




Interlude: Yes, but is it art?, by Jason Espada

Despite the presence in our culture of religious institutions, for the most part we live in a secular time.  I believe that these days a majority of people don't feel any particular affinity with spiritual traditions.  Many people, however, would describe themselves as being 'spiritual', but without being followers of organized religion.  

These are the people who find ways to express what they value, to be in touch with the sacred, or with what has the most meaning to them.  For some people it's raising children, for others, it being involved in a form of social service.  One of the main ways, though, that people practice being in touch with deeper truths about life is through art.  This is a path.  

Now, we can say the word 'art' very easily, but when you look at it, art is not so easy to define.  In fact, the word is used so casually these days there's a risk its deeper meaning will be covered over and forgotten, by everything and anything being called 'art'. ('the art of sales', the art of bartending', 'the art of playing games', 'the art of war', 'the art of clipping your toenails', etc., etc...)

So at this time there's the danger that something precious could be lost- the knowledge of art as a way to truth.  It's vital then that we ask some questions, such as: How do we discriminate among all those experiences with the same name?

Perhaps it's not easy to define, except generally, still, we can speak about how people are effected by what is called 'art'.  We can look there.  I think art can be defined by its function, by what it does.  (So here we go)

Here's a story:

What got me thinking about all the different things that people call art was this:  A couple of years ago, a friend of mine was working at a restaurant known for its 'California Cuisine' (you know the type, '...blackened sea toad, with mango-dill chutney; $18.95...')  One day, as was giving him a lift to work, he mentioned that one of the dishes they served at his restaurant was 

so good, that 'it was a work of art...'.  I thought about this for a moment, and only half-kidding said that eating in this country is more like a sport.  That much got the ball rolling.

I started noticing after that what a variety of things were being called art, and what a range of experiences people seemed to be having.  So I went looking for some definitions, prompted in part by that uneasy feeling, that with all these loose definitions, something meaningful was in danger of becoming lost.

First I looked up 'sport', because, after all, I had reflexively joked that sometimes what is called art in this culture is taken more like a sport.  The dictionary says sport, 'connotes superficiality, frivolity, entertainment and play, that has a degree of sophistication or development.  It went on to note that sport is not necessarily essential, that it is superficial enjoyment, as in 'to sport'.  It is 'that which diverts, and makes mirth; a pastime, a diversion; that which relaxes or amuses'.

A human being can survive without enjoyment, but it wouldn't be much of a life.  I think we do need joy for our lives to flourish, so definitely time out and enjoyment have their place.  As for what type of enjoyment, when and how much, it's up to the individual to decide what is appropriate.  

I trust that as long as people have a clear sense of what's going on they will do the right thing.

Next I began to try to find a definition of art.  The dictionary said something like this- that art is any essential expression involving of either a natural, spontaneous, or cultivated degree of development; that has a type of beauty or purpose; and, that is deep, sublime, uplifting, ennobling.  (purpose is an interesting word in here)

This was a start anyway.  I thought about how it's said that something is 'raised to a level of art', and how sometimes what is sport can become art, (as something 'deep, something sublime, uplifting, and ennobling')  It also occurred to me that art is something that takes place in context- that what is art for one person can be something that is not art for someone else.  

Beethoven's Ninth used to sell pizza, or at four in the morning when people are trying to sleep, is very different from the same music in a concert hall.

Or another example: if Shakespeare or Mozart or classical Greek sculpture were given to some young city kids it very well might not be art for them, they might say 'so what?', no matter how much 'explaining' were to accompany it.   (then again it might be art, even without saying anything about it.  One of the mysteries: it seems anything can be art, if it's experienced by the right person at the right time.)

Art is personal.

To say something more about context: what is art for someone at one time, might not be art for them at another time in their life.  Or perhaps, something that was unnoticed before, can become art.  What has changed is the person, or their sense of context.  Change that, change the background of thought, and the experience changes.  

An example: spending lots of money to produce an opera- while this may be art to some people, and may have even been that to me at one time, these days I can think of a lot better ways to use that money to benefit people.  The scene where this is taking place has changed for me, and so I don't think I could enjoy the production as maybe I once would have.  It might fulfill the function of art for other people, but that just means we're looking at it differently.

So the meaning of the word art that I'm trying to get at is something that does not exist in a vacuum.  In thinking more about it I started to feel that the 'art' I'm looking for  is generally something that puts us in touch with our true nature.  People are learning various things, so this is bound to be different for different people.

For me, this art points to something that is not merely technical skill, or inventiveness, or the experience of some extra-ordinary sensation, there's something more to it.

Following this sense, seeking some clarity, I decided to ask a few people that I know 'What is art?'  I asked my father, who is a social-documentary photographer, and teacher.  He replied that art has to do with aesthetics, beauty and truth.  He said, 'You come to a point in your life where you are concerned with beauty and truth.'

This made me think that the art I'm trying to find a definition for does have something to do with being pleasing or exalting to the senses, although it is not only that.  

I thought of what is called 'performance art', and how it is sometimes gross, or shocking, to wake people up.  So this art works along the aesthetic- anti-aesthetic continuum, if you'll pardon the awkward phrase.

So art involves the ability to communicate, and aesthetics, (being pleasing or not pleasing), are the 'tools' of art.

So far so good. 

I asked a co-worker about art and she had something interesting to add.  She said, 'There is such a thing as objective art, having to do with symbols, (or archetypes) that have universal meaning, and that evoke a response in us, whether a person is conscious of it or not.'

I thought about this, and thought that, for something to be 'objective art' alone though, is not enough.  It has to be subjective as well, it has to be art to the person experiencing it.

It seems to me that there are the universal and relative aspects to what we call art.  The universal is what is always and everywhere true, whereas the relative applies to a particular situation.  There has to be a responsiveness to the truth of a given situation to make art happen.  Both the person who is producing the art and the observer have to know the context where the communication is happening.  Nothing takes place in a vacuum.

For example, you can't take a person cutting out paper dolls in the middle of a battlefield and expect that to seem anything but absurd. (can you?)  I think 

it's safe to say that this would usually be inappropriate.  

So much high flown writing and music is like this, I think:  It doesn't 'click' for people because it doesn't make sense in relation to the rest of their experience.  Art has to speak to a person's experience, in a very direct, immediate and relevant way.

It's occurred to me also that art, in cultures throughout time, has had the role of making people aware of the sacred.  Think of the origins of theatre, music, poetry, and dance.  Something fundamental is indicated.  This was the union of the relative and the universal, or the meeting of what is always true with the specific situation where people are.

Over time, art became 'secularized', moving away from it's more obvious religious roots, and this has been a necessary good, I think.  It became more accessible for people, while still keeping same vital function of bringing people together and awakening an awareness of universal truths, of what is most important in life.  

Problems start to creep in, though, when the same actions become commercialized.  Other factors, such as greed, self-centeredness, competition, jealousy, and pride, lessen the effect of art.  ( I think of the caricature of a vapid, self-absorbed 'arteest', at his upscale gallery opening)  The purpose of art gets covered over.

It seems to me that the Art I'm trying to speak of has to do with educating the emotions to truth, relative to the point of view of the person perceiving it.  Nature can do this.  

Sometimes nowadays self-destructive action, or misogynistic, anti-woman 'rap music', is mistakenly called art.  Now, I can see art as being a reaction to outrageous, unjust situations, responded to with strong messages for people to wake up, (street theatre comes to mind here) but I think the bottom line is how people are reacting, what kind of a response is being produced?

Whether it is music, or contemporary cinema, Is it art?, Is it making people 

more aware?, or does it have the effect of muting some basic human sense?  I think too often the latter is true.

I have the feeling that the experience of art I'm looking for is producing something different than this socially destructive effect, and that, actually, art in some way promotes health for oneself and society.  This can be done through rebellion, rejecting something that is wrong, or it can be an all-out affirmation.  These are two sides of the very same coin.  

All this thinking over the last two years about what constitutes the 'art' I'm looking to define, has led me to think as well about the word 'intelligence' , and how it is also commonly misused.  

There is something like the ability to manipulate forms to achieve an intended result, which I would call 'intellectual capacity', or 'intellectual power', but which I wouldn't necessarily call 'intelligence'.  That word should be reserved for something more specific.  Intelligence is understanding what is important at any given time or place, and is therefore appropriate activity.  

There are a lot of things that are called 'intelligent' that are, in my opinion, a misuse of intellectual capacity.  

A few examples that come to mind are: movies or programs that desensitize a person to violence, or produce a coarsening of the sensibilities, degrading human worth; people making weapons of mass destruction; and the tobacco industry public relations experts who find ways to lie about what they are doing.

There are many such misuses of intellectual power.  You can probably think up some of your own.  A person might even say that there is some 'artistry' to their misapplication of power, but again, this would be bending the word.

I've come to believe, in fact, that what is sometimes called 'art' is actually anti-art, producing sleep, or worse, delusion.  It is going in the opposite direction of truth.  (I think of romance novels, violent shows, advertising, syrupy 'love songs' etc.)

The intellectual capacity can be misused, and often is, serving sense pleasure, intoxication, instinctual gratification or some sort of greed.  Call it any of these, but don't call it art, unless you want to cloud the whole picture of the range of experiences we have available to us as human beings.

While it may seem a bit silly to try to define something as personal or as general as art- something that is mostly done intuitively, still, I find this much to be useful.  I would never want to give a facile, limited definition to art, much less provide some sort of 'checklist' for it.  I wouldn't want to  keep people from doing what they love, or from doing what brings light into the world- all the different ways to say yes.  

Art is one of the ways we can behold the wonders of the spirit.  It can help us to have a sense of the sacred, of the richness of life, and be in touch with the resources we have.  Art can heal.  It can give hope.  It can bring joy, or satisfaction. (for people who can't speak, you give them a voice; for those who can't leap, you let them soar; here's a mask I once wore, a mask that reveals)

I have tried with these reflections to do only one thing, and that is to make some distinctions among the different kinds of experience that people have.

I am  convinced of this much: that there is a level of meaning associated with the experience of art that refers to something very precious- a person's being in touch with truth, or sharing some truth.  And although it's easier to say what I believe this art is not, trying to arrive at a definition is at least enjoyable. I've also learned a lot from doing this, so it's been worthwhile.

So, to recap, here's what I've come up with so far, as a working definition, for the meaning of the word 'art' that I feel is so important for us to keep track of, and to preserve:  Art is a creative expression that has to do with educating the emotions to truth; when it is something that is communicated between people, it takes place with responsiveness to context (there is no purely objective art), and is therefore appropriate action; it is personal, (as in relative to the perception of the person experiencing the art); and, it promotes health for oneself and society.

With this much said, I think we really can speak of an art of living, an art of music, or cooking, painting, or speaking; the art of healing, or of meditation, the art of gardening, the art of love.  

May your life be filled with art.  May your life become art.

Ultimately, of course, it's up to the individual to decide, based on their own experience, what for them is or is not art.  What effect does it have to eat something?, or to watch something?  What does this thing that is being called 'art' do for you?  How does it function?  Does it bring light?, or does it increase delusion?, does it put you to sleep?  Unfortunately, many things that are being called art have this effect.

It would be everyone's loss if all we knew or associated with the word art was experience that produced some sensory excitation or a dulling of the senses.  We should know that there are some things also that can wake us up, reveal a sense of richness and meaning, and that would have us know the value of all of life.  There are experiences available to us as human beings that are exalting, ennobling, and transformative.  And these are among the most important  experiences we can have in life.  

I’ll close these few reflections on the vast subject of art with a section of one of my favorite poems by Hafiz. This is from a book called The Gift, translated by Daniel Ladinsky:

Hafiz says: 
Art is the conversation between lovers. 
Art offers an opening for the heart. 
True art makes the divine silence in the soul 
Break into applause. 

Art is, at last, the knowledge of 
Where we are standing-- 
Where we are standing 
In this Wonderland 
When we rip off all our clothes 
And this blind man's patch, veil, 
That got tied across our brow…

Yes, Art is the conversation between lovers. 

True art awakes the 
Extraordinary 
Ovation.

