more information. (120)

What is exemplified here is a movement, clearly dialectical in nature,
between two central components of the aesthetic experience as it
would be understood in terms of the flow concept: the merging of at-
tention and awareness on the art object and the bringing of the view-
er's skills to bear on the challenges that the work presents. he ex-
perience is one of an initial perceptual hook followed bY a more
detached, intellectual appreciation that returns the viewer to the
work with a deeper understanding.

Explained this way, such an account clearly holds that it is the ar-
resting and the fiicusing of attention that comes first, which brings a
number of challenges to the viewer's consciousness, to be met there
with 55 hatever array of skills he or she may have. Given the over-
whelming number of virtually identical accounts in our interviews, we
do not doubt that this is in fact the way in which the temporal flow of
the aesthetic encounter is phenomenologically understood by. our re-
spondents. I lowever, the logical extension of such an account is that
there is something inherent in the work of art that begins the process.
While there is some measure of truth co this assertion, we cannot en-
tirely accept such a viewpoint. This is simply because. as the inter-
view material has shown throughout, the evidence argues against the
same object evoking identical responses from any two viewers.

The flow model offers an alternative concept that, w bile it encom-
passes the experience as it is subjectively understood by the respon-
dents, allows us to explain the initial hook without a ss holes:de

recourse to the formal properties of the oi)ject. The relationship be-

tween challenges, skills, and the attentional dimensions of the flow
experience does not have the strict temporal sequence implied bY the

138
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account above. Rather, it is dialectical, a spiral if You will, in which
new skills open up new areas of challenge, which, as we have noted,
facilitate the merging of attention and awareness. In the encounter
with the aesthetic object, attention will be fully focused only when
the challenges and skills are in balance. And completing the cycle, but
at a higher level, this Very focusing of attention develops new skills.

The implications of this concept are broad, but before wc extrap-
olate further, it will be helpful to return to a more descriptive level in
order to develop fully the concepts of attentional focus and challenge,
skills, and discover.. within the context of the interview material.

THE FOCUSING OF ATTENTION Both Beardsley and Csikszentmihalvi

agree that one of the central features of the experiences they describe
is a focusing of attention on the object. Beardsley, as we noted, lists
object directedness as the one essential feature of the aesthetic en-
counter. and in the introduction to this report, we elaborated on why
this is also necessarily true for the flow experience. As discussed in re-

lation to the perceptual qualities of the encounter, this may initially
strike one as something of a truismOne must of course focus atten-
tion on the object one is perceiving. Yet in another sense We are dis-
cussing here a different order of attention. On the one hand, it takes
focus to an extreme rarely experienced in the course of everyday life:

'I'here's nothing like it. I just get totall wrapped tip in it. I

mean, bomb could fall next door and I'd be oblivious to it.

I can get so s rapped up with an object, lookMg at the %ase

painting, or studing the object, sshatever it might be, that

ou're unasare of' the plume ringing or people coming in the

door, you just get so %%rapped lip. It's a total escape. (420)

On the other hand, it is a kind of attentional focus that, pe,haps par-
adoxically. makes its presence felt. As one of the curau.fs put it, "It
absorbs, it involves all of the senses in a unifying manner- (i 2 ;). In
our group. more than percent esplicitly said that their aesthetic en-

counters were significant, in part, because of this sense of attentional
focus. 'I'his as the single, most highly agreed-upon aspect of the na-

0
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ture of the aesthetic encounter let, like nearly (net\ other aspect.
this focusing of attention, this object directedness could take many
forms. Thus, while many of the respondents spoke of it as an absorp-
tive experience lasting anywhere from just an instant of intense con-
centration to "forty-five minutes, 11101-eI don't know- (104), they
experienced another kind of attentional foct':; that was intermittent in
nature, in which they felt drawn to an object over and over again and
distracted from the task at hand. This kind of involvement is most
clearly illustrated by the following instance:

When the dealer was giving me all these prices for other ob-

jects and trying to get mc excited about things diat he
wanted me to be excited about, I kept looking at this little

Polaroid of this \ nd I was really sort of ssorking on

other things, but hat interested me was this. (I o8)

We can easily imagine the consternation of the dealer as the curator's
attention kept wandering away from the sales pitch to the "little Po-
laroid- that intrigued her so much (she eventually acquired the piece
in the photograph, not any ot' the others).

The vignette of the persistent dealer and the interested curator
brings up another set of issues that are related to, and, perhaps even
necessary corollaries of, the attentional-focus issue. Again, both
Beardsley and flow theory acknowledge this set of concerns. It is what

Beardsley calls "felt freedom- and Csikszentmihalvi calls "limitation
of the stimulus field.- Neither of these concepts implies that the
viewers have no concerns other than the object in front of them. On
the contrary, as ss ill be shown later, often the awareness of other kinds

of stimuli enhances the aesthetic experience. Rather, the only claim
made is that the field of consciousness is restricte(l to a limited set of
relevant concerns. What is relevant yy ill of course y 'NV s ith both the
viewer and the work. These concepts are crucial to understanding
some of the central issues of the study, and we w ill return to them in

due course. I losses er, we should clarify cs ith some examples Ys hat

these concepts mean in actual experience.
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The statements quoted above exemplify some aspects of this pro-

cess, but in our interviews there were numerous additional accounts

that highlighted a selectivity in the face of distractions:

'l'hey [the cartoons for Diego Rivera's De/mit Industry] were

displayed in a very different, very dramatic fashion. so that

the gallery was dark except for the light that was directed on

the cartoons. There seemed to be no compelling reason for

highlighting them in that fashion. What was good about the

installation is that they were installed in a gallery with lower

ceilings, so that they realb did stretch from floor to ceiling,

they really looked as if they were just Dooming up out of the

earth. The overl dramatized lighting I just adapted to: I

never noticed, or just put it in the back of my mind. (122)

Obviously, this respondent's experience would have been less signif-

kant it' not for the selective directing of attention. Still, other people
found their experiences enhanced when tlicy widened their focus be-

yond the work of art that was their primary concern. In the following

chapter a number of the things that are productisely allowed into the

stimulus field arc discussed in detail under the topic of Conditions.

The following excerpt, from a curator speaking of seeing Picasso's
Guernica iti Madrid after never having been very impressed when
seeing it at the Museum of Modern Art, Ne\ York, gives an intima-

tion of the inclusive side of the selective process:

I sass it in Madrid and it looked like maybe the hest painting

I had seen arr. And in part it was because of the context I

sass it in. You leave the museum and Franco's civil guards are

out in the street with their machine guns. And it really had

a resonance in that cultural situation that it had never had in

the Museum of Nlodern Art. w here it was just a painting. just

another painting. \nd that was a really remarkable experi-

ence. I went back to sec it on three separate occasions to test

ni self, to see if it was just a fluke or something. And I mean
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it sas a fabulous picture. That kind of thing is an unparal-

leled experience. (

Both Beardsley's conception of the aesthetic experience and the
How concept include a final form of attentional focus that,.though rare.

isperhaps because of its very raritythe most celebrated form of the
aesthetic experience: transcendence or loss of ego. In this final form

we see the firs '. two attentional dimensions brought together and
pushed to their human limits. Attention is so completely fiicused, so

completely enmeshed in the interaction with the artwork, that the
viewer gives up, at least momentarily, his most human attribute: self-

consciousness. The transcendent encounter with the work of art was

described in detail in the preceding chapter and is both evident and,

to a degree, self-explanatorY. Here, we only wish to stress the cen-

trality ot' this type of experience for a fairly large number of the mu-

seum professionals. More than a quarter of those interviewed indi-

cated that their most significant encounters Y\ ith art entailed some

form of loss of ego. Yet even this relatively large percentage does not

mean that it is a regular occurrence. NearlY all ot' those who spoke

about it immediately stated that this happened only infrequently.

'Liken as a group, these three attentional dimensions (object direct-

edness, limitation of stimulus field, and loss of ego) are the most com-

mon, if not the central aspects of the aesthetic experience. Eighty per-

cent of the inter\ iewees spoke of one or more of these dimensions as a

primary factor in their most significant encounters with y (irks of art,

and fin. 2o percent it was the major and distinguishing aspect.

Clearly. the concentration of attention is the fundamental process

through which the aesthetic experience is achieved. Yet how is this

concentration itself brought about:. Obviousl a major component is

the challenge/skill dimension that was introduced earlier. The 1-low

model includes a concept that serves as a bridge between attentional

focus per se and the phenomenologically less apparent concepts of

challenge. skill, and, iii Beard,,lev's term. -acti\ e discos cry." What

has been missing so far in the description of the encounter w ith an
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art object is the viewer's being presented with both clear goals and

clear feedback.
The combination of clear goals and clear feedback serves to prolong

and often to deepen the focusing of attention on the object. In the fol-

lowing passage, one curator describes being confronted with a chal-

lenging sculpture installation and the feeling he experienced as he

came to understand it:

All von saw in the gallery were certain very thin strips of

wood and cut sections of dowels arranged on the walls and on

the floor in such a way that they were not parallel to any of

the surfaces in the 1-00111man of them just pointed. 'rho:

didn't bring any resolye. lie also had drawings exhibited.

And in the process of looking at the drawings it became clear

that the sculpture was simply markers, indicating an invisi-

ble, conceptual structure which continued through and be-

yond the walls of the actual gallery into other parts of the

building. And you had only these residual indicators in the

gallery to mark that. And it was just wonderful because he

took me out of the gallery just as Smithson's 'non-sites- had

done: ( o

The interaction between the complexity of the work and this individ-

ual's own considerable skills is evident here. Certainly the work he de-

scribed would seem meaningless to viewers who do not have the skills

Ile possesses, and just as obviousl., the feeling of transport that he de-

scribes at the end would never have occurred fr such viewers. An-

other curator speaks of going to see a retrospective or an artist wimse

work she had previously thought overblown by the media. 11cr com-

ments reveal the same process carried out over a period of time:

You're looking at it all at the same time, and you're looking

at indis idual parts, then as You kind of start associating those

things. snlnctimcs you don't put elements together until

you're farther away from the exhibition. or \ ou don't reahie

-k A



it. What you reali/e is that, as you put all the pieces together,

this is a much more powerful statement than you thought

they were capable of making. ( 2 i)

'Ehere are many comments similar to these; Most of the statements in

the second chapter can be understood as exemplifying the same pro-

cess in a variety of contexts. Suffice it to say at a most general level, as

one curator put it, "The work of' art sucks you up, and you get feed-

back at: all these levels" (1 28).

SKILLS. (11 \LI.ENGF.S, .\NI) THE PROCESS 01. DISCOVERY

The quotation opening this chapter speaks of a movement from the
initial focusing of' attention, the hook, to an exercise of intellectual
and perceptual skills leading to the discovery of why that particular

piece was capable of arresting attention. The contention was made

that the skill and challenge interaction described by flow theory lav at

the heart of the process. It is surely also important in the interactions

just described. Here we wish to discuss the two aspects--skill and
challengeseparately and in more detail.

Expanding on an inference drawn from the preceding chapter, it ap-

pears that on an analytic level, it' not always experientially, skills are

compartmentalized in ways that parallel the major fiici of aesthetic ex-

perience. That is to say, one can develop a greater emotional sensi-

tivity to works, as was evidenced in the preceding chapter, without

necessarily honing one's perceptual, intellectual, or communicative

skills in the process. A number of people even spoke about conscious-

ness of their deficiencies in certain areas:

I \ 1 friend is al set sensitive man. And he doesn't do an

art historical accounts the wax I do. I le doesn't provide

stories. I le allows them I the viewers I to trust their instincts

and to come to terms ssith the ork just through the expe-

rience of standing in front of a painting or a sculpture. Nms

this is something that I don't 'lase .111 Cass time doing, so I

respect people \sill) can. ( 1(4)
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We have quoted this person a number of times in the report, for she
recounts a variety of deep and moving experiences with works of art
experiences, however, that for her are primarily art historical and icon-

ographic in focus.
Further, it seems that the way in which skills grow is related to the

type of skill involved. Thus, reading and talking with colleagues will
enhance the intellectual aspect of the aesthetic experience:

The more I learn about something, the more appreciation

one has for how it's made, how it got to be where it is. The

more you see great works, the more you recognize how far

they've risen above all the rest. It's really an additive pro-

cess, or should be, and if it isn't, then one should stop. 'Hie

more YOU see in the course of your life, the better ymi should

be at being able to discern what makes great pictures great,

what makes lesser pictures quaint. It should all make some

enormous compendium when you're done. (41;)

A number of respondents explicitly related what they felt to be the
development of a "greater range of emotion.' in response to life ex-
periences, as this excerpt shows:

As you get older, it's really amazing how you change. But, to

be quite frank. I fell in love with a man. I think that had a

lot to do with it. Just the feeling of finally realb sharing

mv life with someone, where I could share the artistic ex-

periences rye had, or aesthetic experiences I'se had, with

another human being on a very personal and intimate
(10()

Many of the museum professionals developed the idea that matura-
tion itselfencompassing everything from simply growing older to)
having childrencontributes to sensitis it\ to works of art.

By and large, the vast majority of the respondents agreed tha
"looking- contributed most to the development of skills: continue
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exposure to and interaction with works of art des clops the abilits to

have meaningful encounters:

It used to bc much more gratifx ing to me. purely on an in-

tellectual les el. The experience itself hasn't changedthe

direct, primitive communicationthat hasn't changed. But

how I appnriate it afterwards has changed. I used to sax,

"I've been enriched intellectually through this experience."

Now, I feel I've been enriched both intellectually and emo-

tionally. because I really feel that as I get older and as I see

more and become more of a connoisseur, in the sense of

sheer numbers of things seen, refining out good design from

bad design or good composition from bad compositioii .

pleasing color from unpleasing colors. I t'eel that I base more

of an emotional range and more of an experiential range to

appreciate thin,,,s. tom

That's one of the real pleasures of age. I feel nix experience

is getting more mature. Not to be conftised ssith more in-

tense, better and 1%orsethat's not the point. But one begins

to feel x 00 are bringing to beat a certain perspectise. Years

of looking at these things begins to build up a sort of quail-

tatise Mdex. And I think xou deselop confidence in nor

(is% n taste. I can remember being crs contident n hen I s1as

Young. but it s as based on nothing but arrogance. Noss, in A

ss as, I think tin humbler. but I has e more confidence that,

ses, I'm judging in the context of a number of things I's e

seen. \nd max be I'm a tins bit ss iser. I get a sense of plea-

sure out of that. les humbling because sou reali/c. \sell, an-

other ten sears of looking, and think host miK Ii more intel-

ligent a response sou might be able to lust:. 28)

The skilk of Minh these ;Ind MAI1 \ (ithcl re',111111dclIN spoke haw

changed, often drainaticalk. user the sears of looking, thinking, and

e\periencing. None of the inters iots gas e its die impression that the

1 6
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speaker had arrived at t set of skills, or a level of expertise, that he or

she felt would be sowicient. As one of the curators quoted above
stated, if one's skills don't continue to change, you might as well quit.

Rather, each of them. c;Yen those who were most interested in obtain-

ing answers to art problems. presented an image of an individual
whose critical framesvork was still open, still in the process of refine-

ment and of becomink more complex.

Ttir cuALLENGEs .t Itv A 1.".ti TIWTIC ENCOUNTER Since the inter-

action between the olyject and the skills that the viewer brings to it

determines the natufc of the challenges presented by a work of art.

then the staggering diversity of possible challenges immediately be-

comes apparent. The fcvel and type of challenge will he different for

every viewer and cer work: they are integral parts of the aesthetic

encounter, regardless i ts specific content.

lit the preceding citapter. the entire section devoted to approaches

that concentrated on >king the problem. "cracking the code,- for ex-

ample, indicated wa"ys in which the work of art presents a direct chal-

lenge to some viewef%. Others found the whole realm of art to present

one enormous challehge:

I think of the hitor s of art as being the peak of the p ramid,

because art itscif is such a difficult thing to quant ifs. l t's such

a shadow oil think sou've got it. hut sou often

don't. The aporeeiation and the studs of art, the under-

standing of it. {Noires a knoss ledge of so mans corollais

fields. You hasc to knoss literature to kimss the s suial art,

hut sou don't *.say s base to knoss the visual arts to knoss lit-

erature. You bus e to understand histors. philosophs. intel-

lectual history, and all these things to make sense of the si-

sual arts. Ii 2-1

Perhaps the most k!loq tient statemem of the inherently challenging

character of the work of art is the following reflection on the Ilattlre

the encounter at a goieral
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I think you can become habituated to a v.ork if ou see it all

the time, and it l'".omes harder and harder to open up to it

and e \pl)re it, resh, each time. People say a great stork of

art continues to yield things. and I think that's Me, there are

so mans possible ways of perceiving it that all work. And

ou're not contributing them all oursell, the.'re really
there, it's discos ering them. that's hat makes it fascinating.

But I think ou use up our repertoire of skills and abilities

to notice things at that particular stage in our life, and in

olir de\elopment about that particular \kork. Then .oti base

to get it back. (416)

Challenge, w hatever its fifrm or scope, is seen here as one of the pri-

mars structural qualities of the aesthetic experience.

1111. PROCI.Sti 01 DISCOv1.10 In the inters iews with rock climbers,

dancers, composers, and.others that resulted in the original formula-

tion of this\ theors, a number of respondents spoke of the process of

discos erv, usually of the discos el.\ of their own potential. their own

unrealized skills. In the interviews with museum professionals. how-

es er, the process of discos erv, as Beardsley has suggested, emerges as

a central component of the aesthetic encounter. Sixts -three percent

of the curators discussed, usually quite cogently, the process of dis-

covers as a contribution to their significant encounters. Like chal-
lenges and skills, the content of discovers varies ss idelv across the N-

,pondents. Its nature as an underlying structural component is
es ideneed bs the fact that it is a persistent concern despite its varia-

tion in content. \ loreoser, the content of the various dist:merles
closely parallels the four major foci of the aesthetic encounter: per-

ceptual, emotional, intellectual, and communicatise. Several clear

instances of this process has e alreads been presented to illustrate
these four dimensions in the preceding chapter. Yet i number of rk-
sponses are dead\ concerned ss ith the process itself, apait from ans

content that it might entail. 'Hie attempt here w ill not be to detail the
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various contents but to give a sense of the importance and general
form of the process.

It seems to me that ma\ be in order to have an aesthetic ex-

perience of ans kind. I has e to put ins self meotalls into a

certain posture s is-:1-s is the thing to be experienceda cer-

tain attitude. a certain intellectual stance. And this stance

involves leuinggo ohl hat 1 knoss, of think I kilos\ ind being

open to the experience itself. (41n)

Although we have already presented many similar excerpts. the
next quotation is ope of the clearest accounts of how challenges,
skills, and the process of discovery interact in the encounter with a

work of art:

Sometimes I spend time ssith an object. and after that time

it leases me cold. I don't have ans real fi:eling for it That
tells me that I don't think it has enough posser. Rut ssith this

object la portrait hostl, each time I came back to it. I sass

something nes% in it. I also 553S doing a fair amount of re-

search on it, and es ers thing I tOund out impressed me and

made me more interested in it. tio each time I looked at it

ssith new eses. I got photographs of comparatise busts. Part

of the exercise there ss as to sec boss this bust stood up to the

other, the comparable, one. And I thought this one 51.1s bet-

ter in mans \Sass I lool

Discos cry in this instance is directly related, not to sax confined, to

the art object itself..lt the opposite end of the spectrum, one of the

most moving responses that we encountered dcscribed the process of

discovers in ers broad, very human terms. "Ishough this curator be-

gan ss ith a specific art object, the nature of the discos el s and the pro-

cess of discos cry went far be. the art world to existence itself:

Theic's that ssonderful (*.c/A1111c Rid& r, in the Philadelphia

museum, one of the large Mak, r,. hit h in its insistence on

underls mg stlucture Ill flaunt:. and its insistence on the
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inform.dits ot the scene, gnes sou 10 001 glanct..,n at.

thetic glance, gn es you that great sense of a siheme, not

necessarily rational, but that things come together. . . .

rl'hat insight is die way in whii h the work of art allows you

to have a sudden appreciation of, an understanding of, the

world. That may mean your place in it, that may mean s hat

bathers on the side of a river on a summer day are all about,

that may mean a quick metaphor for decisiseness and what

it means poetically, that may mean that ability to suddenls

let go of ourselves and understand our connection to the

world. These are often fleeting and difficult things, but to

achieve a sustained state of' that kind ot' insight, it seems to

me that art in its best form allou s you to do that. ( ;

THE I \ IQI Ql .\1.1TIES 01 \EST111::11(: \(:ol NTLIt

Why is discover .. so important in the aesthetic encounter, compared

to other activities that produce flow: 'lb answer this question, it is

necessary to consider two other factors that emerged from our study,

one existential, the other structural. Discussion of these qualities will

lead directly to the attempt to describe, in terms of a formal model,

the way in which all of the preceding factors interact in the aesthetic

experience.

nil.. HUMAN QUALITY OF WORKS OF ART Besides the propert\ of at-

tentional focus, the one element described as central to the aesthetic

experience was the human quality of art. \earl. percent of the cll-

rators discussed this topic in one wav or another. Some were as explicit

as the following:

I: Is there :m.thing that makes the s istial arts different from all

of the arts, I mean, including music and theater: Different

from things hke landscapes for you?

R. I supptise, initially. no. Rut in the loin! rnn. yes, because the

arts are man-made, and so dies hose to be understandable in

zi way that nature do:sn't have to be understandable. You

15i
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can't place an\ conditions on mountains and streams. You

Can plaCC COnd it 1011S and have expectations of things that arc
human creations. (41 2 )

Others were more indirect, not necessarily making the human factor
an a priori condition in describing how the human quahties that went
into the work were essential to what they were able to get out of it:
-"Fhere were certain things there that were in the work, which were
presumably. in the mind of the painter as well. I mean, let's assume
that the picture is an expression of him, as your response to it is an
expression of yourself- (i 20). Regardless of the context in which it
was expressed, the centrality of the human quality of art to these in-
dmviduuals experience was clear: "I It is I the joy of sharing an experi-
ence that You realize you're sharing with another human being-
(100: and -In some way they have to reach me or have some kind of
endowment of a human quality, whether it be intellect or emotion, to
make the point- (ii 2 I. Another curator refused to draw a distinction
between mass-produced objects and tine art and defended this stance
by referring to the human element involved: -Maybe I'm not distin-
guishing between art and something else, because it's what human
beings are doing, no? What he's creating. What we do out of the raw
mater;als that we get, that our life is- (110).

Finally, another respondent pointed toward the reason that the hu-
man quality of art contributes to the centrality of the process of dis-
covery: -The intrinsic qualities of it are of a certain dimension. There
are certain qualities it evokes because of the inevitable connection we
make between ourselves as human beings and this as an image of a
human being- (127.). What this quote makes clear is that such dis-
coveries are more important because thev hit so close to home. The
entire range of human thoughts, feelings, and conditions has been
represented in art through the ages. The aesthetic encounter iney
tablv invok es some realiiation that humanity is communicating with
humanits. 'Iltere are also far more discoveries and connections to be
made here than, say, in rock climbing, w here the challenges pre-
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senteC by the encounter are less personal and more similar to one an-

other than arc those presented by the aesthetic object.

THE TEMPORAL ELEMENT The encounter with an aesthetic object

also differs structurally from other ntivities that engender the flow

experience in that, though the experience continues through time,
the stimulus for that experience does not. 'I'hus, while a climber faces

new configurations of available holds, pitch, and obstacles with every

move, someone standing before a painting or sculpture is confronted

with an object that physically does not change. Yet many times and in

many ways, these museum professionals have talked about "seeing

new things- or "reaching new understandings- in their encounters

with workS of art. If the work is not changing, these revelations, these

insights and epiphanies, must come from changes within the viewer.

"11) understand this phenomenon, one must return to the concept of

the dialectical interplay among the challenges that the work presents,

the framing of those challenges in terms of the goals of the viewer, and

the impact of skills on that interchange. However, the important di-
mension of the human quality of art now becomes most salient. As
noted throughout this report, the four major dimensions of the ex-

perience of an art object (perceptual, emotional, intellectual, and
communicative) also define the major types of challenge: they define

as well the major categories of skills that the viewer develops and

brings to the encounter. And if one were to define the principal ele-

ments of human consciousness, what better, more inclusive set of vari-

ables could one use than sensing, feeling, thinking, and communicat-

ing? The resonance that has already been noted between emotions in

the work and one's own emotional experiences is in fact not limited to

emotion but encompasses all four of these dimensions. 'rhos, the aes-

thetic interaction is not simply between the viewer and the work but

includes a third aspect that represents all of the perceptual, emo-
tional, intellectual, and communicative factors that went into the cre-

ation of the work. For convenience, we will refer to this aspect as the

artist, but it necessarik includes all of the sociocultural factors that in-

1 ,5 3
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Figure \ lode) of the interaction in the aesthetic cwt.:Fit:lice

Huenced the work in an indirect fashion. This can be more clearly il-

lustrated with a diagram of the components.

In Figure 1, the two interlOcking ovals Libeled The Artist and The

Viewer represent the sets of dimensionsperceptual, emotional, in-

tellectual, and communicative (a, b, c, and d Ithat produced the art
object as well as the configuration of abilities in those same dimen-
sions that the viewer brings to the work. The degree of overlap will

determine the nature of the encounter. That is, the greater the over-

lap (up to a point), the more completel the viewer will be able to.en-

gage the work. Yet the area that does not overlap is preciscl . the area

that constitutes a challenge to the viewer's skills. If there were com-
plete congruence, there would be nothing that was not already known

and the object would hold no interest. If there %%ere no o\ erlap w hat-

soe er, there would be no point of elltr\ , nothing to allow 'jewels to

e \ercise their skill,. There are also parts of the work that do not in-

15,1
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tersect with the sphere of the artist's dimensions. These areas are the

aspects of a work that transcend, in one way or another, the artist's in-

tention and the limitation and conventions of his or her historical pe-

riod that vet are open to interpretation and understanding by the be-

holder. This may be one of the less intuitively obvious aspects of the

conception, but it was mentioned by a number of the respondents.

The following excerpt stares quite well how this aspect follows di-
rectly from more obvious concerns:

interested in what the artist attempted to communicate

bs creating a ssork of art. and I'm also interested in its mean-

ing in the contem of his ss hole life's ssork. And I'm inter-

ested in determiMng ss hat it means by arious sourcesdoc-

umentary, reading theoretical treatises of the time to tr to

determine ss hat artists thought the \sere doing by creating

a ssork of art, s hat their position ss as in socict, and hos\ art

tit into this. And political dimensions to smrks of art. And

perhaps this is getting little bit on dangerous ground. but

also, the undocumented aspects of it, 55 hat did it mean that

the artist might not have been :mare of: Hos% did it relate

to impulses. creatise impulses that might not !lase been

conscious:

The reason for the unique temporal nature of the aesthetic en-
counter is clarified bY the relationships represented in the diagram.

The work as a visual stimulus and the qualities of the artist and the

culture that contributed to its particular form function as two distinct

yet intertw ined points of attentional focus between which the viewer

must move. I )uring the encounter the vieAer focuses attention on the

work and finds that Ilk or her skills are either able or tillable to meet

the challen12,es presented. Attention must then be shifted, for how

es er brief a moment, to tile configuration of' lements that produced

the work. In other words, the skills of the y Iln1er and the challenges

pros ided bs the work are potentially complementarx. If the two arc

mismatched, they pro\ ide the impetus to res 1`,(1' or expand some as-

153
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pect of the configuration of skills of the viewer, who can then return

to the work with, as one curator put it. "new eves.- The two spheres

will now share more common ground, and as a consequence, the work

w ill offer new challenges. This entire process may take a moment, of

it may extend over years of continued interaction. What is most im-

portant is the fact that a work that always maintains some element of

itself beyond the viewer's range of skills is clearly the kind of work that

will retain the abilitx to change. at least experientially, through time.

'l'he balance of challenge and skills essential to the How experience

is here seen to lic at the heart of the aesthetic experience as well. It is

the distinctive quality of human connectedness that constitutes the
unique set of challenges pi-6cm in the aesthetic encounter, and at the

same time, gives form to the skills the viewer brings to the work. The

interaction between those qualities that are apprehensible in the work

in the first moment of the encounter and those that still provoke view-

ers to revise or expand their skills accounts for the continued in est-

ment ot' attention in a temporally stable object.

Wc hope that the existence of the separate dimensions involved in

the interaction between object and viewer has been amply docu-
mented in this report. But to leave them simply as a catalogue of im-

portant elements would beg the question of why, despite the variety

of forms it can take, the aesthetic experience can be talked about at

all. Sixty-sex en percent of the respondents were able to call to mind

a significant encounter with a work of art xx ith little or no hesitation,

and more than 8o percent described the experience of art as some-

thing \Vt.\ different, cry special, compared to the rest of their ex-

pvr.iences. Yet nearly 8; percent also claimed that there was no com-

nmn aesthetic experience, and most of them uttered statements as

explicit as the following:

Yuu mean one specific sort of aesthetic experience that \e all

has c No, I don't. I dunk %e all has e aesthetii esperience,..

bin each one is different. kach person is different: each da

each person is somes\ hat diffeient. Nu. I don't think there is,
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and I'm glad there isn't. That's ss hy I've Iles er been erv

keen on museum education, in the way that it's handled, as

a matter of fact. I think they try to standardize something

which is a unique experience for each person. laking it the

[fast food of the art world. (4 to

The tact that the structural properties of the aesthetic encounter can

be described separately from its content helps to make sense of this

paradox. The model of intrinsically enjoyable activitythe flow ex-
periencecircumvents the danger of the dimensions of experience
becoming no more than a laundry list by integrating the components

into a unified, if complex, whole. This integration is, of course, only
possible through the expansion of the original model to include some

of the unique properties of the aesthetic encounter that were revealed

in the course of this study. In the next chapter, the model will be em-

plc), ed as a framework fin- understanding ways in which the aesthetic

experience can be facilitated.

15?
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CHAPTER 5

Facilitating the Aesthetic Experience

\ 191 ; C1.1\1% 11E1.1 wrote: appreciate a work of art we need bring

ith us nothing from life. no knowledge of its ideas and affairs, no fit-

miliaritx with its emotions,- because it held w ithin itself "a world
with emotions all its own- (p. The -significant form- contained

in the work of art was sufficient to initiate the aesthetic experience.
Since that time, however, because of developments in contemporary

art but also because of the realization of the naivete of essentialist
theses such as Bell's, it has become clear that tilt, appreciation of art is

not so natural and easily achieved (Dziemidok 1,.)88). Sociologists have

argued that aesthetic experiences can only take place within the con-

ventions of an art world ( Bourd ieu I )ST 1. and psychologists have shown

that viewers from different cultural and educational backgrounds re-
spond to the same work of art very differently (Cl. :id 196i; I laritos-
httouros and Child 1971. The museum prolessinals we inter\ iewed
certainly brought much krowledge and familiarity with the art world to

their encounters with works of art. The model developed here to de-
scribe the aesthetic experience explains w hy this is necessarily so.

As pret ious chapters have suggested, the responsibility for the cre-
ation of the aesthetic experience is not solek in the hands of the artist.

There are any number of w ays that the experience might be set in mo-

tion. All of these w ays, however, ultimately depend on the interaction
betw een the skills of the iewer and the challenges that the work pre-

Jua
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sents. This might involve evoking art historical knowledge, exploring .
basic human emotions, learning about social history, or provoking the
viewer's imagination. All of these entrees can be effective regardless
of whether the art object in question is contemporary. premodern. or
a product of another culture.

In this chapter, ways of facilitating the aesthetic experience will be
explored. In the first part of the chapter, some of the conditions that
enhance the experience will be discussed, such as the nature of the
environment in which viewing occurs. Then, those conditions that
help the challenges of the work to emerge more clearly will be re-
iewed. And fin lla..Y, we will-consider possible ways of sharpening the

skills of the viewer.
In the second part of the chapter, we w ill discuss the possibilities

for taking concrete steps to enhance the conditions described in the
first section, so that the viewers attention is more easily focused,
challenges are clarified, goals and feedback are produced. and skills
are encouraged to grow. BY reflecting on how conditions for public
iewing of art can be impro\ ed, perhaps we will take a step toward ex-

panding the frequency and intensity of aesthetic experiences within
the context of museums.

'l'he intent ot' this chapter is not, however, to provide a 110\s -to man-

ual for enhancing the aesthetic experience. We simply w ant to reviess

the theoretical issues and some of the implications suggested by the
theoretical model, as they are illuminated bv the interviews with mu-
seum professionals. It will be up to the readers to decide how to apply

these suggestions concretely, either to their ow n encounters with
works of art or to the design of museum ens ironments.

1111- (ti\ 1)1 110 \ ()I 1111.. \1..,,1111 11( 1.. \l'I- lt11

\ Ian \ of the conditions affecting the aesthetic experience discussed
in those we inters iew ed were tied to their professional reponsibili-
ties, as well as to the particular objects the handled. Without ignot-

1 6
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ing these specific professional concerns, we have attempted as much

as possible to describe those conditions that might contribute to fa-

cilitating the aesthetic experience at a more general level.

Environmental conditions are of paramount importance for the aes-

thetic experience and will be fully discussed. The question of yy hich

properties of aesthetic objects may challenge viewers is less exten-

sively treated, because preceding chapters have already raised many

of the reles ant issues. The largest part ot' ollf attention m ill be con-

centrated on the viewer. This is partly because w hat the viewer must

bring to the work is perhaps least obvious, and partly because it is the

condition elaborated upon most often in the interviews, and in large

part because many of the respondents stressed that no matter how op-

timal the ph\ sical environment for viewing art objects maY be and no

matter how commanding the objects themselves are, the fundamental

problem of mods ating the public to go to museums in the first place

remains. In turn this presents the challenge of providing fertile
enough conditions for viessers to encounter works of art ss ith interest,

confidence, and the anticipation of a positive and enjoyable experi-

ence. Before carrying these ideas an\ further, let us examine some Of

the conditions for the curators' oss n aesthetic experiemes, with the

hope that they might point the \kw, toward those of others.

till yt sa ru: us.vutoNYti-s.1 I'he eny ironment in sslik-h it Occurs

is perhaps the most basic condition for aesthetic experience. In prin-

ciple, of course. this could be any where: coming across a mural in a

run-dow n part ot' a city may strike die viewer as quite a "wonderful

kind of a celebration of human potential- I 23). Yet more often than

not. for the general public as well as for museum professionals, the en-

counter \kith a work of art takes place ss ithin the context of the mod-

ern art museum of gallery: the "clean, blank, spacious environment

which is made for art- ( 2 ",). One respondent speculated that this is

the best atmosphere simply because we hay e become conditioned to

it, and most respondents felt that such an ens ironment focused atten-

1 6
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tion On the work itself and limited the competing information that a
more ornate setting might contain. This situation embodies the initial
condition of freedom from distraction.

However, it is also possible that viewers not conditioned To the an-
tiseptic installations of modern museums may feel uncomfortable and
self-conscious in such an environment. Paradoxically, the c.ean blank
space could turn attention to the self rather than to the work of art,
and itself become a distraction. Whether a spare or densely appointed
environment is more conducive to involvement with art is a point that
simply cannot be decided either in principle or in the absolute.

"l'he same conflict is true for another important dimension of space,
namely, its scale. Here the contrast is between impressive monumen-
tality at one end of the continuum and cozy familiarity at the other.
Some museum professionals definitely prefer a people-siz.ed f(irum for

viewing:

Some of the greatest spaces to lo(1k at aft in have been places

like the Phillips Collection lin Washington. I ).C. I. s hich is

set up like a big home where the pictures are displa ed in

domestic scale, and there are couches and places to sit YOU

arc not led into the museum in awe at these huge granite
spaces. Most museums are set up like the most imperial of

the Roman monuments, meant to inspire awe and fear and

loathing. And to impress es eryime with hos% pm\ erful the

board of trustees l laugh l might be, of hos% much mone) the

\sere able to raise. o;

I like the Whitne a lot. li,canse it's manageable in si/e.

Lich floor seems adequate to gise justice to a period or sr

It seems nicel \ sized for Me. I like the Detroit Institute of

\rts. I alssays has e a good esperience there because it's

sprass ling enough so that 51111 can ;list :1 find sonhns here to

be 1)s \ ourself. f 1221

1 6
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At its best, the whole of the museum contributes to, and in some in-

stances becomes part of, the aesthetic experience:

Walking into that building was alking inw a museum that

absolutely sang to me. This was a place s here there v as a

director, a staff, that understood how to preserse ant use ob-

jects and make it a pleasant experience. Everything ss-is at,

\ correct: the placement. the lighting, the attention

to detail, the sense. that they had a wonderful series of er

important pictures, but the seren't dramatiied into box-

office successes. "l'hey \Acre snalpi \ there, cleaned. restored.

and made accessible in this ser proper fashion. The collec-

tion said it, the building said it, the s% hole manner of

presentat ion. (loll

As one curator put it, -"l'he primary responsibility of the museum

is to create a context in which the object has, aesthetically, the best

chance ofspeaking- 28). Unfortunately, whereas the context ma be

iny ariant. the audience is definitely variable. Thus the best context f'or

one viewer nav make another feel uncomfortable. One person. high-

lighting the compleYitY of the problem, put the issue quite directly:

I guess there are as man ansNers to that as there are people,

or situations. I think that one can influence the ssa a person

sees an object hs manipulating its ens ironment. Wits do

people conic to museums to see things I think some of them

ate acutel ay. are of the setting and the ens ironment and the

lighting and the motmting of objects, ss here others are com-

pletek obli ions to that. A little hit of information will often

help people look at objects, but \ hether the 're lonidin4spe-

citicalk at the object setting, I don't know 141 ;1

.\ monumental space that IA ill inspire one person to attend religiously

to the objects it contains ma\ well distract and ()sem helm the next

peison. If tlic goal is to establish a connection between \ iew els and

163
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the objects displayed. an effectie environment max be one that tries
to accommodate ditkrent attentional styles, rather than one informed
by a single vision, no matter how exalted it is.

Another condition basic to the aesthetic experienct: is the ;mount
of time available for viewing and being with works of art. Aesthetic
experience, while spontaneous in certain instanc,:s, often requires a

period of maturation. "The more time that von live with a painting,
or w ith a sclIlpture, whatever, the more time von have to see it, to tind
things. If You just walk bv a painting, you're not going to get anything
out of it. anything at all, seeing takes time- I low much time it
takes will of course vary tremendously across encounters. What is im-

portant is that the viewer be able to control the length of the inter-
action. "I like to decide how much time I spend with a work of art. I

like to be in control of that. Sculpture requires the rime imohed in
walking around it. You can stand in front of a painting for fort\ -fne
minutes and think about it. Which I've done"

Roth place and time contribute to the focusing of attention neces-
sary for the aesthetic experience to occur. To achieke such concentra-
tion requires at least an initial freedom from distraction. Although dis-
tractions mentioned b the museum professionals ranged from tacky
architecture to street noise, tOremost among them were the "hordes
of people- that all too often constitute the audience of the modern
museum, especiallx in the context of blockbuster exhibitions. View-
ing max well be possible in these circumstances. but the r\ pc of ex-
perience we lust: been describing probiblx w ill not be. 'Iruiv seeing
art, as opposed to merely ie'w ing it, is for most respondents a -soli-
tar\ acti itx . . . it's private, it's quiet . . . it's nes er happened in a
crowded room- ( ;

Aside from this problem oft lowds, there ,Ire also those distractions
associated w tb the fact that iew ing art is often an eminently social
acti as, that a museum is a pla,e in sk hich to be seen as much as a
place to see. -(oing to openings.- one person laments. -drives me
cia/s, bet mist: it's a social atmosphete that walls doesn't go w ith look-
ing at wink. Its \ cr\ hard to look at work in a social context- ( (LI).
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Echoing the sentiments referred to abos e, one curator stated that
viewing art is "almost something you have to do privately- or perhaps

'w ith a friend or s ith the artist there- ( Anything more only de-

tracts from the integrity and intensity of the aesthetic experience.

I low to reconcile this need for privacy with the financial impera-
tives and social responsibilities of museums is one of the greatest chal-

lenges that administrators of these institutions face. It is a quandary

similar to that faced by directors of national parks and trustees of other

public resources: by increasing the popularity of the resource, they

risk destroying w hat made it Naluable in the first place. "Ivo positive

goals in this case cancel each other out, One must either decide to re-

strict access to w hat should be a shared good or attract as many people

as possible and dilute the quality ot' the experience in the process.

Neither choi,.:e in this dilemma is particularly attractise.

For mans of those interviewed (nearls s-o percent), the juxtaposi-

tion of particukir works of art was an especially important precondition

of the aesthetic experience. ,Eor this group, the way works were re-

lated to one another NS a`, far more salient than such considerations as

lighting, height, and labeling. Ver often the aesthetic experience for

these people in \ olved more thau one work, w ith juxtapositions high-

lighting relations among different objects being frequently noted. In

one particularly -brilliant- contrast, there was "a sense of two entirek

different worlds and points (1)5 iew being expressed- ( 20). How strik-

ing combinations focus attention and present new challenges to the

viewer is summed up in the follow ing recounting of an experience at

a ( :arnegie International Exposition:

What the\ did was to install the s)iim in sod, a Nk a\ that art_

ists of contrasting temperaments and folmal chatacteristies

scre in confrontation ss ith 011e another. I list me n luned

I \nselnil Kiefer, w ho's one of the great neo-c \pressioinst

painters, s iii kers thamatit ndst apes and enoonons scale.

\ cr rht torical, sers interesting artist, and kers d namic. In

the same room, the% had ssork k an aitist nained Robert ks-

16'5
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man, who works in 3 vers pure st le, kind of 3 second-

general ion minimalist And it ss as amaiing to ine to see

the way these two artists worked in the same room. Nor-

mally, you would expect that Kiefer would just completel

oserwhelm Rvman. And, much to the contrary, Ryman held

up very well as a quietpoetic almostdisciplined kind of
visual experience. And the opposites worked remarkahl
well. (iii

Many respondents found other ways of structuring relations among
works, other than dyadic juxtaposition, to be significant. An installa-
tion by a single artist can be particularly illuminating, not only be-
cause "the more you see by one person, the richer your vocabulary be-

comes- ( io;), but also because of the deepened awareness and
understanding that a whole series of interrelations can provide. Ap-
parently central to all the kinds of relations described by those inter-
viewed is that this structuring, rather than imposing an order or spe-
cific idea on the viewer, is a vehicle I'm an autonomous construction of

meaningful experience; the experience is facilitated rather than dic-
tated. There is, in other words, a great deal of room left for active dis-
covery, and the nature of the challenges and the necessary skills are
not preordained.

I ill- AFS'IlIFTIC 014.11-.(:1' Withollt going into detail about the obvious
importance of formal qualities, it must be noted that "a balance and
harmony of form- (ii 5), even "beauty,- is at the center of a good
many of the experiences reported (almost 4)) percent). Whatever
these terms refer to, well mei- a third of the curators apparently use
traditional criteria of evaluation to facilitate their aesthetic experi-
ences. A related aspect is one that many of the respondents termed
craft, or the importance of things being "well done.- Onc curator
notes her '.'first reaction- on seeing a new piece: "If it's sitting here on
the tabl_.. I'm liable to pick it up and tui n it around, look at it and see
if it's well painted, and Imw high the relief lines arc, and how well pre-

sers ed different parts of it are, whether there has e been any restora-
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dons.' (413).11er concern and way of approaching objects were ones
that most of the curators found absolutely critical. Thus, the object
must present perceptual challenges to the viewer, or the ensuing en-

counter w ill be impoverished by an entire dimension.
Perhaps the most paradoxical attribute of objects in relation to the

aesthetic experience is what we came to refer to as deverminability.

One person succinctly stated the problem: "People look at a book and

know that you can't tell it from the cover. Paintings give the illusion

that You can see them in one second..And that's just totally nor reality;
it takes a long time to llama& see a painting- ( ; 2 ).

And yet without at least some measure of that illusion, at least
initially, the viewer cannot become engaged w ith the work. Deter-
minability might best be understood as the perceived opportunity to
tind, on a fairly direct level, some point of entry into the object. In
terms of the How model, we might best think of it as the relative bal-
ance of challenges and skills at the levels of meaning, intention, and

interpretation.
The demise of craft in contemporar \ art has been related to the lack

of determinabilit \ :

\ I\ leaction %%hen 1 look at a sNork of art probahl depends

schether 1 understand it or not. and hokt much I under-

stand it. And I tel that contemporary artI nmst imt be un-

derstanding-1 look at it and I thMk it's crude, it looks un-

skilled; people seem to be making up in st.ale for vita( the

lack in talent. (ii ;

In other words, indeterminacy is sometimes understood as a lack of

skill on the part of the artist. 'Hnis it is imperative, for some, that
works of art contain something akin to a determinable meaning: "If
\ ou understand it, and sou know ss here it fits in, and what it's tr \ ing

to tell N. ou, and w hat it represents. then our appreciation of what you

see is gicater- ;I. In referring to the idea of deteninnahilit as a

condition of ac st het ic everience, these respondents cons eyed the

idea not of sonic ss holi\ contained ans\ er to a gisen \mrk, some inn-
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vocal meaning, but that of a relatively circumscribed field of interpre-

tive possibilities. As one curator pointed out, "You can look at and ap-

preciate something from a different standpoint than I could look at

something and appreciate it, but we're 'both getting at what the kernel

of the object is. I may do it One 55.a, you may do it another- ( i 3o).

The emphasis on determinability as a condition of the experience

highlights the structural importance of challenge: it is not enough that

the work be beautiful and complex, but there needs to be a balance

of challenge and skills in the encounter. work that for a given viewer

is indeterminate in its meanings is mismatched with that s iewer's

skills. The balance of challenges in the work with the skills of the
viewer determines the all-important poir t of entry for the aesthetic

experience:

I remember l\sesi Klein paintings that seemed to me im-

mcdiatek accessible, ,..cre immediate! ssonderful: had that

sort of "knock-.ou-back-and-lift-you-off-thc-fect- sense to

them. You hase an immediate emotional or intellectual con-

nection ssith the painting: it doesn't put .ou off. or .0t1 don't

hae to %smirk into it 01- 1011 don't hake to ssork out to it, of,

like in some paintings, base to \mirk doss n to it. \ ou come

right in at the right les el. (

The object not only has to be accessible to interpretation, but it also

must express a human presence within it. At a most basic level, it has

to con5 ince the vie55 er that it is portra5 ing something real, and the pri-

mary wax it can do this is to "create some emotion ( ""l'heY have

to reach me,- as another person put it, and thniugh this 5 cry process

"some kind of endowment of a human qualitx, 55 hether it be intel-

lect or emotion,- conies to light (1 12 I. Or, as vet another person

commented. there is the need for "finding something that I can re-
spond to at my most basic, but most profound, le5 el, as a human

being- I I (1( ).

\ to\ ing beyond the purely personal or indis idual presence behind

the art object, the larger cultural or historical context emerges in the

encounter 55 ith particular works. 'I'his context is less a concrete rep-
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resentation than a kind ot summary of a different world, tt ith Its MI n

ethos and modes of being. An example is the curator ( ()SI for ss horn

the Art Nouveau ewer summed up the entire age.

Throughout each of these ideas, we might note, runs not only the

broadly conceived idea of expression but also that of communication,

the idea that the condition for aesthetic experience here is bound up

with relating to and interacting with a fundamentally human creation.

Perhaps this human dimension of art explains why many indis iduals

likened their aesthetic experiences to interpersonal dialogue, friend-

ship, and love.
While the dimensions res iewed above are of unquestionable signif-

icance to many, the issue of challenge emerges most strongl\ . It is not

enough, apparently, simply to be affected by an object, to be initially

captisated by it; it is important that it Serve, in some sense, as a prov-

ocation as well, an opportunity for the viewer to enter into the work

and deal with it Oyer time, not feel that a cursory involvement is

sufficient.
point that sse, and the ilitisetitli professionals, made time and

time again, is that the best examples of objects containing such chal-

lenges ,Ire (irks Whose meaning appears to he inexhaustible:

There's a Rembrandt in I the Frick (:ollection I and I knm,

that es er time I go to it, it alsas has the same magnetic

attractiim tOr me..\Ithough sometimes I'm looking at differ-

ent things s ithin it . . . I knm% that that is a painting I prob-

abl % ill nes er usc up, in part because it's such a complicated

painting, in terms of the depth of emotion of the artist VI ho

made it. . . . Other orks, thins seconds %orth of looking,

on'e reall absolbed \Shat it has to gke WU. (lull

In an obvious corollary, it seems that the fact of inexhaustibilit\ , of

multivocalit\ ',IS for man\ the key element in distinguishing great

front average works. Whether or not the work is relativek eas\ or ret-

ails elv difficult, w !tether one has encountered it pre\ iousl \ es en re-

peatedly or for the ser) first time. the most central condition is what

possibilities it holds for the % iesser. 1 t is these possibilities and the
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provocation they contain that make these particular objects and their
associated experiences signiticant.and memorable.

For experts, the art object also contains challenges that specificalls
address their professional skills. Professional involvement, which
might seem obstrucme to aesthetic experience, is most often spoken
of quite favorably, as a deepening experience in a way that may be
unique for this particular group.

-The visual impact may be one of the ti,st things,- as one person
states, but the experience

is I1C5 Cr just based on the isual quality. It is based on the
research and knowledge of the validity of the object, the Cor-
rectness (If the object. I )oing the research, and tring to find
out what this is, and was it realk made then, and w hat do we

really have here, w hat are we talking about, how was it
made, is this how things were made at that periodall of that
comes into play. It's not just an automatic thing. (1(18)

\lore generally, there is also the challenge of being able to place the
object m, ithin a broader context, within a larger. more comprehensive
frame of reference. The experts' encounters, in short, in\ e
developing a relationship with the object that may surpass the rel-
ative fleetingness of nonprofessional aesthetic encounter. I low to
make this deeper relationship with works of art available to the ca-
sual museum visitor is seen br% mans museum educators as their
main challenge.

TuF vi vwER Thus the skills of the viewer--what it is that he or she
needs to bring to the aesthetic encounterare vet-\ much at the center
of what leads to aesthetic experiences. Although there was no whole-
sale agreement among the respondents as to w hat these skills are,
there was considerable consensus as to the centrality of the issue:

I think there is Ian aesthetic everience
I btu I don't kmm

how to de,ctibe ii. OT NN hat would produce it. What AL.( ts

yolir eve--and your self--differs from what affects someone
else. Rut that', what make, it interesting. In the long run all

e )
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.ou can reall do is from (Iur o\t n experience, making our

tm 0 choices. And not care about \\hat scholarl thing ma be

said about this or that. Yon ha c to honestl go \\ith % hat's

connng through your experience. through our es e. I 4)

matter ho\\ optimal the view ing conditions might be. and no

matter how great the objects are, there remains the problem of hox\

the viewer might best approach the work of art and benefit from the

encounter. Some of the more obvious skills for experiencing \\ orks of

art are training and education. A number of respondents saw these as

critically shaping their capacity to interact with and enjoy works of art.

Some museum professionals refused to generalize from their own

experience about the value to the general public of academic training:

"I don't think that a trained art historian necessaril \ . . . has a more

complete aesthetic experience.- says one respondent, although it

may be "slightly different . . . it might be intellectualized in a slightl \

different way than I t hat ofl a person who didn't- have these associations

\\ ith historx. Perhaps ne untrained, the non-art historian, would have

associations with more personal tpes of history.- Nevertheless, for

better or N1orse, she also notes that "there will be more intellectual

engagement in front of an object about which one had a great deal of

know ledge-: it will ha\ e added to it "a different, another dimension

than the experience before an object about which one had very little

knowledge- (i 231. It ma\ be important here to note the tension be-
tween "different- and "more- or "better.- "l'here \\ ere, however, nu-

merous evamples of both e \treme \-ie\\ points:

I 01, ld \ n argue that there arc man\ .ut Instorians ho

don't ha\ c aesthetit. experiences. Thes respond to objects

intellectualk but the\ often men't !limed bs the beam \ of

a \\ oil: of art. In mans suds s, it be«unes an intellektual

cm:Rise. t4i-i

I think the experteme that people hase depends enor-

modsls on \% hat the ale luingnig to the %oik of Alt ,md \ hat

thc looking fnr. \nd to a cer"" extcnt that means
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knowledge. I think it's a highly individual thing. reason

that there is a certain amount of, let's say, agreement of judg-

mem among professionals about certain things is that they.

arc bringing a certain similarity of experience and kilos% I-

edge to looking at the thing, and looking for similar diings.

Seeing works of art means much to many people. and I don't

think it need mean that much to that many people. I think

lots ot' people live perfectly happy lives yy ithout eye!' going

into a museum. (4021

\ lost respondents, however, Were unwilling to put aesthetic experi-
ences into ranking order as a function of how much training is brought

to them, but acknow ledge that it is all but inevitable that training adds
something. an extra dimension of engagement and understanding. Or
as another person puts it, it is simply undeniable that "your education
has a huge impact on how you see something- (

Despite the obvious importance of knowledge and education, there
IS more at stake than the mere application of' knowledge. As one cu-
rator notes, "lOu can teach how something is composed, categorize it,
and show, where it came from and the importance of the patronage and

the personality of the artist and all these different facets,- but all of
these things "in themselves wouldn't necessarily make somebody en-
joy or appreciate a work of art.- What does happen is that "at some
point . . . somehow . . . people sort of clit, k on, and they suddenly
begin to reall..x .ove the process of looking at a work of art- (

Worma cApericner is a good term to characterize the process lw
ss hich exposure to works of art graduallx transforms the natureand
the experienceof aesthetic interactions. I nfiunied experience in-
s olves des eloping the abilitx to see as well as des eloping understand-

ing. Man\ of the inters iewees saw the two processes as intimately re-
klted. As one person said of -reallx seeing, it's not something that just

happens instantaneouslx in front of a work,- but rather (.1)Illes from a
"long process of accumulating information- ( 1114). As man\ of the re-

spondents noted, it is a cumulative process, and a multidimensional
one that necessarilx has the . isual image at its base:
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One has to has e a storehouse, one has to learn to do that. one

has to tras e that sisual baggage in order to begin to appreci-

ate other things, because it's the interJonnections hetsseen

things, the serendipitous connections that one can make that

realls begin to get ou interested in looking at more things.

this whole fabric begins to des clop. (41 2 )

lltie a corny phrase,- as another person puts it, -before you tly

you have to walk.- Viewing art is not only a receptive process, he cx-

plains, but a creative one as well:

and the one was sou become creatise as a ies%er is to keep

going to exhibits, going to the galleries, going to die slim% 1,

read the art journals and maga/ines. prepare yourself as

much as possible, and you'll be amated at hos% much more

oull enjos looking at art it ou hae that kind of back-

ground. lii

Similarly: -It's very important tho- people read and educate them-

selves before going into a museum. . . . One should realize that, just

as when you go to an opera or a concert of classical music, you can gain

more b know ing something about the period in which the music was

written- ( o ).

Knowledge means educational experience combined with seeing.

-"l'heY can't know the art from simply reading about it. They have to

go and look at it too. . . . What you really base to do is . . . reading,

you have to figure out the histor, the past. Rut then \ ou've got to go

and look. And just look and look and look until You think Your eyes

are going to fall out. And then you go back and read some more. . . .

It has to be a constant thing. You can never feel that \ ou'e reached a

le el that You don't have to do one or the other anymore- (lul

liexond know ledge and isual experience, there are the more fun-

damental conditions of -how xou're brought up, ss ith w hat kind of

ideas. and w hat ou're confronted with . . . in Otir ( 1 1u). \\ hat

you see and experience will alw s and int.\ itablv be a function of w ho

\ OU Me. But ss hat seems to matter most is the histor iii isual and
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aesthetic experiences itself, the recurrent engagement with works of

art in an intimate fashion. A number of the curators, when discussing

the impact of their professional careers on their ability to experience

art, spoke of the advantage of "living with- works of art. One person

maintains that such extended and intimate opportunities to interact

with woiks, to be with them daily, ultimately "makes You see a lot
better- (i or). Or, as another put it,

as one learns to look, as one learns to notice details and to be

able to kccp those details in one's mind, to make a summar

judgment, as it were, of an object, then one can begin to

make quality judgments. It's not easy to do, to look at a

piece of sculpture or painting and remember the bits. It's not

eas to kccp all of those things in your mind. (41 2 )

One person supplied a useful illustration of the diversity of per-
spectives concerning these issues ot' knowledge and experience in

conjunction with her description of a visit to one of her favorite exhi-

bitions. For hcr, in fact,the situation is quite the opposite of what wc

base seen in the above statements:

I don't kilos% an thing about that material. I mean e neer

taken a course in it land I part of me doesn't \sant to knoss.

It's possible to keep things fresher if you don't go into them.

And I can't think of anything that makes mc feel better than

sulking through those galleries and looking at that mate-

rial I don't !lase any of the art historical number that

comes into iii head ss hilc I'm looking at it. (120)

Vnlike those s ho speak of a dialogue with an artwork, a few others

prefer to be captivated by the work, overcome by it, seduced. I t may

be interesting to consider how this engagement with the essentially

unknown may serve as a break or release from interactions that are so

imbued s ith knos% ledge that the additional infmmai ion detract*, from

the freshness of the work itself.

After calling attention to the ways in ss hich knowledge influences
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One's response to works of art, we ITIMC more fUll into those ps c ho-

logical and existential skills that are "in the persoit- of the viewer.

rhese include physical attributes as well as attitudes, motivations,
and whatever else may influence the task of seeing. A surprising num-

ber of the people we interviewed (nearly zi third) spoke of their own

"natures... Thus, one person stated that while she was "basically a
person interested in words and abstract conceptions and narrative

forms and things.- and her analysis of these subjects was a function

of her "natural talent,- at the same time she also believed that she

had "a gift for analyzing visual arts and two-dimensional, three-

dimensional things .... I have a very good eve- to i6). Similarly, an-

other person is convinced -it's something that many people have in-

herently: its not something that they need to learn- (100.
he most nativist of the Opinions ss ere framed rather like the

tollon

I think it's something ss Inch certain people arc born nun. An

es e can be cultivated, but sou base to base something there

to begin ssith. And it can be fine-tuned, let's put it that ss a .

knd there's piles of education and exposure on mp of that.

but there is .1 kernel. There's a dris e, there s the education,

but there's something in the personalit as \sell. (..i.00t

Others present the Same point in more elaborate forms:

I 'lase f011f children non. and each one of them, from das

one_ just started looking around. The oldest is non fifteen

and as soon as she ssas born she started looking armind the

denser\ room. . . . She sees things and shes taking it all in.

and she's che(king it all out. I think that / probahls had

predisposition just to look around . . and dnnk :limo( it and

55 hatnot. too

I-mine people an.: 5 isual .111(1 soini. t1tk alnliin:s he in

other hums ot intelle( tual pursuit. I happen to be
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would be tau. to sa that I make quit. ker isual connemons

than other people do. 112(0

Although it is unclear just how many respondents would be willing to

date their present capacities to the delivery room, it is clear that some

implicitly believe they possess gifts that are innate.

Somew hat less overtly mitivistic in orientation, others simpl\ note

that they are visual people... Whether by virtue of their genes or
through experience, they feel they use their eyes better than other

people do. It is perhaps for this reason that \\ bile an art historical
background appears to some to be an absolute necessit.. there 'are

others who believe that their own abilities more than compensate for
hatever knowledge-based background the\ do not possess.

Some curators spoke of another set of inborn skills that is not nec-

essarily visual:

There are people who ha e more or less sensihilit. \ leaning

sensiti\ itt. I suppose. I think it depends on their tempera-

ment. their spirit. and certainl their est:. I do not think that

it is prerogatise of educated people. I piesume that if one

has the to make kisual connections OW an education

helps a great dealind I think the most important education

is probabls lookiniz: the more one sees the inure able he or

she is to put it in come s.t .md to establish .1 rapport sith it.

Rut I do not belies e that es er hod% is able to respond. I be-

lie e in .1 certain degtee of elit Ism, I mii4ht as \ell admit it.

Rut the elitism doesn't has e to do ss ith an thing escept the

deelopment 1)1 (OiL's sensibilit \.

Os er and abo e the native skills that the iew et may possess, his Ur

her frame of mind in approaching works of art is mentioned as another

important condition. In reflecting on their ow n experiences, se\ era(
respondents emphasifed the need to look at art act's el \ in older to

expetience it tolls. .\ nd thisis one peison quite adamant] \ insisted,

was no small task. 1 major ploblem in de:ding w ith the \ iew ing public

1 ;
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that art professionals such as himself had become all too aware of was

just how passisc the use of the sense of sight can be. Indeed, like a

number of other people we have quoted, he believed that there are

"good eyes- and "bad eves,- or as another person put it, "tin eyes.-
But a number of the maseum professionals, rather than attributing the

various capacities of their "eyes- to nature, attributed them instead
to culture and the specific forms of stimulation it offi:rs:

I see it all the time. Students can remember facts and figures

and names, but they don't es en knoy, hos% to begin to re-

member images. \ don't knosy hos% because they e

nes Cr had to do it. (412

I'd say most people don't hak c a sers good c.c. they has e not

des eloped their y isual faculty cry %Yell. And the reason tOr

that, especially today. Its that] sse're obliterated, literally, bY

images all the time.I'V, mos ies and ideos, nesspapers

and maga/inesjust constantly barraged by things. One's

eyes !lase become y Cry mu( h a pa55i5 c instrument, one er

seldom has to make an. actise. s isual judgment or effort

ss ith one's cs es. YOU really has e to be ers cunsciothls in-

terested in getting something, in making ,t personal inter-

pretation of something. y isually. sshich I don't think sets
many people ale. (1111

The contemporary viess er is simply not interested and attentise

emnigh to face the challenges presented by the art object. It' some-

thing is to be gleaned from the encounter ss ith a work of art, eyplained

one curator, "voti'se got to confront it, although maybe that's a little
bit harsh or aggressis e a word. You have to stand in front of it. You

base to /wik at it, number one. And .\re it, number two. But that's a

big word, to 'see' it- t it ic L MU:C.! more, it is almost as if the y iewer

has to hay e courage enough to undertake ihe task of dealing ss ith ob-

jects seriouslY and attentis els it Is onls then that the aesthetic ev
per ience can occur:

lr
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Part of it is that oil have to be open to the possibilities. You

base to be able to put parr of yourself aside and :Wm\ the ex-

pericnie to take place. Ver posserful sorks (d'art put people

oft: the. get 5 Cry delenske, get set.. 5 erbal about them. And

that's an indication of hos\ strong the statemews are. To

has e that aesthetic experience, there has to be a ss illingness

to expericncein openness to experience. Ci

Another person notes that it is essential that he be in the "right
frame of mind- when looking at works of art. -.Ns long as there isn't a

lot of competition for ss hat I'm looking at,- ss hether internal or ex-

ternal, the possibility of aesthetic experience ss III exist. "Some-

iimes,- he goes on, "I'll be in sort of a distracted mood and come

around the corner and see something that is just so scaringlv beautiful

that it pushes out es ers other thought.- Rut for the most part, he in-

sists, "I has e to gear myself up to look: I have to sax okay. I'm going

into this show or to this exhibition- ( Hr.).
Another skill for "just noticing what's there- is "a certain amount of

curiosity- ( i 2o): the iesser needs not only to attend to the object but

also to want to attend, to be interested in it:

thnik people should jlist biing curiosit and .1 h..elin"

that the.'re looknig fors aid to doing this lather than the're

dreading it . . . that it's going to be pleasmable and not be-

ause the \ need to see It In talk about it ss ith theii friends or

it's a school ;issignment or there's sonic kind of dots or pres-

,,me. I mean, \se has e enough duties and piessures, and I

tion't think seeing the lat .st all exhibition should be a dins

and a piessine: it should be a pleasme.

Curiosity, in this instance, is again a condition f(ir experience: one
must ss ant to tnul out about the object, to explore it, to know it MO-

""ck is "Ill 'is "hat it k abow (..1 iii anotlal sense conosits is .1

skill that the iesser both has in some measure from the start and de-

s clops mei the seals. Coriositx about a work of art cannot be ague
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and diffused but must be focusedwith the kind of focus that tbllows

from knowledge and experience. What we also see here is that the en-

counter with works of art needs to be motivated from within. Thus,

in the words of another person, "The optimal experience is when You

set out to go see something in particular and you make a point of
going. . . For example, people make what you'd almost have to call

pilgrimages to see certain works of are ( ). They go, in other words,

with a definite aim in mind: to see something that they want to see,

something they are intrinsically motivated to see. "It has to be really

done because you want to do it, and not because you're just looking

at a work to satisfy the person you're with of whatever . . . to do it for
yourself because you want to get something out of it . . . ou antici-
pate that you will get something out of it- (

Along with attentiveness, curiosity, and intrinsic motivation is the

further condition of the anticipation of reward, the expectation that

enjoyment will result from viewing art. Without this re\\ ard there
would be little rationale for stepping into the museum and for under-

taking the etThrt needed to make works of art come to lifC. If you want

the rewards, the same curator says, it is imperative that "you work at

it. Again, I keep using that word. but it's true: it's work to get that in-

fbrmation out of a work of art. You're only getting out what you bring

to it- ( ). Another person describes how all of the conditions we

have been discussing must necessarily go together:

Preparation of all kinds has got to he part of the process. It

ould take several forms, one of which ss mild he !having

thel intellectual underpinnings. Then there's also a prepa-

ration of yourself, you've got to get \ ourself together. You

choose the moment if you can. You look fomard to it, build

up the anticipation. It's kind of like good \: there's a lot of

fop:pia\ insolved. Besides the formal prepaiation, 'here's

mental preparation. nd there has to be that \illingness

let it happen. (

1LJ1
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Given that the encounter with art often requires both considerable
work and the use of a whole range of skills, it should come as no sur-
prise to learn that support is also necessary, some form of encourage-
ment and direction that might lead viewers to engage themselves with
a measure of conviction. Role models, for example, may be instru-
mental in this context, "watching how other people do it, people I re-

spect." as ore person puts it. It is important to have "reinforcement
from people who have come to believe in me, whom I respect as well--

that kind of reinfiircement gives me the permission to trust my in-
stincts" ( 104).

reciprocal relationship seems to exist between visual confidence,
which can be enhanced by reliance on one's own resources, and an

openness to new and unknown experiences that confront viewers and

cause them to shed any "false confidence" they may possess. Con-
necting this idea of confidence with the issue of anticipation of re-
ward, one person notes that

having some measure of success in communicating builds

x our confidence, allows ou to open ourself up and relax

and confront it, confront yourself, literall to stand in front

of a stork and take a deep breath and shake it all otiond open

yoUrtillf up to whatever might surface out of that and go fronl

there. 'I he vioters Imust I feel confident of using their (Mn

C\C\ and knowing that by looking, and st ith their mm n

experiences, they can dras enough information to make it a

test arding experience. I 10;1

While it is imperative that viewers be secure enough in their own

aesthetic abilities to be able to con&ont the work of art comfortably
ands'.iththeauiticipariontltatsoniekindofrewardssillfdloss, it is also
imperatis e that this security not become so hardened that new ewe-
riences (if we Can el cn call them that in such a case) are merely assim-

ilated to the old. In point of fact, it should be clear that this would not

really ins olve security at all but rather insecurit: the flip side of one's
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comfort in prejudice is the discomfort attendant on the encounter
With the new, the difficult to assimilate. As one curator noted:

There's a reluctance to feel tbolish about something. If sou

can insulate yourself, or protect yourself from being in that

position, or appearing to be in that positionappear. sound

as if you are foolish about art-1 think that has a lot to do v, ith

it. That has something to do sith s hat specialization is

about. ( .;0)

lo foreshadow a point that will be addressed later in more detail, it

would seem that a primary role of the museum is to provide the kind

of environment, both physically and educationally, that can supplx

the viewer with the support and confidence to confront works of art
openly and honestly.

This section will res iew various ways in ss hich aesthetic experience

might be facilitated fin- the view ing public by drawing on the sugges-

tions and concerns of the museum professionals. lam professionals

have asked themselves the question recently posed by Susan Myers

( 19881: "Are nmseums getting in the wax of' the aesthetic experi-

ence?" From s1hat has been said above, it follows that the answer must

be in the affirmative. This is because an\ institution that sets as its
goal to communicate with an audience of saried backgrounds and dif-

fering expectations is bound to disappoint some of its public. As long

as the task was defined in terms of narrow \ circumscribed elite val-

ues, the nmscum could expect a certain les el of iewing skills from its

audience, present its material accordingly, and be certain that it had

fulfilled its mandate. liut if the imiseum's role is interpreted more
broadly as a mission that encompasses :ill age groups, cultural origins,

and social strata, then it becomes extremelx difficult to design a pro-

gram of communication that w ill be effective and meaningful across a

broad range of the potential audience. These "conflicting isions," as

1;-
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thes hme been called, are one of the central concerns of the modern
art museum (see Zolberg 1981, I9841.

How can a mllsel1111 help viewers to experience the expaw)ed state

of consciousness that a rich encounter w ith works (Ilan can provide
gis en that the les el of reles ant skills in the audience is SO variable:
Whoever could answer this question sumld solve one of the central
problems facing museum curators and educators. Since there is no de-
finitive answer, we propose possible solutions. One op ion is to ap-
proach the communicatis e task in a frankly experimental fashionbv
specifying the variables invoked in installations, by varying them one

at a rime, and by recording the effects of changes on the audience.

Many museuins are aireadx embarked in such experimentation. kir
instance, the staff at the Denver Art Nluseum, including educators,
curators, and members of the publication department. with the help

of a j. Paul Getty Thist grant, used ideas from an earlier draft of the
present volume to design the experimental variations in labeling for

their museum. Some of these labels were extremely innovative and
effectise in stimulating audience interaction sk ith the work of art.

With time, results of similar studies will accumulate, making it in-
creasinglx possible for museums to facilitate the aesthetic experience.

At this point. however. we "ill restrict oursels es to suggestions
made b. our sample of museum professionals. Beginning w ith sonic:
obs ious issues, ses eral called attention to the need for good lighting.
for fe\\ er or leSs intrusive museum guards, for more benches and rest
rooms, for areas conducive to calm relaxation, and tOr refreshments,

as 11ell as the need for etrectise handling of Stall recurrent problems

-as crowds and noise. \lost generalh, the\ insisted on the importance
of elitninating distractions, therek helping the k iewer to see Solite-

thing and benefit from it. raken together. these suggestions relate to

one of the basic conditions of the aesthetic experience: the fOcusing

of attention. cOuld pnAide a pleasing ens ironment and at

the same time plc\ cit mousions. woiks of ant would base a bettet

chalice to make an impam
\lclmc often, how eser. the predominating concern w as w ith the
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viewers' skills: how to pro\ ide didactic information and other support
for enhancing the viewers' confidence and motivation. Often these
goals were directly related to the provision of a psychologically secure

environment. I,et us now turn to the first of thes ::. issues, namely,
what kind of didactic information is the most effective.

The kind of prior knowledge seen to be necessary in order to ben-
efit from an encounter with a work of art is in large measure dependent

on the rcspondents professional responsibilities. Those working in
museums with many archaeological artifacts, for instance, have differ-
em opinions than those working in museums of contemporary art. For

the former, didactic material is deemed necessary simply to allow
viewers to know what they are looking at: an unfamiliar object should
be identified. In the case of contemporary art, however, sonie profes-

sionals feel that any form of explication should be avoided, for it would

relieve viewers of the challenge of coming to terms with the work on
their own.

As a curator of ancient art states:

I like to see more infoimation. For instance, there's a \mo-

del-lid de elopment of Chinese ceramics from the earliest

periods up to the \ling d nast, and it sould be nice to has,:

mom:thing of .t chronolop mentioned, a map of % here the

centers lot ploducing these porcelains and earthenware% and

stones% arcs are: hos+ it relates to hat vtas going on in Japan

and Korea: the impact of miental artthe bloc and \ hite--

on v, hat \%as going on in the West at the same time, and hat

was going on in the Islamic nations. All those are reall% im-

port.mt to the education of the museum-goer, and \ ct

just don't sec ,.hat sort of thing in the musetnit at all. 1 t

Referring to a specific hall in the museuin in \\ hich she had until
recently worked, she laments that there feAS isn't much informa-
tion: there's nit infm illation telling \\ here the reliefs Caine 1111111, hos\

the\ tit into the w hole pakice, \\ hat Ass\ rian ardlitecture was like at
that point, S hat it meant . . . gis mg palace plans, relating the frag-

1 4
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ments that we have to what the original looked like.- Thus her goals

there involved "doing a lot of graphics and maps and palace plans and

everything- in order to begin to rectify the situation by supplying the

necessary skills for a meaningful experience. "1 think it varies,- as

one person succinctly states, "depending on the material and the de-

gree of unfamiliarity. Some shows really do require more explanation-

( ). Another respondent. musing on similar issues, says that for her

the optimal conditions

would has e something to do ss ith looking at one thing at a

t ime, in a dark space, la here sou heard the cons ersat ions of

the people of the period in the picture talking to each other

in the language thes %sere talking, and yim had the music

that was appropriate to that period, and you had, sas, a hun-

dred (incites ft-tun sc raters of the period describing things that

had something to do v,ith the object that you s ere looking

at. Although I don't think a great stork of art needs it, the

more sou bring to it and the more sou pump into it, the more

interesting it's going to he for sou. (120)

While didactic information is often desirable, most respond.ents

agreed that it must he presented in an unobtrusive manner, perhaps

through discrete computer terminals. Additionally. man thought
that museums should also have accessible information, such as a li-

brary, as is stressed in the tllowing description of one curator's idea

of the optimal context:

R: 1. pleasant atmosphere, proper space to stork in \\nil all the

resources \tin stant Close at hand. Those things certainls are

necessars.

I: 0.k. Resources, meaning . . .

R: Oh, references. catalogues. photographs of comparable ma-

n:HAL othci ises. Iftit 11,11 nig all tliosc things (IOW bs. It's

hard to lust nin (1ov n lit c ides ,uul flip through the stacks

cl pctiochials or \than:\ ci clsc. Thai\ not optimal. lou
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sometimes lose the moment or the momentum or both. 'Ibis

suspended bs itself is nice, as a t pe of everience for a

hile, but you also %sant to look at IA hat goes sk ith it. and hos%

does it fit into the overall picture, the contem. (42oi

It was repeatedly noted that a good nmseum provides a sort of di-
dactic environment that extends beyond the mall labels and enhances
aesthetic experiences immeasuiablv:

Seeing a work of art in la less comprehensisc museum] is not

going tO mean as much as !seeing] the same ssork here. be-

cause ou has e the good companions that surround it and

make it resound a little hit more. And having a great lihrars

behind \ iui to stretch your mind about it and ss hat it is doing.

You need all of those ingredients. ( ; I

Information of various sorts is sometimes called for, and it should be
presented with a measure of subtletx and sophistication. The main
point is that it be accessible if it is wanted.

For a few respondents. irtuallv all information is superfluous: "If
people arc allowed to just be there and look, that's good enough. If
it's quiet and if there's good lighting,- the possibility will exist "for
experiencing tart] on an important level- io41. Cons inced that the
genuine work of ait can speak for itself', this curator thinks there is
simply no need to have an\ thing else ready for the iewernot before,
not during, and not after. "I guess if I was going to build an experience

for someone,- another person put it, "I'd put one great picture in a
room . . and that's it, jonel per r00111. In this wa\ the museum
would be "forcing you to focus in on something- (i I 1). And from his

perspective, this is exactly what it should do. Yet most of the curators
were acutely aware that the presentation of informati c material was
not an all-or-nothing proposition:

ssalk a difficult line: smut:Hint:s exhibitions ale pie
sented almost as illustrations to theories. Then: ate sonic

slum s that sou %%all: through ,md people are more interested

130
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in reading the text accompanxing the slims than in looldng

at the ssorks of art. And to me. that is an imbalance, because

xour first reason for existing is the care and the presentation

0f-objects. the creation of a visual experience. I has c a prob-

lem s% id) museums that [lase gone the ss a\ of Walkman, and

\sands. When you go into those kinds of exhibition,. Sou

often see people walking along, looking doss ii at the \sand in

their hand, and thex're hearing the exhibition, but thex

aren't /ookirg at it, or thex're being channeled to look at onlx

sk hat thes're being told to look at instead of exploring it for

themselses. ( oi

With ;hese kinds of distraction,. and ith:ffit control Oyer \t hat the\

are looking at, it seems \ inually impossible l'or \ lesser, to tiChiC\C any-

thing even approaching an aesthetic experience.

The :INA areness of this .loci line bemeen too little and too much in-

formation leads most of the respondents to belies e that the presen-

tation of didactic material, if it is not to undermine the aesthetic ex-
perience, !mist be done subtl \ and ss ith clear goals in mind. One
person directly ins olved in museum education had both excentionalk

clear goals and a realistic sense of ss hat could be accomplished:

The challenge of making an audio\ isual piesentation and

nutting it in a museum is to take the mirk of art and find a

%sax of transfoimhig it or abstracting It or donu4

ith it st hich Makes It accessible to the mind of the pet sun

ss ho sees die mum: ol looks at die si olpt ore. I think there

are sets nos\ crful \.15s that \. \ 's can do that. It can open

Op aesthetic \talettess nd percept iti. I think. in 51a\ s that

.1re not 14enetalls Understood. but are %Cr\ posk erhil if dune

sx ell. It somi put sumebods ii lii e let's sa

unix base ten minutes to do sontethint; that isn'l lust lookinc

at the will. of nt sou i,In cad a label. oi soil 1.111 lie.n a

5t115, oi toil can (1(155 hatesel. \\ hat I'd do is gist: them .1 ten-

minute \. \ MIR h takes a %1Inde set (4. lostoos il Ideas and

1
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aesthetic viewpoints and all these other things and com-

presses it into a succinct statement which serves as a transi-

tion for the visitor between the neutrality of walking in, to

the experience of being engaged with those works of art

when they're actually in the showreally thinking in rela-

tion to them. ( 2-1

.All these suggestions imply that enough information should be
present to set the experience in motion, either by clarifying the chal-

lenges of the work or by enhancing the skills of the viewer. but that it

not be so ueavv-handed that it subverts the opportunity for active dis-

covery. Aside from the more intellectual information provided
through labels, audiovisual presentations, or printed matter, a num-

ber of museum professionals discussed ways in which, through the

presentation or installation of the works themselves, perceptual and

visual skills might best be enhanced.

Particularly important in this context is the idea of juxtaposition:

"pictures are set next to one another or with objects- in such 3 wax.

"that it allows one to do a certain amount of comparison- on one's

own ). Likewise, while another person acknowledges that "we

normally group objects chronologically or b. nationality,- which is
'probablx the cosiest and most straightforward way to present works

ot' art,- he also points to the possible importance of juxtapositions

w hereby. "people con learn by looking at related objects- across both

time and media.

Another frequendy mentioned vehicle for facilitating aesthetic ex-

perience is ,ducation that takes place outside the confines of the mu-

',CUM bOt.1 in the context of formal instruction and on the N iew-

er's ow n. One curator sums up the issue:

think one of the main barriers in approaching and dealing

ss ith art is familiaritN. We are taught hms tn read, and \se

socre i,uiglmm language. and sse (an lecogni/e those \souls and

sininds. \inl these ,ne skills 55I0c11 soc learn in school. hut
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\se don't learn \ isoall hos\ to read a painting or hos\ to look

at art. And that kind of compositional stud is a wa of read:

ing the painting. Then, of course, one can read it culturally

and in terms of the societ of the time that the artist lis ed.

And one can read it intellectually in terms of the ideas and

ssork from there. Rut there's alssays some aesthetic end to

it, too. (

Bringing this problem back to the museum and w hat its possible re-

sponsibilities are, aside from the display of objects, another person

contends that "It's very much in the interest of museums to be train-

ing or educating their ow n future public- (103).

Parallel to several of the conditions discussed in the first section of

this chanter, the most basic avenues for facilitating meaningful en-

counters with works of art seem to derive from the interpenetration of

knowledge and experience. If' they are to obtain maximum benefit

from the experience viewers simply cannot enter the museum empty-

handed: they need skills, especially visual ones, and they need prac-

tice. One respondent in particular stressed the fact that education, in

concert s ith the museum experience, can also assure that the iewer

does not Irave the museum empt -handed. 'Phis person indicates one

of the primary mock ations ;lir seeking to facilitate the aesthetic

experience:

rhe one thing the museum is Er\ mg to deselop is a sense of

personal taste oil the part of its audience . . . de \ clop some

knoss ledge and \s it h that kilos% ledge some confidence in the

individual that his taste call (.! \Mtnd its important. I call it

\ isual literacs. If ou can't read, \ ou knoss that \ defi-

cient. If ou can't make aesthetic distinctions. people are

less immediatels ass are that there's something deficient. Rut

if people don't de \ clop that confidence. the\ 're deprised of

oemeoduos solocc of picasoo... (hes 're depir,ed of

nemendous ss as of espiessing then identits, of taking pi ide
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in and molding the em ironment the Ike in. the objects

thes surround themsels es with. The become pies to all of

the materialistic, ads ertising forces which are constantly

telling eser \ one w hat the should do. I would much rather

see that we were gis ing them a little confidence and

interest in the fact Of des eloping thoir own tastes: to me that

would be nuich more important than sending them aw as

w it h know ledge of a bit of art histor. 12s)

As this discussion indicates, confidence is perhaps at once a prereq-

uisite for and a result of meaningful interactions with works of art. to

engender both the experience and the confidence, what the viewer
seems to need above all is that sense of support, security, and trust

that we earlier Imind to be the most basic precondition for aesthetic

experience.

In addressing this issue, we may find it useful first to consider some

of the negative conditions decribed by the museum professionals.
"Where so many people get into trouble" is that "they're looking for

these neat little packages that will spell things out for them and make

it instant lose of instant hate of whatever it is- ( 9). The viewers
themselves, this person indicates, are inclined tow ard being formulaic

w hen dealing w ith works of art: they want answers, solutions to the

frequently baffling things thes arc confronted w ith. "It's a scars thing

to do,- as another person puts it, "because smi're nes er sure if ou're

right.- Yet es en the recognition, noted abose, that "there is no ab-

solute. one, right level on which to read a painting- often cannot
lessen the anxiety of dealing with art objects "alone.-

.1.0 this group of professionals, it is painfulls es ident that people

come to these encounters "with a lot of cultural hang-ups, particularls

in the area of contemporary art . . . thes're hostile about it . . .

thes'ie not reads to look or gise in at all- 12). And insecurits and

Ihmg-ups can often harden into plejudices. es en outright rejections.

So mans people. sass another curator, "are afraid that the\ 're not hos-

1 t,
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ing the right response,- e en thoughat least from her perspecti; e

"it doesn't matter.- As she puts it.

Who cares? 'Hie sad thing is that a lot of people don't has e

the response because the don't tkink that the're supposed

to, or thes don't think that the're allm+ed to. or the\ don't

think thes knos% enough to. And reall. it's real simple: it's

just like looking at a sunset or something nut the window.

Nou ha\ e as much right tO look at a ssork of art .11 anything

else. And all that stun' that gets in the sia is s hat seems sad

to me. ( 2 0)

Another person agrees that "a lot of people are intimidated or tel like

'Oh, 1 don't get an thing out of this, but ma\ he I choll d Ihere is

also that "s cry scared attitude.- the inability to believe "that it's an

instructive, enriching everience." Some isitors. she continues,

seem to feel that "they're going to be tested on their knowledge or

something like that- t I oe'd. the anticipation being that the\ cannot

help but fail. 'hi state e\treme: "Some people get so set in their

\\ a\ s" that the\ become "welded- to "\ er% tacks, tasteless things be-

cause they'\ c ne\ er been gi\ en the benefit of liking w hat the\ like at

anV period in their lifethe\ 'se always been looked down at as 'Oh.

sou can't possibl\ like plastic How ers!'they get defensis c . . . these

Objects become otienske things to them rather than constructke
things.- What must be done, she sass. i1"break that cycle." She in-
sists on "stopping the defense inode" so as to "continue the (Ade of

learning and impros ing throughout a lifetime" I lido. We ss ill e \amine

now ilOs this might be done.
It is necessars to 1!.et people confident enough to cuter ait's pres-

ence and interact in the presence without Miff' Ing: somehow 11111-

1c11111111.1se tO instill that confidence in people and the abilits to toist

in their ow n two e \ es. their ow n. and no one else's. And that's a hard

job" ( itt-o. Net milt:less, museums inust (Is 10 -iedch that andicmc.

to put them at ease. to make them feel t.tat what the\ has e 11 Mole
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than enough . . . making them feel confident somehow, coming in
and entering it on whateser level; yoll know, 'whatever they have is
great.' In a word, the museum should try to support iewers, let
them know in some wav that thes are not neeessarils as devoid of the

capacity to experience as they may think.

'I have the feeling,- another person muses, "that they are standing

around surrounded by this very aggressive material. thinking, 'What

is it I'm supposed to be thinking about this?' I mean, we live in a very

self-conscious culture and there's the illusion that everybody is in-
formed about everything. But I really think what they're intbrmed
about is like the last twenty minutes." Thus, she suggests that it may.

be usefid to trY to link up the new with the aln.ads known, for in-
stance "to look at Frank Stella and think about Cara' aggio," which is

exactls what she has done in her Mtn slide presentations. In this man-

ner she can "add solidity to what the present is and also bi ing an th-

ject from the past up into the present- (i zol. Rather than trying to use

the present as an anchor, as curators who spoke about connecting art

to life experiences suggested, in this instance it is the past that is
used. With its solidityand indeed legitimacs it mas serse to render
the new as less alien and distant.

This is especially needed, she notes, for "special- exhibitions,
where "we get the same crowd You get at the (:ubs game. . . . feel as

though if you can provide some kind of context for that or to open up

ss hat the exhibition is about tOr them. that that iS a useful kind of ac-

tivits.- Because there is a lot of content to deal ss ith, this educator

deems it necessars to make it "less mssterious and more accessible to

people.- In all honesty, she indicates. "I don't belies c people fall in off

the stlect and base aesthetic experiences, I realls don't. I think thes
need a .1Liell.. eI .p Lies can get. . . . Hopefully in the end, the ultimateI I

experience is the experience ss ith the real ssorks (dart- (I 2o).

.1 further problem is that "most people,- as one respondent be-
lies es, reads much moic inteiested in art mtOrmation than tiles

are about the art itself. Thes'd lather know all the intimate deta, s of

Picasso's ielationships ssitli his mistresses imd wises than trs and un-



1 5(1111 511\(, 1111 1. X1,1 It 11 \(

derstand what was so revolutionary about C:Hbisin or collage or assem-

bled sculpture- (100. The trick, he says, is "trying to find mays to
push the possible as far as I can go without turning people off,- even

if it means using cartoons and the like. "I try to find ways of' trying to

let people know that serious things can be discussed sometimes in a

lighthearted way.- N. lost important, it is essential to take any and all

measures that can prevent people from feeling "at a loss... In these

few statements, we can sec the issues of attention, prejudice, the
hook, as well as the recurrent need for confidence and securio., all

emerging in full relief.
In a similar fashion, one expert noted that she herself \\ ould "rather

look at one type of work th,m another.- She asks:

shouldn't I give the benefit of that to another peison.

even if they ma prefer looking at clown pictures than de

Kooning. Rut okay, let's gist.: them the best elm% n pictures

then. And then ma be because of that, the% will be able to

look at de Kooning. You know it's alssays a step up: you can't

really start . . . \..ou hase to learn how to crawl before you can

C\ Cr walk, ( la))

For this person, the aim is not to meet viewers halfwa\ as it has been

for man\ of the others, but in l'act to meet them all the wa \ , to take

them strictly on their own terms. NIOst professionals holding this \ iew

did no/ believe that people ought to stay there, of course, looking at

cartoons and clown pictures. Rut it ma\ be that this egalitarian ethic

is, in some instances, the prerequisite for any development of the nec-

cssarv skills at all. In almost sub\ ersive fashion, perhaps viewers of

the type being described here can be shown the way only after theii

own interests ann needs have been full \ met and reinfOrced.

As one corporate curator tells it, you have to be able to compromise

all the time:

You have to deal %ith bad ai t, oti inherit bad taste, people

sith had taste, and ou has e to somehm% g() hum \ here the

1 3
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are. You can't walk in a museum and sa, "\\ ell, if sou don't

like this, you obs iousl aren't educated. that's all, and come

back to me i hen you are." . . I mean people come in and

they'll sa, "I hate. I reall hate abstract art." And I go.
"Well, do you like (:c.:tanne? I )o ou like this:" And I'll shos

diem a C...!zanne . . . and I'll sa, Well, that's er abstract

if \ ou think about it, you knoss," and talk about the trans-

lation of a three-dimensional to a two-dimensional surface

. . . 01.1 start to think of \says to deal ss ith that encounter,

not threaten people. (I 2j)

In conclusion, w hat do these interview s suggest about how the Mu-

seum environment may facilitate the aesthetic experience? 'I'he gen-

eral outlines of a conceptual strategy are fairly clear.

First, the museum should communicate to the viewers that viewing

art is its own reward--a chance to embark on an adventure that will
challenge their senses, their emotions, and their knowledge. Within

this general goal, and depending on the viewer's les el of skills. a num-

ber of more specific and graduated challenges might be provided, in

recognition of the fact that without a sense of purpose the encounter

with objects, and therefore the entire museum isit. is bound to be
diffused and unsatisfying.

Second, the viewer ought to be made to feel that there are no right

or wrong responses to the objects displayed. Instead of being a pkice

that promotes one correct wax of responding, the museum should tr

to encourage a sense of ads enture, of' openness. After all, the artists

wlm created the works on display more often than not were them-

sels es iconoclasts searching for !less values and new forms of expres-

sion. At the same time, it ',1101ild be made clear that view ing art is a

complex, challenging proposition.

'lso help the public develop the skills necessary to make the expe-

rience rewarding, the museum should- in a departure from the tra-

ditional museum presentation of art objects that implies only art his-
torical information is reles ant---pro ide a diersitv Of tools that
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highlight the perceptual. the emotional, the cognitive, and the com-

municative content of the works. While basic art historical data mav

be sufficient for the expert, it fails to address the needs of the vast ma-

jority of the public. It is important that these toolsranging from au-
diovisual aids to labelsbe readily available. hut it is even more es-

sential that the\ do not distract the viewer from the encounter itself.

And finally, the optimal installation of art objects would help induce

the flow experience in the viewer by promoting concentration and

avoiding distractions. It would seek to relieve members ot' the public

from self-consciousness, from concerns about time, hunger, and fa-

tigue. It would take into account the visitors need for controlling their

own end of the interaction by allowing choices in terms of space. time,

prk acy, and information. It would find waxs to provide feedback to

the viewers' responses, thereby making it noire likel\ that the dia-

logue between person and object will contMue and become nmre

complex.
In principle, these strategic requirements for enhar,cing the aes-

thetic experience are quite clear. flow to put them into practice

ithin the institutional constraints of a modern museum obviously

poses a number of very difficult problems. Rut perhaps this blueprint.

together with the ingenuity and perseverance of professionals in the

field, w ill help museums to take their cultural mandate one step fur-

ther. In addition to being repositories of past excellence. thc .. might

then become ds namic workshops in w hich the consciousness ()fan in-

creasing proportion (if the public is

experiences.

enriched by inure complex

ijj
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CHAPTER S

Conclusions

In was undertaken in order to arrive at a better understand-

ing of w hat constitutes the aesthetic experience, so as to make it pos-

sible for more people to derive a more intense enjox ment from the use

ot' their isual faculties. What ha e Ne learned as a result olthis s\ s-

tematic inquiry:
Perhaps the basic contribution of this stud\ is to suggest the im-

portance of conceptually separating the amtent of the aesthetic expe-

rience from its clrudirm Past thinkers have recognized the universal-

ity of the structure of the experience, remarking on the ubiquitous
centering of attention, sense of clarity, wholeness, freedom, and other

qualities that characterize the experience. From these similarities
they erroneously concluded that the content of the experience must

also be universal. If a particular philosopher encountered the work of

art primaril \ on a formal level, he ascribed the power of arresting at-

tention to the formal qualities of the \1 ork. If another approached
the object mink in teons of emotional empathy, he would conclude
that it was the emotional charge of the object that produced the ex-

pericnceand so forth for the other dimensions of experiencing.
such as the intellectual or the communicati e. NN ith all their mimer-

ous variants.

I n other woids, a certain monolithic intransigence has characterized

prek ious approaches, each of w hich has claimed to hold the ke\ s to

the aesthetic realm. It is deal s Its his happened as long as the con-

tent of' the expel ience was not difkrentiated from its (I\ namic stmc-

tUre. But as soon as the two are seen as separate issues, it becomes

much easier to see that while the felt qualits of the experience nia
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be the same for every aesthetic encounter, the details that make the

experience possible are infinitely varied.

The consequences of this change in perspective are far from being

of academic interest only. A major implication is that we are free to be

as eclectic as possible in approaching art and in educating people to

appreciate it. The criterion for the aesthetic encounter is not the ad-

herence to a canon of essential attitudesbe they formal, historical,

religious, sociological, emotional, or any other. Any or all of these will

do. The criterion for the aesthetic experience is the experience itself,

however it is arrived at.

This claim might prove to be liberating, but if this were all we
learned from the study, it would not be much. Fortunately, we have

also come to a more detailed understanding of what the structure
of this experience is like, what makes it possible, and how it changes

over time. This knowledge, in turn, gives us a better idea of how
to maximize the frequency and the intensity of the aesthetic
t xperience.

li summarize the results of this investigation, it will be useful to

give a possible basic definition of the aesthetic experience. On the ba-

sis of what we have learned, we can define it as an intense involvement

of attention in response to a visual stimulus, for no other reason than

to sustain the interaction. 'l'he experiential consequences of such" a

deep and autotelic involvement are an intense enjoyment character-

ized by feelings ot' personal wholeness, a sense of discovery, and a

sense of human connectedness.

Note that this definition onlY deals w ith w hat we have called the

structural elements of the experience, rather than with its content.
The content enters the discussion in terms of two sets of precondi-

tions that make the experience possible: the challenges contained in

the object and the skills of the viewer. As IrJs been detailed in Chapter

2, the challenges of art arc maink of fo..r types: the formal structure

of the work. its motional impact, thc intellectual references it car-

riesits art historical, cultural, histork.al, and biographical implica-
tions, and the communicatise possibilities it presentsand the op-
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portunities it creates t'or a dialogue with the artist, his time, and

within the viewers themselves. Without this content there would be

nothing to arrest the viewer's attention, and consequently there

would be no experience.
The questionnaire results reported in Chapter ; have show n that

while the Ntructure of the aesthetic experience is rated in similar

terms by all the museum professionals regardless of age, training, and

present professional specialty, the relative emphasis on content varies

considerably. '1'hus the quantitative data confirm that while the same

dimensionssuch as clarity of goals. feedback, the perception of chal-

lenges, the use of skillsare equally important parts of the aesthetic

experience, the actual stimuli that will trigger the experience are \el.\

different for different people. For example, the curators of premodern

art trained in art history may tend to perceive the challenges of the

aesthetic encounter maink in terms of knowing more about the ob-

ject, while art educators may see the challenges as communicating the

content of the work to a wider audience.

(:orresponding to these varied opportunities for action are the skills

the vie.vers possess. These will allow interpretation of and reaction to

the challenges contained in the work. A certain amount of visual dis-

crimination seems to be indispensable. The theoretical model sug-

gests that a person ss ith onl rudimentary perceptual skills, a person

who has never exe rt. ised s isual discrimination to compare, contrast,

and evaluate visual stimuli, w ill be unabl" to derise an aesthetic ex-

perience from any but the most simple fonns. Only w hen challenges

and skills ai e nearl\ in balance does attention become Imused. ( :on-

sequently, a complex work of art w ill engage onlx a person who has

developed complex visual skills. Probabk for this reason, the ques-

tionnaires hme show n that all museum professionals. regardless of

background or present sp:cialiration, equall endorse the importance

of formal responses to the art object.
14:motional responsiseness. know ledge ( )1 the period, nIt he culture,

and of the artist, a fauuuiliarit v ith tedmiques and svhools of

art, a w illingness and an abilitx to communicate w ith the work and as
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contents are the other skills viewers must have in order to interact
with the opportunities presented by. the art object. None of these
skills is essential, but they all can enhance the experience. The depth
or complexity of the aesthetic experiencebut not its intensity
depends on how many of these dimensions are used in the interpre-
tation of the work.

There seems to he a developmental trend in the interaction sy ith
works of art, a trend that unfolds in similar stages during the course of
a person's life. It appears that many people are first attracted by the
visual impact of the formal qualities of objects. such as an unusual and
strong shape or a vivid color combination. Biographical references and

emotional content are often the second step. Intellectual challenges
are usually discovered later, and sometimes unwillingly. Some people

apparently resist using intellectual skills to interpret objects. for fear
that attending to historical or sociological dimensions may interfere
with the sensory interaction, disrupting the concentration necessar\
to sustain the experience. From this they deduce that an intelle,:tual
approach is antithetical to the real aesthetic encounter. While this
might be empirically true in their cases, it is certainly not true in prin-
ciple, for when people become confident in their intellectual skills.
they can seamlessly integrate the intellectual dimension of interpre-
tation w ith the perceptual or the emotional dimensions, without be-

coming distracted and thus disrupting the experience. In fact. sy hen
these different skills are brought to bear on the object simultaneously,
the experience becomes inevitably more complex and profound.

However, a related study of art collectors (Robinson lost)) sug-
gests that there is no exact sequence of des elopment a person must
follow to become an expert in art. What t\ pe of art one begins sy ith,
and for w hat reasons, does not seem to matter. One person's fas,..ina-

ith art may be the result of long-standing famil\ tradition, an-
other' the result of a fortuitous accident. One person ma\ stall lc-
spimding to emoti(Mal ijii.il It cs in the \lurk and then beccune
interestLd in its historical dimensions. . another ma \ start out
being intrigued In the personalit \ ur an artist and \ eats latei de\ clop

4.1/0
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sensitivity to the technical qualities of certain works. In other words,

in terms of content there does not seem to bc any clear-cut sequence

of how a person becomes an expert in art.

There is. however, a ver% interesting and important pattern that

distinguishes collectors in terms of the structure of their aesthetic de-

velopment. To put it simplx, some people never change the way in

which theY respond to works of art. Year after Year, they see the same

challenges, and they do not develop new skills. Other collectors, how

ever. begin to see new possibilities in works of art as their familiarity

with them increases, and they gain mastery in new areas of' expertise.

Collectors of this type tend to have Mote complex responses to art
(that is. they relate to Mote dimensions (If the work), and their re-

sponses tend to be organiAed in aesthetic frameworks held together by

a personal project rather than by social conventions. Thus one might

say that development of expertise in art consists in leaving open the

possibility of experiencing new dimensions of art objects.

In certain domains such as mathematics, or science, logic, and e\ en

ps\ chologists claim that learning must proceed by certain ir-

ree ersible steps. For instance, in mastering numbers one must first

learn to operate w ith concrete quantities before learning to manage
abstract ones. Therefore it has been customarx to expect that all de-

velopment must be sequential and irreversible. At the \ cry earliest

stages of aesthetic appreciation, in the first Years of life, there might

indeed be such clear-cut steps in the development of aesthetic re-

sponses. It seems, for example, that the first criterion small children

everywhere apply to a draw ing is whether it is messv or not. If' it is

messv. the\ dislike it: it' it is not, thex like it. Rut such simple dis-

tinctions are soon mershadowed by the complexit\ of challenges
works of art present. With xoung adults, it does not seem to matter
whether a person is most responsive to the cognitive, the expressixe,

(It the isual elements or art. What does se% in to matter liime\ et, is

hether this responsiveness is personallx meaningful. ani e hether it

becomes progressivel trutre complex w it h t tole.

If all of this is true, the aesthetic experie nee call be taken as one
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form of How, or optimal experience, related to mans similar experi-

ences that share the same structural attributesdeep concentration a

sense of control and freedom mak possible by a balancing of chal-

lenges and skills, and a continuous development of meaningful com-

plexityexperiences that follow immersion in religious rituals, in ath-

letic competition, or in the performance of music or playing chess, in

fact, any of a great number of structureu interactions with the envi-

ronment that result in deep enjoyment. Vhy. then, are these expe-

riences so enjoyable that they are pursued for their own sake?

At some point neuroscientists will no doubt identify a chemical
change somewhere in the central nervous system that takes place

v..henever we enjoy what we arc doing. When that happens, most

people will say, "Oh. I see. enjoyment is nothing but a matter of bio-

chemistry. It is caused by chemical changes in the brain.- Such a mo-

lecular explanation unfortunately will not be very illuminating, be-
cause an equally justified inference would be: ".\ chemical change in

the brain is caused by enjoyment.- .1 relationship between. say, en-

dorphin levels in the brain and a subjective sense of joy would not tell

us much about the experience..-1 more pertinent account might iden-

tit\ the adaptive significance of enjoyment within an evolutionary
framework. At this point we can only speculate, but it is worth con-
sidering what that connection might be.

Every organism must be motivated to tarry out actions that will en-

sure its survival. 'Phe most common mechanisms that have evolved to

motivate living organisms are pleasure and pain. In the human species

the two most basic survival necessities, eating and reproducing, have

become connected through evolution with feelings of pleasure. This

connection ensures that individuals will be motivated to remain alive

and reproduce, thereby allow ing the continuation of the species. Pre-

sumably, animals that did not develop this association between eating

01" sexual activit on the one hand and pleasuie 011 the other -and iliat

had no other means of ensuring that these act i ities w mild be carried

outhad fewer incentives to grow and to multiplx and therefore hild
a lesser chance of surx i\ ing.
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liut feeding and reproduction are certainly not the only stir\ i al pa-

rameters for such a complex organism as a human being. I lumans

have prospered as a species only because they have been able to find

opportunicies in environmental niches to which they were not origi-

nally adapted. The human presence in the world has taken the forms

of a constant discovery of ne\\ challenges and a concomitant urge to

develop new skills. It may be suggested, therefore, that the human
propensity to find challenges and to de\ clop skills is the result of this

process having become linked \\ ith an enjoyable experience, just as

food ao,I,cx have. Oft:Marie this does not explain how the linkage has

come about, but it does suggest w hv the flow experience, based on a

balancing of skills and challenges that inevitably leads to higher levels

of complexity, is so enjoyable.

'lb identify the commonalities between the aesthetic experience
and the How experience is only the tirst step. The next question be-

comes: What difkrentiates the aesthetic from other kinds of How ex-

periences? Clearly the peculiar nature of the challenges contained in

art objects and the skills required for interacting \\ ith them define the

specific quality of the experience. Aesthetic enjoyment differs from

other kinds in that the skills requiled are interpretive and lead to a
sense of unfolding discos crya disco\ erY, to be precise, ofhuman ex-

periences. The \ isual arts pro\ ide this sense of disco\ erY in the form

of concrete objects that einbodY human action.

All How experiences lead to a more intense interaction w it h the en-

vironment, to a development of potentialities: in sports a person be-

comes more disciplined and increases his physical fitness: in chess, the

discipline leads to heightened rational processes and a keen compet-

itive edge. 'Hie aesthetic experience develops sensit is itY to the bein.1;

of other persons, to the excellence of ibrm, to the style of distant his-

torical periods, to the essence of unfamiliar cis ili/ations. ln so doing.

it changes ;Ind expands the being of the \

It is not an exaggeration to say that these featurcs.of the aLsthetic

encounter base a t ital bearing on the sur\ is al (d t he human species.

Wlnle reason and science help LIN to know and control the ens iron-

(
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ment, they are not particularly well suited for helping LIS Co under-

stand ourselves and one another. Total involvement in an aesthetic ex-

perience forces viewers to confront their emotions and values and

provides a taste of sharing the essence of other beings, other ways of

life. If evolutionas distinct from technical progressis to continue,
then the aesthetic experience w ill play a central role in it.

Of Course none of this means that the onlY way to achieve this state

of consciousness is lw looking at works of art in

so many of our museum professionals have stressed, a person with

skills in y isual interpretation can be involved b\ forms in any context

the subway or a Mexican village will do as 'Well as the National Gal-

lery. Yet museums have the responsibility to preserve the best chal-

lenges art can prov;.de and to des clop the potentials of view ers to ap-

preciate them.

To increase the number of people who can respond to the chal-
lenges of art and to increase the interpretis c skills that heighten the

experience is no easy task. The intensity of enjoyment so evident in

the interview S Of these professionals is rare. I t can be achieved only

by those fortunate enough to have an extraordinary sensitivity to vi-

sual stimuli, or by those who !rase invested much time in looking and

interpreting what they sec. Nlost of us are not so lucks: many are horn

with "tin eyes- and lack the time to learn how to see. The des elop-

ment of potentialities in every domain require, investments of time

id energY that must come at the expense of some other achies ement.

hess masters must constantly hone their skills at the game and has e

little opportunity to do anything else: good musicians must constant! \

rehearse to stay in good form. Art, said Emerson. is a jealous mistress.

Given that there are so man\ competing goals to strise for, is it re-

alistic to hold out hope for an increase in s isual literacy for the general

population: We might take the Roman say ing, .lry/ougg. ulla bre (in

addition to its more traditional interpretation I t(i suggeq the filtilit\
of expecting large numbers of people to des clop their aesthetic skills

w hen faced w ith the shortness of life. Yet the enhancement of self that

264
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the aesthetic experience uniquely provides is too important for any

culture to neglect.
The structural model of the aesthetic experience. already so often

invoked in these pages, suggests some principles for how that expe-

rience might be optimized. In the first place. We have seen that con-

centratiun on the object is essential. No matter how great the works

of art displayed, they tt ill not be able to engage the viewer as long as

there are distractions competing for his or her attention. 'lite most ob-

vious task ot' museums is to provide wax s for this intense concentra-

tion to occur.

But e'en stillness and focus are not enough to attract iewers' at-

tention to the object, unless they hat e clear goals or some idea of tt hat

to expect- front the encounter. The goal ot' most isitors is implt to
"do" the nmseum, to walk through it so that the\ can sat the\ have

been to it. nodding on the \tat to those fainiliar objects that justik the

institution's renown. It is what one of the curators aptlx termed a -Ro-

lodex" approach. Few visitors plan to meet the challenges of the art-

work. to wrestle tt ith the meaning it contains. Even so. occasionalk

a piece may arrest the casual isitor, forcing him or her to come to

terms v. ith one or another of its dimensions. But trivial goals tend to

set up expectations for superficial encounters, which pre\ cot the ex-

perience from progressing er far. It would be difficult for a nniseum

to transform the viewers' goals through direct didactic intert ention. It

seems more ltrecrke to change the expectations of the audience by

installations subtly designed to suggest dimensions of challenge that

the iewer might recognize and respond to. '11-dditional displass might

unfortunately reinfor,:e the expectation that all the audience has to do

is parade in front of the objects.

But supposing that a work does arrest the passeiby; often that in-

volvement tt ill be aborted for lack of clear feedback. What the cura-
tors call self-contidence and assurance in the art encounter is a sense

of control based on knott ing how to lead the feedback to one's in-

r.erpretive mot es. Each feeling, each response to the object can be
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tested by looking for new C1 idence that will confirm or call into qUeS-

tion one's first impressions. Yet this process of disco\ ers requires Con-

fidence bred of experience and trainingprecisely the skills that dle
layperson lacks.

Eventually the argument comes back to the same conclusion: with-

out skills to recognize the possibilities contained in the artwork, the

experience will remain shallow. Without sensitivit \ to the power con-

centrated in a well-made object. without interest in the feelings em-
bodied in it, without curiosity about the existential context from
which it sprang, even the most moving work will remain imite. Just
one of these skills is enough to laund, the experience, but in the ab-

sence of any, not much can be expected.

The difficulty MUsellnl educators face is that they cannot plan for a

universal hook to engage the attention oldie visitors, w hose skills are

diverse and generally unknown. TherefOre, they cannot plan for a
point of entry that would bring the challenges of the work of art into

balance with the undeveloped skills of the various viewers. Aiming for

the average is sensible but largely unsuccessful. because there are in

reality few average persons, or at least they are average in vet \ differ-

ent ways. A better strategy is for the museum to provide as many
bridges as possible between the viewer and the art, drawing on all the

dimensions that the work contains, from the historical-anecdotal to

the starkly formal. But this bridging between skills and challenges
must be done in an unobtrusi \ c way that will not diminish concentra-

tion on the work itself.

If these suggestions sound like instructions for how to square the

circle, the impression is not far off the mark. It is extremely difficult

to lead a person to experience something he or she has no interest in

or has no abilities ft Cr. In a .culture as concerned with the bottom line

as ours is, people feel that investing effort in the pursuit of material
goals makes sense, but that such frills as the appreciation of art should

come naturally. As one curator heatedly complained about the casual

w a N. in which people assume that he has special expertise:

2 u
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No, it is. it is so sad sometimes. I'llese naise arid trusting

people ha\ c been brought upI don't kilos\ ho\s . . . that it

is possible to . . . "You knoss, I has e so much trouble decid-

ing ss hat's good and \\hat's not good. and I \sould like to bus

tOr in\ estment.- That's the first thing that riles me. Oh, I'll

gise sou the ts pleat comments that people make. "Oh. and

sou base such ssondethil tastes.- That's another thing that

makes in bile rise I laugh I. It's not a question of tastes. "Oh.

could you just sit dos, n and tell me and esplain to me hos\

And then, in a sus. that is ser condescending be-

cause I . . . Damn it, I \sorked \ ers hard to reach that

point. . . . \nd I read great, huge, thick books Mien I

should has(' been doing lotherl things. \ nd I. I sorked

tOr it. (Ili)

Ui develop full \ the skills necessar. fOr aesthetic interpretation is

hard work. Fess people can be expected to develop the required dis-
cipline. Rut the chances for expanding the boundaries of the self that

art pros ides are too saltiable to let them pass IA. There is no question

that the life of es \ inetober of society would be imposerished it' the

skills for encoding human experience in works of beauo and the
skills for decodittg it, were lost. We would then be sentenced to lis e

within the limits of our actual existences, blinded to the meanings
embodied in the work of those ss ho has e struggled to find Hess 55 a \

of construing our experiences. of those ss ho have tried to create order

in the human condition.

From these inters less s ith expert practitioners of the aesthetic ex-

perience, ss e base learned to understand more clearl \ the s ast poten-

tial tOr communication across sensorv modalities, persons. and tas

of being that the work of art is capable of releasing ss hen a prepared

consciousness encounters it. We has e also learned noire about the in-

tensit \ of experience thus geneiated and about how is uls ',Annus

change ss ith time and experience. And IinaIl, we tried to

U
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de clop a systematic beginning toward understanding how to make

this experience, and the conditions necessars to sustain it, more gen-
erall ailable.

Yet whatever contribution this study has made is onlx a first step in

a long process aimed at better understanding. Even the great varlets

of interpretive skills represented by muscum professionals does not

exhaust all the potential approaches to works of art. Artists, art teach-

ers, critics, and the public at large might bring to light different ways

again of encountering works of artand the claim that the aesthetic
experience enriches life. convincing as it is, w ill has e to be more ac-

curately tested. While further es idence is desired, this study has
shown, through the words of men and women ho ha e dedicated
their lives to caring for works of art, that the aesthetic experience is

one of the most ingenious s chides for making life richer, more mean-

ingful, and 'note enjoyable.

263.
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APPENDIX A

Interview Questions for
NIuseum Professionals

Version 4c1 (museum professionals)
a. b, etc. indicate probes to be used if topic not cos ered in nvain

question

A. BACKGROUND AND CAREER INFORMATION

(Iry to be') (/.. I am/ If, 2,/ -2 /111111th.,

(milt. (..11 ;.2.e,111// /le i \mini /v ht /flu/

. We'd like to start out b\ getting an idea ot' how \ ou came to be in

\ OW present position. Perhaps you could gi \ c me a brief sketch of the

course of your career, maybe beginning with VOW- education and lead-

ing up to your present position. (probe to be Stire to get: special train-

ingi.e., internships and prior positions)

Ia. (if necessar\ ) I low \5as it that oil first became interested in

this profession?

lb. (if necessar \ flow did \ ou come to be ins ol \ ed with the par-

ticular (period, style, t \ pewhatever) of art that \(ni deal \\ id) in

your position here:

2. CMIld \ ou e \plain a little about \ olIF position here:

2a. Day-to-da\

21). What are the more long-range aspects? (from this question it

will be necessaiv to note some aspect of their job that could be
used as the topic for question %4. e.g.. if the\ plan shows in deal

\\ ith acquisitions)
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What aspects of your M.Ork here do \ mi find most rewarding or most

satisfying? Why: (probe for aspects of challenge. meaning)
;a. (if response primarily non-art) What aspect of working w ith
the art objects or works is most rewarding?

;b. (last resort) Does your actual experience of an artwork enter
in?

3c. Perhaps ymi could talk about something you've done recently

to illustrate this.

4. (The last question about Yotir present position: You said that lac-

quisifiwisl are part of your work here. Is there some Ipiert. Mal .you lla

pathilllarly infrirsied ill acquiring.fin. the rolledion?l Could You tell me

liv you think it's important: (in general, we are after some kind of
i(lea about goals and values: also, try to disentangle scholarly from
pers(maliaesthetic)

B GENERAL DEVELOPMENT OF INTEREST IN ART

. \ la\ be we can go back once again and von can give me a brief re-

1'lln of' the course of your interest in art in a more general sense. Per-

haps we can begin with an account of when it was that You first became

interested in art. Are there an particular experiences that really stand

out t'or You?

C. EXPERIENTIAL ASPECTS

. Perhaps now we can change our lOcIls somewhat. I wonder if You

could talk a bit about an encounter Y\ ith a X\ Ork. or M:t of works, that

yotCye had recently that was particularly significant for you?

(if work is not from collection. trY: \ lavbe before we start talking
about this specifically, you can descl-ibe yy hen it was, what the work

was, and the context in w hich von came into contact with this work?)

Note: if' response is impersonal and'or focused on the audience,
probe for the presumed nature of the audience experience, then re-

2 4_
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fmus on the personali.e., -What about our ow n experience of this

work (show):-
la. Perhaps \ oll could begin bs describing your initial response to

the work.

b. I )id your experience change in an\ way?

c. What do you think it was about this experience that makes it
particularly memorable? (probe for carryover, something taken

away, connection to non-art experiences. etc.)

"Ilwork is not from the collection of the Art Institute of Chicago, ask
after above discussion: Is there perhaps a \sork in the museum's col-

lection that has had a similar effect on you? I wonder if you could show

it to me (either in the catalogue or in the installation) and we could go

through your experience of it together? (repeat probes la. b, c)

2. 1)0 von have this kind of experience often?

2a. Across all of these experiences, what kinds of things seem sim-

ilar to you? (probe for i. situation or tv pes of work, and 2.

experience)

3. Do you have this kind of exrerience in contexts other than art-
related ones? (probe: Is there zmaYthing else you do or are ins (lived in

that gives you a comparable kind of experience?)

3a. What makes your experience of art special relative to these

kinds of experiences?

4. If we could focus just on art again, do xoti ('eel ou has e experi-

enced works in this w av throughout the entire course ot' vour career.

or is this something that vou have had to des clop, or that has changed

somehow through your lifetime?

4a . I )o yoll think that there has e been particular experiences that

helped von develop either some special skills or voin general sen-

sitis it\ to art?
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D. DISCUSSION OF AESTHETIC EXPERIENCE IN GENERAL

So far we've talked mostly about your own interactions with art.
Given your experiences, do you have a sense that there is a general
way of experiencing art, or an "aesthetic experience'?

la. Do you think that the experience Varies depending upon the
person or the work, or some other factor?

2. I)o you think that there is an optimal way of interacting with or ex-
periencing a work of art?

2a. Do you think there are any essential conditions for such :!n op-

timal experience? (i.e., innate sensitivity, training, good art, etc.)
21). If you could have complete control of all the elements in-
volved, how do you think you would go about arranging the ideal
aesthetic experience?
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PART A.

Please return this page with the questionnaire. (If you could attach a copy of sour

(.V., it would be helpful.)

\fit- 111(,111.,1 1A.Giti..1. I

1\5111 110\ I'll 1.1)

SRI% 01. S11.(.1\1.1/11.1()\

N1 P1)511.11)\

NI.. SR', 1\ 1111s IN)S111()\

1,R1.,V101 S I.\1lI.(i')\Il.'.t ,111.E V.& 1\111 1)1.

\dirt. This page will be marked immediatels with a personal identification

number and detached from the rest of the questionnaire so that your ansssers

will remain anonymous.

There are, of course, no "right- or "wrong- answers to the questions that

follow; they are designed to reflect your subjectise perceptions and re-

sponses. The questionnalre should onls take a fess minutes to till out. Please

return it in the stamped and addressed envelope we have attached. Muir time

and your help are gratefully appreciated.

23
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PART B.

The tOlkming items refer 'pecutali to iesthetic e\periem es- that conic

ahout as a result of encounters xith artoorks --limeker broadk defined.

Please In to recreate in your mind some of the most special and re\arding

aesthetic e\periences ou hake lud. hich of the Irellls helm% are true, and

hich are Iii it title uf such c\periences:

Never Occa- Some- Often Always
True sionally times True True

True True

I. rhe pieces dui 11.1%e some

rt out .0 (11.:11ent:e .ire the

that st.I\ ill S u i :11111,1

2. tnist iios III It persoir.il

(p11110Ii

3. kIIm
(Is ii liii tile

Ills It the .tork.

4- \Is kn..01eil,.2j: tt.ti101w2.

are kept owt out the ,estliet ri

\pcitent.c

5. \tt is the .11111111.111ml oui

komsrete re.thl .00101 shoutiki

non IR: atipitin4

1.idet III C\IICI icillc

\i ICI I 11.1se .1 (CA III ri II, .01

Iii obles C. it Is itirr,11.1111

he able to, dick k tri tit,t
rinlitessiourr throolu411 1'111111er

7. In .1ppm.to. Intor:.! 110115 II .111.

I Her ci set some

ri\e j \i 1,11 loom

thimp.2.11 the \ pen( Ill t.

8. \ her dulls 51..5.11111: IOIIIiIr

tououkint.l. I

ii 11.1, tli ii Ille

tr. 1 shipz. II is,: rot I iu III II\

chl,uttliti I o rib Iii .111 III t



10. N.rt gil Cs ,t %WI id trans-

I-Cudent C \perienc. e that takes

NM/ OM of thi. realm of

es ersda.

I. I am often atraid of not

!wising the right response.

12. File final %%urd is ne et said.

\ good painting s ill noel- he

used up.

13. Hie wild\ lid ..hdaies ut
iii at1 .ibjed ate idatis els
1rt IA and luxe little ImpAt
on the aestheti& e peoeme.

14. In the course ol the aesthetic
e \perience. it is difficult ill
Isno v.hethei one's thoughts
in feeling, me Eck:x.1M w thc

\mik enrmuntered.

15. I 11.1le rathei deal ide., III

%i hat III (III ii hen apprtt.it lnui

att.

silo\ N. sill UR 51

Never Occa- Sane- Often always

True slonally tunes True True

True True

r

fl

2 1 ;.)
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PART C.

Please indicate the extent of sour agreement or disagreement s% ith the opin-
ions about art listed below.

Abso- Very Untrue True Very Abso-
lutely Untrue True lutety
Untrue True

Nou can get No tilled up unit 0 1-3 rl
n_._, L-1 El 0

knou ledge that \ MI dolft
:Mt e tirile for a genuine

response to the %%Dirk.

2, Thc obje(t the
11111c:rent bedlit t re.ired ii

the artist.

3. lo the best uorks 01 Mt, silll
get a sense of order. of es cr5

thing coming togethci in a
ol ddictent

4. It is soffit lent for me to re
Toad %tub emotional feel-
ings to a stork of An to satlfs
IllS appetite for beatit

A gleat usork of art represents

the ferment and energ of a
u hole age.

5.

6. Ube more tatiirmatMn sou
bring to a uork of art, the

more interesting it's going ro
he.

7. Great art can be appreciated

sinipls along a s isual dirnen-

Nion: knou ledge and feelings

sometimes get in the u.iS If

the es.pertetlk e .

2

7-1
L-1

in

LI ri

El

0

LJ

0 0 El Li El 'L]



8. lrt mllSt be made b peog'
because the communicatum

of human experience is an es-

sential aspect fd the aesthetic

encounter.

9. I don't need to be confronted
a new of seeing or

of understanding the \wild in
order to has e an aesthetic

experience.

0. Objects often seem to reach
out and grab me: the aes-

thetic experience some-
times is like being hit in
die stomach.

The quaht of execution.
the look and finish of the
materials. Me extremels

important in deteinuning
ins response to the siork.

1.2. lire smirks of art I like do
not necessard stimulate a n
emotional response in me.

13. Dealing xsith art is no
different than dealing is di
any other iiimmodus.

Abso-
lutely

Untrue

[11

Very
Untrue

Qi I ',110 \

Untrue True

MI- I 01151

Very
True

19-

Abso-
lute/
True

[1

0 El 0 0 L3 Li

Li

Li

0

0

E

ri

El 0 Li

0 0 El El 7] 17

r--)
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Abso- Very Untrue True Very Abstr.
lutely Untrue True lutely
Ufftrue True

\ tr.leJt notk 4 au helps the
cie%%Cf share the ...ensibilities

4 people trim odier at!,e5.
I her ph( es.

15. Formal (111.1lItles. like balance

or I:annuals, .Ite lieu Itler
omit lii the yaiht 4 the
%cork

16. halm% ledl&a: 4 the histornal

and him:a-vim:al ha( ktJound

of An uihjec c gellefails enhances

the tilldlits it the aesthem
\penenct....

17. \tt %%mks help one to kon

net. t ditkc cm ideas. diller
emit lechm.,, that hadn't been

to..2.et he! lietoic.

PART D.

Please rank the three items from the list of I items ahme that must closel\

reflect utir opinion about the aesthetic e \perience.

Rank #1 hem #
VLICes Must '411)110\ I

Rank #2

Rank #;

2
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