Reflections on analysis

pulverize the world but spiritualize the dust

Deleuze

If works of art and design affect you profoundly, they incite curiosity.  You want to know how the thing was done, why it was done in such a way, what emotions you feel (because ‘to feel’ does not automatically translate as ‘to know’) and why you feel these emotions.  Something in the work causes an emotional engagement.  If you are an artist, you will want to know what it is.  The work of art or design leads to a project of finding its inspiration, its essence, its mystique, its richness, its technique, its beauty or power or charm.  If you sense this curiosity, you will never be apathetic about art and design or be alienated from the nature of artistic inspiration.

Curiosity about art and design can lead you all over the place:  to the artist himself or herself, the social circumstances, the history of exemplars immediately preceding the work, the context of patronage, the psychology of perception, the philosophical traditions underlying the image, the spirit of the times and so on.  These matters belong to the discipline of art history.  The destiny of the work of art or design is to receive all this curiosity:  the work becomes the centre of a benign inquiry, an immense and sometimes laborious intellectual gesture which fondly explores the vision behind the work.

So is the destiny of art to be art history?  Maybe, but history never threatens the art work:  the work of art or design remains and is only flattered by all the art-historical attention from one generation to the next, each one finding something different in the work and finding the attention of the previous generation unrewarding and uncritical.  Even when history does not seek to flatter a given work but heaps negative judgements upon it, the same work remains available for revaluation by another generation.  Art history goes on:  the work remains.  They are still all there in the gallery, just as they were when I was a boy and people were saying such different things about them.  Some of the works back then were reviled and now they are revered; others were admired and now they are scorned.
  But in all events, they remain to be looked at.  There is something still and abiding in those works and only through looking again do we gain our own art-historical perceptions.

In art history, the ultimate authority is not art history but the art work.  Sooner or later, even the most theoretical historian must return to the art work and look.  And the ultimate purpose of his or her writing will be to encourage others to look again, only this time with certain insights.  What actually happens when you look?  Do you gain all your knowledge as you look?  Or do you already come equipped, in which case what do you do with all that knowledge?  What happens to it?  Do you gain some extra knowledge—somehow keying onto the knowledge which you have brought along—or do you only enjoy looking because you have found an artistic receptacle in which you can deposit knowledge already gained through art history?
  Or is it wrong to set up this distinction?  Does it have to be one or the other?  Why can it not be both, both a pleasure to divine new insights and a pleasure to invest historical insights in new encounters with images and objects?

The kind of looking encouraged by visual analysis projects presupposes more curiosity than knowledge.  You do not have to know much beforehand in order to scrutinize objects and find yourself spontaneously responding.  With any unit, you will be hearing plenty of art history in lectures.  Any visual analysis is designed to accompany the series of lectures and will accommodate connections between historical insights and the styles and the subject matter of the works.  But whether you approach works with plenty of information or come to them innocently and naïvely, the kind of looking encouraged here is guided toward formulating your own attitude.

In our first year, we championed the idea of ‘inspections’.  I know that the word sounds a bit clinical and forensic; but the idea of an inspection being objective and unprejudiced suits the kind of looking that I have in mind.  Looking should begin without being committed to generalities in advance.  Ideally, you should not begin your looking with a whole lot of assumptions for which you must find support in the realm of the visual.  Rather, you should be looking for the visual data which allow you to formulate a fresh view and, subsequently, to build general theories or opinions on the basis of your observations.  In all this, the observation—the looking—comes first.  The conclusions which you draw from the looking come next and come naturally.

But while an inspection is supposedly unprejudiced, it also suggests a task which is systematic and, in some sense, guided by a notion of what to look for.  The whole idea of looking is a paradox.  Looking is the means by which you see.  The aim of looking is not just to look but to see.  And so, if you want to look effectively, you will probably want a good idea of what you want to see.  Oh dear!  If you already possess a notion of what you want to see, your act of looking will be determined in advance and will have no independence.  How can you free looking from prejudice about what you want to see?

Having some idea of what you want to see appears to be integral to the experience of art.  You want to see the inspiration, the intelligence of techniques and so on; you want to see beauty or power or any of those nice qualities which were mentioned above.  Looking does have an aim.  It seems to make no sense to deny that looking is purposeful, just to be able to claim objectivity.  We want the sort of looking which serves us.  Never mind how scientific!  But the optimal kind of looking is elusive—like artistic inspiration—and no book can provide a formula or recipe for finding it.  Any book can only offer suggestions.

Do not be limited by the suggestions, such as we proffer in first year with Inspections.  Interpreting art and design is a creative exercise.  No one can really tell you how to do it.  But nor is interpretation a personal affair limited to individual perceptions alone.  Encountering art and design is a personal experience; but an interpretation is already an argument:  it ventures opinions and these opinions belong—either harmoniously or discordantly—with other people’s opinions.  Interpretation is therefore not altogether private:  it is a discourse with history, with other viewers, with the work of art or design itself.  In asking thousands of questions about the works, this text is meant to help you buy into that discourse, using nothing but your eyes and whatever information you already have.

We used to call our first-year handbook Connexions.  The idea might have been a bit vague:  Inspections perhaps sounds more pragmatic and certainly sounds more visual.  But the idea of connections remains the same.  If things connect, they make sense.  If things do not connect, we are bored because we cannot understand.  A good method for understanding anything is to look for connections.  If you cannot perceive connections between things and put them in a context, you can never make sense of them.  The world would only be made up of unintelligible fragments of isolated information.  The creative mind always attempts to glean the links:  it seeks to discover the artistic logic which apparently connects the details.  You can be wrong about the logic.  There is plenty of scope for error.  But the imagination has to interpret the world regardless.  The imagination wants the world to make sense.  And there is no need to fear mistakes.  False conjecture means, in the end, that things do not connect.

But what a funny idea!  First I want to understand the essential nature of an object and all its artistic virtues; then I want to split up the object with lots of questions and into lots of little categories and details and, finally, I want to labour over connecting sundry observations in order to make up a total interpretation.  Is that not like setting up skittles only to knock them down again?  It would be futile if art and design were only skittles.  But seeking the essential nature of an artistic object is paradoxically assisted by separating its features and stitching them together again in our imagination.  We want our vision to be empowered with the same artistic logic that may have caused the artist or designer to combine things artistically in the first place.

And because ultimately we want to know about an artistic vision, our analysis needs to be oriented toward conceptual categories and not limited merely to physical categories of description.  It would not be good enough to separate features in a work of art or design just for the sake of it; nor would it be helpful merely to establish that an object consists of lots of parts.  We want to describe the effect of each of those parts.  And for that reason, it is important to analyse artistic effects conceptually.  We can say, for example, that something acts powerfully in an aesthetic sense, a practical sense or a symbolic sense.  They are all different.  Think of a chair.  It can be beautiful (strong in aesthetic terms) but uncomfortable (weak in practical terms).  It might also have a symbolic dimension, insofar as it might suggest a disciplined posture, a lazy posture, a corporation board meeting or a wanky pose in a chic café.  An analysis should attempt to discover such conceptual dimensions in the work.

Sure, this business of analysis is a paradox.  Ultimately, we do not want disconnected details.  Analysis is the means, not the end.  But in order to reach the goal of greater understanding, this course of self-guiding excursions presents questions of varying degrees of connectedness.  The questions only point to features in the work of art or design.  The purpose of this detail or that detail may be suggested or alluded to; but it is left to you to exercise your imagination to produce the final picture of the object.

The purpose of all the questions that you might ask yourself in visual analysis is to provide a framework of ‘still-unconnected’ details, the framework which most readily facilitates the sensitive and intelligent matching of details in a connected outline of the spirit of the work.  Many questions deal with physical details but that does not mean that you have to share this preoccupation with detail.  Above all, do not limit yourself to technical things.  Nothing technical is an end in itself either.

Art and design belong to the imagination.  They are often inaccessible to the scrutiny of reason and the classifications of analysis.  Artists and designers formulate their ideas with inspiration.  They cannot always wait until a rational explanation comes along to justify their ideas with elaborate intellectual constructions.  Every artist or designer knows that a creative process is involved.  At some stage in this process, ideas arrive and are developed to create something new.  These ideas have never existed before in this form:  they are fresh, an innovation, an extension over anything existing before.  It would be nice to understand what happens in those moments.  Alas, the creative mind leaves few traces of its spontaneous flight between some point of departure and the result at which it arrives, the work of art or design.  The trajectory of the imagination is virtually lost to sight once its goal is achieved and the inspired form of the work is produced.

And yet art and design are not made by accident.  There are always reasons.  We might never know what they are but, however inscrutable the processes of inspiration, an intelligent force must always be involved.  Even when we say that the artist or designer is inspired, we are asserting that he or she does things concertedly.  If things happen by inspiration, they do not happen by accident.  Sure, an artist may leave some things to chance; but if he or she is inspired, there is a drive to do this rather than that, to do one thing rather than another:  there is surely a guidance of vision, a superintending notion of what needs to be achieved.  It would make no sense to assume that artists and designers do not know what they are doing.  True, they may not be able to say at any given point exactly what they are doing (who can, when put on the spot?) but a work of art or design with no purpose, no vision, no inspiration, no intellectual being, would be hard to conceive.

Objects of art and design are the logical consequence of their own inspiration and, accordingly, they bear witness to a logical process.  None of this is to deny any irrational aspect of inspiration.  But even if inspiration is irrational, the work is nevertheless an intelligent translation and development of it:  the work bears witness to the productive harnessing of inspiration which has taken place in the process of creation.  Our exercises in visual analysis invite you to see some of the process in the result, to interpret the physical object in front of you, first for its own sake but then for the sake of understanding the creative process on the deepest possible level.

This creates a firm basis upon which you can (a) connect description and imagination in your own writing and (b) connect with a great body of scholarship in history and theory of art and design.  The confidence gained from this personal access to the patrimony of images and objects ultimately serves in building a kind of background wisdom for the studio.

Robert Nelson

Head, Theory of Art & Design

� Text adapted from the introduction to the first-year guide book Inspections


� ‘Il appartient à la perception de pulvériser le monde mais aussi de spiritualiser la poussière’, literally ‘it belongs to perception to pulverize the world but also to spiritualize the dust’, Gilles Deleuze, Le pli:  Leibniz et le baroque, Éditions de minuit, Paris 1988, p. 116.


�  Nietzsche has said:  ‘what one period experiences as evil is normally the anachronistic consequence (unzeitgemässer Nachschlag) of what was once experienced as good—the atavism of an older ideal’, Beyond Good and Evil (1886), 4.149.


�  Again Nietzsche is relevant: ‘the more abstract the truth which you want to learn, the more you must still induce the senses toward it (um so mehr musst du noch die Sinne zu ihr verführen)’, ibid., 4.128.





