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Introduction

“Do not forget, that a poem, even though it is composed in the language of informa-

tion, is not used in the language-game of giving information.” (Wittgenstein, Z 160, 

1970 p.28e). In his language oriented reflections about meanings Wittgenstein points 

to the significance of the context, introducing the idea of different “language-games”. 

What if we try to interpolate the above excerpt and change the use of proposed pattern 

by replacing “poem” with “art”. Firstly we would need to identify an equivalent ele-

ment for art which corresponds with “language of information” for poems. This is no 

simple task because “art” unlike a “poem” has no presumed medium inscribed within 

itself. It is also worth noting that Wittgenstein used the term “language of informa-

tion”, not simply “words”. Therefore if we were, for example, to describe an ’obvi-

ous’ work of art created in the medium of painting, then we would rather say it is 

’composed with visual figures and patterns on a flat surface’, but “Guernica is not 

used in the game of decoration” to paraphrase Wittgenstein.

If defining the medium is impossible, then what would be a more universal equivalent 

for the “language of information” in art? This may appear to take us closer to the im-

possible task of having to give a definition of art. Fortunately, this is not actually the 

case. A “definition of art” is almost never included in an art-related thesis and is al-

most universally avoided and disliked by artists, including the author of this thesis. 

“'Art or not art' is close to a beginner's ethical problem such as in what circumstances 

should you give up your seat in the lifeboat.” (Judd 1984, 70). One reason being that 

as a part of the “language-game of giving information” the definition tautologically 

cannot cover art. When we research the writings of Franz West, the artist who closely 
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referred to Wittgenstein in his oeuvre, the following statement can be found: “Art is 

that which anyone who knows what they are talking about calls art.” (West, 1983).

Although in the above quotation West was referring to Otto Mauer , if we are omit1 -

ting the physical properties of an artistic medium when looking for the counterpart of 

the “language of information” in art, it may be a good idea to turn to an artist who 

took a big step away from physicality in art - Joseph Kosuth. In 1989, Kosuth curated 

an exhibition entitled “The Play of the Unsayable”.

!   

fig. 1 The Play of the Unsayable: Ludwig Wittgenstein and the Art of the 20th Centu-
ry, Wiener. Secession, Vienna, Austria, 1989

In the catalogue to the exhibition he writes: “The work of art is essentially a play 

 Otto Mauer was a catholic priest, art theoretician, collector and founder of a gallery 1

of avant-garde art in Vienna. For details see Höslinger; 1993.
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within the meaning system of art;” (Kosuth in Castelli, 2012, 21). Those words seem 

to be especially apt in the context of Wittgenstein because the exhibition itself was 

organized to mark the centenary of the philosopher's birth.  Furthermore, fragments of 

his writings were put up on the walls of the gallery (fig.1), including point 6.522 from 

Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, strikingly printed in big letters and installed hanging 

from the ceiling - “There are, indeed, things that cannot be put into words. They make 

themselves manifest. They are what is mystical.”(Wittgenstein, T.L.P 6.522, 2014, 89). 

One may ask then, what is a ’play within the meaning system of art’, and how does it 

manifest itself?  In the same text, Kosuth quotes Wittgenstein’s remark #82 from 

Remarks on the foundations of mathematics: “’In mathematics and logic, process and 

result are equivalent.’ Ludwig Wittgenstein. (1937-1944; #82).” Then Kosuth adds: 

“Works of art, as punctuation, are not a material of content, but rather marks of 

positioning within the interaction of a context.” (Kosuth in Castelli, 2012, 20). To 

visualize this, we can create a fictional equation, where the left side represents the 

process and right side the result:  

 a + (b - c) = d.  

To Koshut a, b and c would be the material of ’content’, and ’punctation’ marks: 

“+”,”-“, and “( )” are what constitutes works of art - ’the positioning within the 

interaction of a context’. It is important to remember that Kosuth wrote the text from 

the position of a curator, and was writing for the catalog to the whole exhibition. In 

that case, d would represent the exhibition. What if we would like to take a closer 

look and focus not on (plural) ’works of art’ but on a single artwork using same 

mechanism? It seems that the result would be similar. If we take the same equation a 
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+ (b - c) = d, d would now refer to an artwork, but a, b, and c would still refer to the 

material of ’content’ . The ’punctuation’ marks: “+”,”-“ and “( )” are what constitutes 

art - ’the positioning within the interaction of a context’. This may also refer to a ’play 

within the meaning system of art’ from the beginning of this paragraph. 

The above dichotomous example, containing both “content” i.e.“a”, and “punctua-

tion”  i.e.“+” may be juxtaposed with the “poetic” excerpt from the beginning of this 

chapter which also happens to have two elements (“language” and “game”) and this 

can again be stated as a logical equation. In that case, what would relate to the ’con-

tent ’— a, b, and c would be the “language of information”. The result “d” could be 

either a “poem” or “information”, depending on the kind of “language-game”. The 

“game” itself would of course be the “punctuation” — “+”,”-“ and “( )”.  In the case 

of “information", it would be the “language-game of giving information”, in case of 

’poem’ the “language-game of delivering a poem”.

It can be concluded that “language of information” is to poem as “content” is to art. It 

then becomes necessary to decode what is hidden behind the second term, “content”. 

In the materials accompanying the 2014 exhibition “Sigmund Freud and the play on 

the burden of representation” - curated by Kosuth, we can find the following excerpt 

in the artist talk, published in video form by the host institution - 21er Haus in Vienna:

Artists don’t work with forms and colors. We work with meaning. We can 

employ for it [different] colors or not, or we can utilize really anything in 

the world, to construct a work, that is to construct meaning. So I thought it 
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was interesting that instead of, in a way perhaps, of going to the art supply 

store and buying tubes of paint, already made, I would take material from 

our intellectual history, from all those kinds of ideas which shaped our 

view of the world and our understanding of our existence. This is a much 

richer material, as an artist to work with. (Kosuth, 2014)

The above excerpt not only provides another clear example of something that is 

present throughout all of Kosuth's writing - that artists work with “meaning” - and 

that this is the first answer to the question of what is the equivalent to “language of 

information”. It also begins to define the 'content' of art as “material from our intellec-

tual history, from all those kinds of ideas which shaped our view of the world” (ibid.)

Before further development and comment on the above, which acts as an necessary  

foundation for further reasoning and the core idea behind this thesis, it is important to 

realize that Kosuth, although critical towards the modernist understanding of art as 

being “about forms and colors”, is not excluding them from the possible forms of 

artistic practice: “You’re stuck in the idea of modernism that art is about forms and 

color, it’s not. You use forms and colors to ask questions if you need to but it’s not 

about that.” (Kosuth, 2017). The above quotation is from another artist talk given on 

the occasion of the project he did in Mazzoleni London entitled “Colour in Contextual 

Play”, exhibiting his own works together with those of Enrico Castellani, Lucio 

Fontana, Yves Klein, and Piero Manzoni, who are indeed artists using form and color 

in their very reductionist, painterly art practice. It must be kept in mind that artists 

work with meaning, but if they want to they can decide to touch that meaning through 

the use of forms and colours, because all means are acceptable. However the 
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important distinction bears restating - no means can constitute the artwork and that is 

why “We can employ for it [different] colors or not,”(Kosuth 2014, op. cit.) and art is 

not about forms and colors.

Returning to the merits of decoding the equivalent of the ”language of information”, 

the “content” — “meaning” in art, which was also referred to as “material from our 

intellectual history”. We can see that such “material” could also be in the interests of 

not only art but also another system — science. The excerpt “material from our 

intellectual history, from all those kinds of ideas which shaped our view of the world 

and our understanding of our existence.”(ibid.) seems no less relevant in relation to 

the vast history of academic writing. Hence, it can be stated that “language-game of 

giving information” is to poem as “academic discourse” is to art. It is sharing 

“meaning” but is playing a different game. The “contents” of an artwork - the ideas, 

decisions of the artist etc. are sometimes also a subject of the research expressed with 

academic discourse or, in other words, the the topic of totality of academic writings 

created by scientists, researchers, philosophers etc.. 

That is why this thesis proposes the use of “scientific discourse” as a reference point 

towards art - this can be seem as the main objective of this writing.

Before further development, explanation and clarification of this idea, it is necessary 

to introduce the approach which will be adopted in this thesis towards the relation, 

understanding and positioning between “art” and “science”. The very first point worth 

noting is that the term “academic writings” is not interchangeable with the term “sci-

ence”. The interest of this thesis is not in science itself, neither, in the wider perspec-
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tive - its philosophy and its theory. What is being used in this thesis is merely the 

“product” of science in a broader sense, understood us a totality of its discourse - 

writings, lectures, use of images, symbols etc., the main communication tool of which 

is language playing the game of “giving information”. The fact that the core principle 

of scientific writing is the notion of organizing “all” knowledge by use of codified 

language which is shareable and understandable is automatically in contradiction with 

notions of the limitations of language. Therefore, art as a theoretical construct can 

cover far broader aspects of “reality” - covering both the “unsayable” and the 

“sayable", whilst science can cover only the “sayable”. This specific position of art 

has been raised by many philosophers, such as Gilles Deleuze. Describing the “ideal 

game”, a perfect theoretical construct in his book “Logic of Sense” he writes: “If one 

tries to play the game other than in thought, nothing happens; and if one tries to pro-

duce a result other than the work of art, nothing is produced. This game is reserved 

then for thought and art.” (Deleuze, 1990, 60). Setting aside the various possible in-

terpretations of the above excerpt, it is worth noting that art has often been identified 

as having exclusive properties and commonalities with the idea of thought itself.

Many artists seem to share the conviction that art can cover broader aspects of phe-

nomena which are also described by science. One artist who also had experience of 

the scientific, academic path, having graduating from medicine with a specialization 

in hygiene, is Wolfgang Laib. An excerpt concerning this matter can be found in an 

interview with Laib from 1986, published by the Journal of Contemporary Art:

“Klaus Ottmann: You studied medicine. How did you get into art?

Wolfgang Laib: The more I knew about the natural sciences, the more I 
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saw that they were too narrow for me and it’s just not what this body, what 

all these things are all about.

Ottmann: Where did you get the idea for the milkstones? [fig. 2]

Laib: The milkstones are the direct answer to what I left, to what I found 

milk and stone are about. Because milk is not what is told in hygiene. You 

can teach everything about this liquid but have no idea of what it 

is.” (Laib, 1986)

fig. 2, Wolfgang Laib, milkstone, 1983-87

The last sentence of this quotation is especially significant. This approach also shares 

commonalities with Wittgenstein — “We feel that even if all possible scientific qu-

estions be answered, the problems of life have still not been touched at all.” (Wittgen-

stein, T.L.P 6.52).
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A similar opinion, although expressed in a slightly different way which 

simultaneously points out the critical significance of the role of science, can be found 

in another except from the catalogue to Kosuth’s exhibition “The play of unsayable”: 

“In the era of the crumbling of ideologies, when the religion of science offers its 

spiritual poverty, society feels the risk of living adrift of meaning.” (Kosuth, 1989, 

18). For Kosuth the above observation is a pretext to focus more on “why” not “how” 

in the art context, to focus on the “(…) importance of a reconsideration of no less than 

our fundamental understanding of the role of art.” (ibid.). Firstly it is necessary to 

realize the role of art - “why”, before focusing on the mechanisms of art — “how”.

Seemingly all of the nuances of the differences and therefore problems occurring 

between art and science can be brought back to the limitations of language in the 

broader sense. What was mentioned by Laib in the specific context of the 

inconsistency of academic knowledge and the true “meaning” behind the milk is 

rooted in the same principal as any other claims by artists against language, i.e. “No 

possible set of notes can explain our paintings.” (Gottlieb and Rothko in Jewell 1943, 

X9). The “broader sense” can be illustrated by Donald Judd’s statement: “there’s a big 

difference between thinking about someone’s work [of art] and thinking about it in a 

way that others can understand.” (Judd in Karmel 1999, 115). In the above sentence, 

Judd connects artwork with thinking and separates the communicative aspect 

(language) - “a way that others can understand” - from the essence of art. In a way, all 

of the previously mentioned ideas resonate with Judd's statement. In an excerpt from a 

seminar session at the Ruhr-Universität in Bochum, Judd gives another perspective on 

the problem of the use of language in the context of artwork:
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Michael Vingold: I’ve read that you don’t like to talk about the content of a 

work [...] 

Judd: It’s destroying what should be together and it’s destructive in the 

work of art. The artist is trying to make a totality. It’s a bad idea for the ar-

tist to demolish that totality. That’s the main reason, I think, why artists 

don’t want to talk about their work. They put it all together and it’s sort of 

perverse to sit at a table and take it apart again. It’s a legitimate activity, or 

should be, when an art critic does it. To discuss it, they have to demolish it, 

in thinking about it you reduce it. (Judd, 1990, 55)

The fragment above also draws our attention to compositional aspects of language 

and of works of art. Language has a linear structure and functions in a binary way in 

that either something is described by it or not. When describing an artwork, the deci-

sion of whether to mention something or not automatically becomes the first step in 

interpreting it. Therefore, a “neutral” linguistic description of a work of art is impos-

sible. However, this may be too much of a digression, taking us away from a discus-

sion of the different uses of academic discourse in an art context.

Coming back to the main idea, what are the possible uses of scientific writings for the 

sake of art? Putting into other words the ideas concerning art cited up to this point of 

the thesis, art “happens” between the elements of an artwork combined together by 

the artist. Works of science are descriptive and explanatory, and every time they need 

to have a concrete topic. If we want to use language as a medium in relation to art, 

then why not translate the elements of a work of art into language and replace them 
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with related scientific descriptions? Therefore, what is happening between the ele-

ments of an artwork can be seen through a different perspective as happening between 

the scientific analysis of those elements. In that sense, the “unsayable” of the artwork 

is not deconstructed and is not becoming the object of analysis itself, but rather is 

transposed to the medium of academic discourse. An attempt to do that may be seen 

as one of the objectives of this thesis.

An example of this approach can be found in the case of Ives Klein and his blue mo-

nochromes. For Klein, the color blue had great significance. What Klein found so 

special about the color blue has been researched by various scientific studies which 

were also concerned with the color blue more generally. A juxtaposition of the results 

of such research with the artistic significance of the 'topic' – in this case the color 

blue, can provide a fresh perspective on the works from the monochrome series. It has 

been shown that the color blue has many unique properties that differentiate it from 

other colors. For example, it was found to have a calming effect in humans which al-

lows it to be used in suicide prevention. (Matsubayashi, 2013). It is worth mentioning 

that the traditional artistic discourse which has attempted to capture what is “special” 

about blue in Klein’s paintings did so using language which is impossible to fully ana-

lyze and understand, and is therefore unusable as material for academic reasoning, i.e. 

“To Klein, in his pursuit of the absolute, the Blue appeared as an approach to immi-

nent reality, which is infinite; this immaterial energy is self-sufficient.” (Restany in 

Klein 1982, 15).

Other aspects of juxtaposing works of academic discourse with works of art are 

explored throughout Chapter 2. Works by artists such as Robert Smithson, Franz 
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West, Marcel Duchamp, Max Ernst, Gabriel Orozco and Martin Creed are examined, 

highlighting different aspects of described matters. Among those artists, Franz West is 

referred to as someone using a “criss-cross” process — “a wide range of relations of a 

kind that is possible only in the visual arts and particularly in sculpture.” (Keicher, 

2013, 124). It may also be considered as a way of constructing works based on the 

interrelation of their elements. This may be an example of what is referred to as an 

artistic value appearing ’in between’— the process of multilayered intersections of 

meaning in the art creation.

Another reason for looking at intersections between art and science may be provided 

by the following quotation from Charlotte Stokes. “Science is an all-pervasive influ-

ence on twentieth-century life and ideas. Whatever their opinions of Science, modern 

artists cannot but reflect to some degree the methods, ideas and subjects of scientific 

study in their works of art.” (Stokes, 1980, p. 453). The significance of science in the 

20th century is undeniable and some artists have used science as a direct source of 

inspiration in their work. The above excerpt from Stokes is a part of an article concer-

ning Max Ernst, but a direct connection with science on multiple levels is equally as 

apparent in Duchamp’s case. It has been argued that “[Readymades] are experimental 

scientific systems or devices” (Molderings, 2007, p.72). Gabriel Orozco is also known 

for his specific relation to science. He states, “I use science as a platform to launch the 

poetic. If the poetic happens, then you can have access to the scientific in my work. If 

it does not happen, my work just looks like nonsense, like a book full of diagrams that 

you don’t understand.” (Orozco In Obrist 2003, 657). That quotation is followed by 

the very critical but very accurate remark, “But when artists try to be scientific, they 
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make the same mistakes as when they try to be poetic or aesthetic. They end up ma-

king science for kids or poetry for teenagers. Art is for adults.” (ibid.).

Another objective of this thesis may be described as an attempt to provide a theoreti-

cal framework for the described reasoning. Such a theoretical framework may be fo-

und at the beginning of this Introduction and through citing the works of researchers 

and theoreticians, such as Elen K. Levy, who remarks that “The structures of genetic 

processes have analogues in art. (…) As a model for art, genetics provides for system, 

variation, and organic metaphors.” (Levy, 1996, 2). Hovewer Peter Keicher and Gre-

gory Minissale are two even more important figures who focused on juxtaposing an 

understanding of art with scientific theories derived from psychology. Minissale wri-

tes: “Artists, art historians and lovers of art might ask why they should be concerned 

with psychology. The short answer is that psychology has developed sophisticated 

approaches to understanding how we group concepts together in order to create diffe-

rent kinds of relational knowledge.” (Minissale, 2013, 129). Minissale also points out 

that the “feelings” evoked by an artwork are not necessarily connected with the piece 

itself but more with the concept which it references (ibid. 3490). This kind of appro-

ach is consistent with already mentioned theoreticians and serves as a good example 

of already existing, practical applications of scientific discourse (in this case psycho-

logical theories concerning cognition) in relation to works of art.

Apart from Minissale’s approach, there is another field which claims to use scientific 

methods in connection with art, called neuroaesthetics. The attitudes seen throughout 

the field of neuroaesthetics are very much at odds with the one presented in this the-

sis. Yet writing about the scientific method and art requires an examination of nume-
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rous approaches in order to get the broadest possible view, and so there are reasons to 

write about neuroaesthetics in a thesis such as this which concerns the intersection of 

art and academic discourse. There are, at least superficially, some points of commona-

lity between neuroaesthetics and the subject of this thesis, and moreover, the field of 

neuroaesthetics has been subject to some valuable and illuminating critique througho-

ut the discourse. This is how one of the authors of the critique of the discipline - John 

Hyman refers to the founders of neuroaesthetics (Ramachandran and Zeki):

“Ramachandran says boldly that he has discovered “the key to under-

standing what art really is”, and that his theory of art can be tested by brain 

imaging experiments, although he does not describe these experiments, or ex-

plain what results the theory predicts (Ramachandran and Hirstein, 1999, 17). 

Zeki, who originally coined the term “neuro-aesthetics”, claims to have laid 

the foundations for understanding “the biological basis of aesthetic experi-

ence”, and to have formulated a “neurobiological definition of art”(Zeki 1999, 

2, 22)” (Hyman, 2010, 1)

The main problem with the discipline occurs on a philosophical level: “practitioners 

of this new field [neuroaesthetics] may not be aware of the tremendous ambiguities 

inherent in the terms “aesthetics” and “art””.(Brown, Dissanayake, 2009, 43), or as 

Hyman states, “if we ignore the philosophy of the past (…) ideas will be based on 

mediocre and amateurish philosophy of our own.” (op. cit.).  These critiques point to 

the importance of having a strong philosophical basis prior to investigating art from 

the perspective of science. The lack of solid philosophical foundations and the focus 

of neuroaesthetics on ’beauty’ in art are the two main points which’s criticism auto-
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matically becomes a support for the approach introduced in this thesis. Chapter 1, 

which is devoted to neuroaesthetics and a critique of this field, also serves as an indi-

cation of what this thesis is not about.

Chapter 3 puts everything together and serves as the longest case study in this thesis. 

Gregor Schneider’s project “unsubscribe” acts as an example. The formal side of the 

project — the use of found objects, makes the exhibition a legible illustration of the 

theories which put meaning in art in a paramount position. Finally, the broader conte-

xt surrounding the project is provided to juxtapose the work with works from acade-

mic discourse.

The major benefit of the idea underpinning this dissertation — that of using scientific 

works as a reference, input and model for art, may be seen as akin to an expansion of 

artistic discourse - providing an additional layer when discussing art. Utilizing the 

conclusions of experiments, research papers and various theories may shed light on, 

and give a new platform for, artistic reasoning. It is not the purpose of this dissertation 

to provide a new formula for the interpretation of art, or to construct a universally ap-

plicable method, but rather to show the possibility of a new direction, which should 

be followed with a particular mind-set and sense of openness.

To recap, this thesis aims to explore various possible ways in which academic dis-

course can be applied for art, providing different perspectives on the various elements 

and processes behind this. The theme also serves as a starting point for reflections on 

the philosophy behind art, the limitations of science and language, and the nature of 

art practice.  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Chapter 1 – Neuroaesthetics and its problems 

1.1 What is neuroaesthetics 

Neuroaesthetics is a fairly new, experimental discipline. Its purpose is to study how 

the brain is organized by studying works of art, looking at them and experimenting. 

Scientists working in the field of neuroaethetics believe that art may be used as a 

valuable material for studying the brain. 

“Art does happen to provide great insights into how the brain is organized, 

which does not mean to say that you take the work of Art and use that work 

of Art necessarily. It means that you gain insights from that work of Art to 

design your experiments. And that’s all it is.” (Zeki, 2014). 

This recent quote from one of the founders of neuroaesthetics, professor Semir Zeki, 

is a very important point in discussion about the discipline as the role of this new 

branch of science is often misunderstood. Another reason for the importance of this 

opinion is that it is a very recent quotation from a documentary about the discipline. 

Zeki in his earlier academic practice had not presented such a humble approach. 

Neuroaesthetics is classified as part of Cognitive neuroscience, which: 
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“seeks to understand basic categories of human behaviour, thought and ex-

perience through summary description of neural activity. (…) While fields 

like psychology and philosophy may be equally engaged in “thinking about 

thinking” cognitive neuroscience explicitly seeks to ground the mind in the 

brain” (Kranjec, 2015). 

In other words Cognitive neuroscience may be described as 

“a successful reductionist research program that provides casual accounts 

for cognitive states by reference to brain states. (…) Since the brain is the 

only organ responsible for cognition, every cognitive task must yield a spe-

cific pattern of brain activation” (Cruz, Smedt, 2010). 

Scientists may be the ones who are actually afraid of art because as it is explained in 

Who’s Afraid of Conceptual Art?: “we are afraid of art because it forces us to change 

our ideas so as to be able to make room for some different and unfamiliar aspect of 

our experience” (Goldie, Schellekens, 2009, 114) 

Even though the principals of Neuroaesthetics seem to be logical and worth develop-

ing, the weakest point of the approach is the theoretical foundations on which the pro-

cedure of the experiments is based. 

!20



“Kant is preferred philosopher among neuroaestheticians, no doubt because 

of his towering stature in the history of Western thought. He pursued a uni-

versalist approach to beauty, an appealing concept for neuroscientists be-

cause it suggests a discrete neural basis” (Conway, Rehding, 2013). 

The definition of the basic concepts, which neuroaesthetics is claiming to research, 

terms like “art”, “beauty”, “aesthetics”, etc. is often too simplified. This happens a lot 

in various cross-disciplinary activities, but because art is impossible to define some-

how scientists are not seeing the problem. 

1.2 Problem of approaches to art in art-science projects 

Since art is a very vague discipline of human activity, which is impossible to ultimate-

ly define, scientists seem to omit the essence of it and they work only with the surface 

in many art-science collaboration projects. In the world of Natural Science, art is 

often identified as a visual aesthetic discipline, which needs to have a pragmatic pur-

pose. Therefore it is often confused with design, visualization, illustration, decoration 

etc.. However, there is an artistic discipline called Media Art, in which creators do use 

scientific and technological achievements as a part of their work. Agnus Graeme For-

bes in his article “Articulating Media Arts Activities in Art-Science Contexts” notes 

that except for purely visual tasks mentioned above, sometimes Media Art artists may 

also work with the “augmentation” and “generation” of scientific research. He claims 

that their work also functions as a “provocation” or “mediation” (Forbes, 2015). Yet, 
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so-called “Media Art” focuses on practical use of technology, and automatically every 

media-art project may be included in an art-science discussion. 

The kind of art which neuroaesthetics seems to have the most trouble with is concep-

tual art. By definition, conceptual art shifts the importance of a work of art from its 

form and physicality to the intellectual, conceptual layer behind it. It is important to 

note that conceptual art was not a rejection of any form of art (including painting) but 

was just pointing out that it is not the physical, visual, decorative etc. features of art 

which are the most important (those may be the most important for decoration or de-

sign) but the concept behind the artwork. The concept may be expressed through the 

visual form, but it is not only the form itself. Conceptual art influenced and changed 

all forms of art and the whole discourse. It is questionable if hybrid names like “con-

ceptual painting” or “conceptual photography” are even logically correct. 

Neuroaesthetics which claims to use “art” as an input for its experiments seems to 

neglect this most important overturning of art, mostly still focusing on the formal, vi-

sual side of the works. Yet many scholars who have a broader artistic knowledge, 

awareness and background try to indicate that it is conceptual art which would give 

the most valuable input for brain studies. Alexander Kranjec in his article Conceptual 

art made simple for neuroaesthetics begins by showing the possible common ground 

between cognitive neuroscience and conceptual art: 
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“Both are concerned with a very basic question about meaning and object-

hood. (…) cognitive neuroscience and conceptual art are “bridging disci-

plines”  Where cognitive neuroscience bridges theory and data from cogni-

tive psychology with an (often abstract, visualised) account of neuropsy-

chology and the brain, conceptual art bridges art theory and practice with 

an (often abstract, visualised) work of novel art. From this perspective con-

ceptual art is less a dematerialized form of art, and more a materialized 

form of art theory. (…) Both fields are interested in how concepts are orga-

nized psychologically.” (Kranjec, 2015). 

1.3 Comments on practical side of exemplary experiments 

It is important to illustrate and name doubts and controversies over Neuroaesthetical 

experiments. The article entitled Neural Correlates of Beauty (Kawabata, Zeki, 2003) 

may be taken as an example. Before looking at the outcome, application and interpre-

tation of the experiment, it is interesting to begin with a critical reflection on the 

methods, especially the subjects and stimulus used for the experiment. The “function-

al Magnetic Resonance Imaging” (fMRI) technique has its technical limitations, 

which can be judged as crucial for misinterpretation of the outcome. The stimulus for 

the experiment was digital images of different paintings, seen through an angled mir-

ror, projected on a low resolution screen with a height of 600 pixels. To picture how 

poor quality an image of 600 pixels in height might be, let us imagine it as a print of a 

standard 350dpi resolution. In this case the image would be 4.35cm in height. It 

makes a classic postcard (10x15cm) four times more capable of carrying visual in-
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formation. Therefore the quality of images used as a subject (in terms of the level of 

detail of representation) may be compared to a postcard with four reproductions on it. 

Looking at art in reproduction, even in high quality, large-scale albums, is a very dif-

ferent experience to looking at the original work. In other words, the quality of the 

presented images was not suitable for the object of the research and experiments – 

aesthetic values and the experience of beauty. 

On the other hand, it was enough for other processes – associating the images of the 

artworks with certain ideas and memories. To develop this thought it is needed to go 

back to the method of the experiment again. The subjects of the experiment consisted 

of 10 students (5 male and 5 female) on undergraduate and graduate courses, aged 20 

to 31 years old. It has been emphasized that they had “no special experience in paint-

ing or art theory” (Kawabata, Zeki, 2004). 

Another important factor in the experiment is the time of exposure to each image of a 

painting. Each picture was shown for 2 seconds with breaks of 0.5 seconds. It is ques-

tionable if such a short span of time is enough to judge a painting, but the interesting 

part is whether this time was used to judge a painting from scratch or just to remem-

ber the judgment made 3 to 6 days before the fMRI experiment (which participants 

were supposed to do — look at the paintings ahead of the experiment taking place). 

In summary, these observations are intended to question the assumptions being made 

regarding the stimuli of such experiments. The poor quality of digital representations 
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of the paintings may drag the attention of participants from the real experience of the 

artwork to another direction, influencing the results of the experiment. This was not 

highlighted in articles regarding the experiment. Another doubt, related to the issues 

above, is about timing. It may be a tradition or technical requirement of fMRI exper-

iments, yet 2 seconds might not be a suitable length of exposure for measuring an aes-

thetic experience. For different types of experience such a length of exposure may be 

enough or even too long, but for an aesthetic experience of reacting to “beauty”, this 

choice of exposure time should be justified more broadly. 

Even though the “contemplation” of beauty has no predefined time span, it may be 

assumed that it is an activity requiring longer processing. From a neuro-evolutional 

point of view, there is no basis for thinking that it would be necessary to make such a 

judgement so rapidly. Rapid recognition of beauty is not a key feature of survival; 

therefore it should not be measured by the same methods as basic perceptual reac-

tions, including face-recognition or risk evaluation. 

All of the above issues concerning various aspects of neuroaesthetical methods of re-

search constituted a foundation of criticism expressed by various scholars in the fol-

lowing section.  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1.4 Criticism by neuroscientist and cross-disciplinary researcher 

Steven Brown is the director of the NeuroArts Lab in the Department of Psychology, 

Neuroscience and behavior at McMaster University in Hamilton, Ontario. The main 

objective of the lab is to develop a holistic understanding of the neural, cognitive and 

evolutionary foundations of the arts, creativity and aesthetics. His lab training inclu-

des molecular biology and human brain imaging. 

Ellen Dissanayake is an affiliate professor at the School of Music, University of 

Washington. She is having an interdisciplinary approach towards Art using methods 

from various disciplines such as anthropology and evolutionary psychology. Her pub-

lished books include, amongst others, titles like “What Is Art For?” – published in 

1988 in Seattle by University of Washington Press, and “Homo Aestheticus: Where 

Art Comes From and Why” from 1992 published in New York by Free Press. 

It is important to note their affiliations as neuroscientists and cross-disciplinary re-

searchers as understanding their point of view makes the critique produced by them, 

quoted in the following section, even more significant. 

Steven Brown together with Ellen Dissanayake have published an article in the form 

of a chapter in the book “Neuroaesthetics” entitled The Arts are More than Aesthetics: 
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Neuroaesthetics as Narrow Aesthetics. In the very first paragraph of the article, they 

claim that 

“[…] practitioners of this new field [neuroaesthetics] may not be aware of 

the tremendous ambiguities inherent in the terms “aesthetics” and 

“art” […]“.(Brown, Dissanayake, 2009, 43). 

Later in the text they are extracting three basic problems which the criticized discipli-

ne seems to possess. Firstly they note that all of the data in neuroaesthetics is based on 

sensory percepts and preferences, which apply to the properties of objects, not neces-

sarily art. They simply note that neuroaesthetics has no way of distinguishing art from 

non-art (ibid.). This argument is one of the most popular for criticizing the discipline. 

To be fair, it would be interesting to check what kind of method Steven Brown is 

using in his laboratory practice which uses art as an input or which “total” definition 

of art Ellen Dissanayake is using in her art-explanatory works. 

For the second argument they claim, that “[…] the arts themselves deal with a much 

broader realm of human experience than aesthetic responses or preferences of fea-

tures.”(ibid. 44). The fact that they bring up this argument in an academic discussion 

about such matters is a great reminder of an approach that some scholars may have 

towards the arts. 
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Finally as the third main flaw of the analyzed discipline they bring up emotions: 

“Third, because aesthetic experience, broadly speaking, concerns the emo-

tional appraisals of objects (be they art objects or otherwise), we find it 

necessary to ground neuroscientific studies of aesthetic responses where 

they belong, in a larger theory of emotion.” (ibid. 45). 

They also claim that except for “basic emotion” theory dating back to Darwin and his 

times (end of 19th century) there is no sufficient theory of emotions in use, and such 

work would be beneficial not only to neuroaesthetics but also other branches of sci-

ence based on examining judgement and appraisal. 

In the next part of the text Dissanayake describes flaws in the Europocentric system 

of understanding arts and provides an interesting example of aesthetic appraisal from 

African culture: 

“As John Chernoff, a scholar of West African drumming, has observed: 

“the most fundamental aesthetic in Africa is that without participation, the-

re is no meaning”(Chernoff, 1979, p.23)”(ibid.). 
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It is a precious example of a non brain-focused reaction to aesthetical appreciation, 

but it seems to be not just Africa specific, but more universal, especially when live 

musical performances are considered. 

  

1.5 Criticism from philosophers and argument with Zeki 

John Hyman is a professor of aesthetics on the faculty of philosophy at the University 

of Oxford. His article entitled Art and Neuroscience reveals various flaws in the dis-

cipline from a logical point of view. At the very beginning of the article he focuses on 

exposing the attitudes of the “founding fathers” of neuroaesthetics – Vilayanur S. 

Ramachandran and Semir Zeki. The claims of the first give a clear perspective on his 

attitudes towards the described matter as well as a picture his ego. Zeki is more hum-

ble but equally as uncritical towards his own work. 

“Ramachandran says boldly that he has discovered “the key to understand-

ing what art really is”, and that his theory of art can be tested by brain 

imaging experiments, although he does not describe these experiments, or 

explain what results the theory predicts (Ramachandran and Hirstein, 1999, 

17). Zeki, who originally coined the term “neuro-aesthetics”, claims to 

have laid the foundations for understanding “the biological basis of aesthet-

ic experience”, and to have formulated a “neurobiological definition of 

art”(Zeki 1999, 2, 22)” (Hyman, 2010, 1) 
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Hyman also underlines that Ramachandran refers to his findings as “[a] universal rule 

of ‘deep structure’, underlying all artistic experience” and “a common denominator 

underlying all types of art” (1999,16 after Hyman). In reference to the same Neuro-

scientists, Hyman later remarks that: 

“The purpose of art, surely is not merely to depict or represent reality – for 

that can be accomplished very easily with a camera – but to enhance, tran-

scend, or indeed even to distort reality. . . . What the artist tries to do (either 

consciously or unconsciously) is to not only capture the essence of some-

thing but also to amplify it in order to more powerfully activate the same 

neural mechanisms that would be activated by the original object 

(1999,16f)” (ibid.) 

Using as an example the camera that “captures the reality” in opposition to art is a 

clear measure of the level of artistic understanding, knowledge of art history and art 

theories displayed by Ramachandran. 

Hyman focuses on the main part of Ramachandran’s argument, noting that what the 

neuroscientists really refers to is a misunderstood concept of a psychological effect 

called “peak shift”. It is a phenomenon occurring when a given stimulus carries a 

more specific, extended, characteristic feature of a comparable material, which creates 

a greater response. An example would be the rat rewarded for responding to a rec-

tangle of 3:2 aspect ratio (among other geometrical figures), which gives an even 

greater response to a thinner, longer rectangle of aspect ratio 4:1 (ibid.). Hyman con-
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siders this to conclude that the idea proposed by Ramachandran that art is a “super 

stimulus” easily becomes a caricature of itself and is a great generalization which is 

open to criticism (ibid.). The philosopher not only explains why the concept of “peak 

shift” has no use in the “neuroscientific theory of art” but also notes that the most fa-

mous example of art, a figurine of an ancient Indian Goddess with very large breasts, 

used by Ramachandran as a key example, is more connected with the sexuality of het-

erosexual males, and is too general to serve as any kind of exemplification of art. In 

the end Hyman criticizes the lack of elementary knowledge of art displayed by the 

Neuroscientists and provides his own examples from art history, which prove Rama-

handran’s theory wrong. Hyman supports his critique with the use of authors like 

Martindale (1999), Gombrich (2000,17) and White (1999) (ibid.). 

After proving that Ramachadran’s theory fails in various aspects, Hyman moves to 

Semir Zeki. He begins by reminding that Zeki claims to have found the “neurobiolog-

ical definition of art” and to lay the foundations for “an understanding of the biologi-

cal basis of aesthetic experience” (Hyman, 2010). What is most striking for Hyman is 

a remark made by Zeki in his book that “artists are in some sense neurologists, study-

ing the brain with techniques that are unique to them” (Zeki, 1999, 10 after Hyman, 

2010).  Hyman points out that a similar theory for how artists see the world had been 

popular since the end of 19th century and he quotes Hermann von Helmholtz, who 

remarked that artists “test and explore visual system with a theory of vision whose 

broad outlines he [Helmholtz] inherited from Locke and Kant” (Hyman, 2010). Hy-

man notes that nowadays the idea can be expanded even further since different parts 

of the visual system may be found to be triggered by different kinds of art. 
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“For example, kinetic art specializes in V5, the part of visual cortex that 

reacts to motion. Fauve art specializes in V4, which reacts to colors. A 

painting by Mondrian will excite V1, which reacts to horizontal and verti-

cal lines. And so on. The message is that in some cases different kinds of 

art excite different groups of cells in the brain. This is the principal idea 

that Zeki defends in his book.” (Hyman, 2010). 

He adds:  

“First it is undeniable that we could not appreciate a painting by Mondrian 

if the cells in our brains which are excited by vertical and horizontal lines 

were not functioning properly. But this does not explain why the painting is 

pleasing or interesting to look at, or what it means”(ibid.). 

The author also adds that such cells in the brain are activated by any pattern with hor-

izontal and vertical lines, taking a railing in a fence as an example. 

  

In the final part of “Art and Neuroscience” Hyman writes: 

“Neuroscience can explain some features of some paintings. For example, 

some of the color effects of impressionist paintings are explained by lateral 

inhibition. But the idea that there is a neurological theory of art in prospect 
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is utterly implausible, in my view. The eye catching paradoxes Ramachan-

dran and Zeki propose—that all art is caricature, that artists are neurolo-

gists—are in fact very weak ideas.“ (ibid.) 

The very same quotation was used by F. Scott Hess in his interview with Semir Zeki 

entitled “A Defense of Neuroaesthetics”, published by Huffington Post. This is how 

Zeki responds to this quotation and the whole of Hyman’s article: 

“One of these [criticisms] is that we do not understand the difference be-

tween art and beauty, which of course suggests that we are a great deal 

more ignorant than we actually are. I do not know of any neurobiologist in 

this area who does not understand the distinction” (Zeki, Hess, 2015), 

As may be seen, this is not really a counterargument of any sort. Later Zeki states that 

his intention was only to talk about a COMPLETE theory of aesthetics and therefore it 

is possible to omit neuroscience when talking about aesthetics but that all such at-

tempts would be incomplete. He then quotes the father of modern conservatism, Ed-

mund Burke, whose 18th century opinions about the arts may be interpreted as similar 

to the ones presented by neuroaestheticians. After which, he claims: 

”Neuroaesthetics merely asks what the neural mechanisms that are engaged 

in aesthetic appreciation, judgment and productivity are. These are very 
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legitimate scientific questions which, to me at least, are 

unexceptionable” (ibid.) 

Zeki argues that studying brain mechanisms triggered by “beauty” is very similar to 

studying the ones responsible for processing colors. Using this kind of comparison 

proves that Zeki is simplifying the whole process and escaping from providing an ac-

tual response to the criticism. The founder of the discipline finishes his reply by re-

stating that actually artists and neurobiologists (as well as other scientists) often ad-

dress same questions, and therefore the broader perspective is needed to realize that in 

fact it may be seen as a common pursuit. (Zeki, Hess, 2015). 

In the very final sentences of his article Hyman states: 

"I firmly believe that neuroscience can contribute something to our under-

standing of the visual arts. But progress is only possible if we build on the 

intellectual tradition we have inherited. This is especially true of neuro-

science, which is a nineteenth-century subject rooted in the philosophy of 

Locke and Kant. In neuroscience, and in psychology in general, philosophy 

is unavoidable; and if we ignore the philosophy of the past, we shall simply 

reinvent the wheel. In other words, our ideas will be based on mediocre 

and amateurish philosophy of our own.”(Hyman, 2010). 

The above opinion may find confirmation in Zeki’s statement: 
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“In general, I try to read what art historians and philosophers of aesthetics 

have written very carefully, take from it what is good and ignore the 

rest.” (Zeki, Hess, 2015) 

Another kind of limitation to neuroaesthetics is discussed by the philosopher Alva 

Noe. His point of view is that consciousness is an activity, which happens between us 

and the world around us, and is not a feature of the brain occurring inside of the or-

gan. In his article How Art reveals the Limits of Neuroscience he begins his argument 

by picturing a possible experience at an art exhibition where initially the viewer does 

not find the artworks appealing until some additional explanation or dragging of at-

tention to specific features or details is provided. He calls it a transformation from 

“not seeing” to “seeing”, or from “seeing” to “seeing differently”. In his latest book 

Strange Tools: Art and Human nature he refers to the process as “reorganization”. 

Noe argues that this kind of change is happening in the viewer, not the artwork.                        

Then he begins a criticism of neuroscience from a broader perspective. He writes: 

”We find it somehow compelling to think that the brain holds the answers 

to the questions about, well, everything that matters to us, including art. 

(…) The basic problem with the brain theory of art is that neuroscience 

continues to be straitjacketed by an ideology about what we are. Each of 

us, according to this ideology, is a brain in a vat of flesh and bone, 

(…)“ (Noe,, 2015a).  
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This starting point seems to be one of the main hot spots in misunderstandings be-

tween scientists and philosophers. Noe proposes: 

“Instead of thinking of the Creator Brain that builds up the virtual world in 

which we find ourselves in our heads, think of the brain’s job as enabling us to 

achieve access to the places where we find ourselves and the stuff we share 

those places with.”(Noe, 2014). 

The information and criticism included in the above Chapter proves that neuroaesthet-

ics, even though it claims to be at the convergence between art and science and to be 

proposing (in a way similarly to Minissale) a universal approach towards art, in reali-

ty, because of its flaws and misconceptions, cannot be treated as a proper tool for rea-

soning. The catchy phrases coined by the founders of the discipline may explain its 

popularity in mass media but referring to it in an art theory related thesis should trig-

ger a certain alertness. 

When writing a thesis on the use of academic discourse in art, broad aspects of such 

an application should be covered. Neuroscience provides a different approach towards 

the matters which have been introduced, yet criticisms of the field may serve as a 

valuable source of reflection on the nature of art in a scientific context and on the im-

portance of accepting a proper philosophical approach prior to conducting a study. If 

neuroaesthetics does not sufficiently cover the convergence of art and science, than 

what could be a more beneficial approach? Iannis Xenakis, the famous artist who 
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merged mathematics with music, in an article published on the occasion of the de-

fense of his doctoral thesis wrote in 1976: 

  

Art, while living the two dimensions of inference and experimentation, pos-

sesses this third and most mysterious dimension which permits art objects 

to escape any aesthetic science while still enjoying the caresses of inference 

and experimentation. (Xenakis, 2010, 4)

This suggests the higher position of art in its relation to science, which can be found 

in the additional, “third” dimension. An exploration of this, using academic discourse 

as a tool, is further developed in the following chapters of this thesis.
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Chapter 2 — Towards artistic reasoning with scientific discourse 

2.1  Ives Klein - blue 

It may seem obvious but the physical features of artworks are the easiest to define and 

hardest to undermine. Names of the materials, dimensions and techniques are often 

times the only information provided together with the work - in the form of a caption 

in a gallery space or in a publication. In some cases the conceptual significance of the 

work itself may be connected with the connotations of the material used or the tech-

nique applied. Most of the time this is the case in sculpture or installation, when 

artists are using certain materials, i.e. Marc Quinn and the sculpture - self portrait 

made with his own frozen blood. Sometimes the physical features of the material may 

express the essence of the artwork itself. This may be considered the case with Yves 

Klein and his International Klein Blue or his series of blue monochromes.  

When described, Klein’s use of blue is often times expressed with metaphorical, non-

concrete terms. Pierre Restany in an introductory note to the publication accompany-

ing a retrospective of the artist referred to the use of the color blue by the artist as fol-

lows: “To Klein, in his pursuit of the absolute, the Blue appeared as an approach to 

imminent reality, which is infinite; this immaterial energy is self-sufficient.” (Restany 

in Klein 1982, 15). Even though the presented excerpt may be a good container for 

the artistic value of the use the color by Klein, this kind of writing, although accept-

able in artistic discourse, is using words not as the carriers of their specific meanings, 

but rather as poetic clues for the direction of thoughts (vide — “this immaterial ener-

gy is self-sufficient”). This is also the case with the use of language by the artist him-

!38



self. Klein’s famous quotations among others include statements like: “blue has no 

dimensions” (from his Sorbonne lecture in 1959) or “for me colors are living beings, 

highly developed individuals that become part of us, as of everything” from his fa-

mous article entitled The Monochrome Adventure (Klein, 1982, 220). Iris Clert, the 

first gallerist to exhibit his blue monochrome in France referred to the works as hav-

ing “certain power”, “positive force”, “spiritual space” and “upward attraction” 

(McEvilley in Klein, 1982, 43). 

 

      fig. 3 Ives Klein, blue monochrome, 1961 

!39



Those kinds of literary and metaphorical expressions are trying to grasp what is spe-

cial about the color blue in Klein’s artworks. Providing a certain scientific context on 

the subject shows that the color itself may also exhibit the unique features. New per-

spective and insight about the theme may be achieved through juxtaposition of the 

artistic gesture of choosing blue, and the scientific description of certain studies into 

the color. The language used as a scientific discourse - with clear structure and unam-

biguous meanings, shifts the attempt of grasping the artistic value from the metaphor-

ical expressions to the fact of creating such juxtaposition. The poetic is shifted from 

words describing the artwork to the ideas surrounding it. The following studies are 

not explanatory towards Klein’s work. However, by providing certain facts, they 

could provide a new perspective. 

If we look at the color blue from the perspective of the human physiology, it is possi-

ble to see that the s-cones—blue color sensitive cells in our eyes, make up only be-

tween 2 to 15 % of all color sensitive cells, depending on the area of our retina (Ah-

nelt et. al., 1987). Physiologically our eyes have the least sensitivity to the color blue 

and we can distinguish the fewest shades of the color compared with red and green. 

Not only the number of cells but also the physiological transmission of the color sig-

nal works differently for blue: 

“The short wave on-channel in primate retina is briefly inhibited when a 

long wave field is turned off, making a blue flash transiently disappear to 

an observer. This phenomenon was discovered psychophysically by Stiles 
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(1949) and confirmed by Mollon and Polden (1977). This phenomenon is 

also seen in retinal ganglion cells mediating the excitatory signal of short 

wave cones (Gouras, 1968), providing a unique psychological marker for 

the human short wave cone system. A yellow flash does not disappear 

when a blue adapting field is turned off, which might be expected if there 

were symmetrical short wave inhibitory-long wave excitory cells. This too 

supports the absence of a short wave cone off-channel.” (Gouras, 2009, 

415). 

To put the above excerpt and the result of the finding into other words, it states that 

according to experimental data under certain conditions (after turning off the sur-

rounding long wave - yellow light) the short flash of blue light becomes invisible to 

humans for a few seconds. The impression of invisibility of the flash does not happen 

for the yellow light after the surrounding blue light is turned off, which proves that 

the yellow-blue color contrast system is not as symmetrical as the red-green one. 

Summing up the study, only the blue colored flash becomes invisible under certain 

conditions. Yellow, red and green flashes do not exhibit this property. The above ex-

periment and the knowledge of the small number of blue sensitive cells tells us that 

the color is not only perceived with a smaller degree of variation than other colors, 

but also that the process of perception itself works differently for blue alone, making 

the color special. 
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Not only the perception but also creation of the blue color or pigment is different than 

that of other colors. In nature things that are actually blue are the rarest. Of course this 

excludes sky and water which provide a sensation of the color thanks to refraction of 

the light, however there is no blue matter in the sky. According to the research entitled 

New Class of Blue Animal Pigments Based on Frizzled and Kringle Protein Domains, 

existence of the color blue in the animal world is very different to other colors: 

Considering the spectral diversity of pigment-based coloration in animals 

one can conclude that blue pigments occur relatively rare (as a rule blue co-

loration results from light diffraction or scattering rather than the presence 

of a blue pigment). At least partially this fact is explained by an inevitably 

more complex structure of blue pigments compared to yellow-reds. To ap-

pear blue a compound must contain an extended and usually highly polari-

zed system of the conjugated pi-electrons. (Bulina et. al., 2004, 43367)

To paraphrase the above excerpt - animals which look blue usually are not really pro-

ducing the blue pigment but they use patterns with tiny holes to diffract light and pro-

vide the sensation of blue. Those which actually produce blue pigmentation are rare 

because it consumes much more energy to create a blue color compared to yellow or 

red. 
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What is common knowledge among art historians is that until 1824 ultramarine was 

the most expensive pigment, often out-pricing gold (Finlay, 2014). That made it ava-

ilable only for the richest art patron — church to depict only the holiest figures like 

the Virgin Mary with the color. That made the decision of using ultramarine, thro-

ughout art history, automatically connected with the most important orders and was 

seen as significant by the viewers. 

Not only in the animal world and art was blue the hardest to produce. In physics and 

engineering the blue laser was the last, and also the most difficult to produce after red 

and green ones. It was accomplished only in 1995 by Shuji Nakamura. Gallium nitri-

de (GaN) which is used for blue diode production is much harder to produce than ma-

terials used to produce red or green light emitters (Nakamura et. al. 1997).   

The rarity, difficulties and prices involved in obtaining blue may or may not be con-

nected with human preferences of favorite color. Yet according to data (Hallock, 

2003) the color picked the most as the favorite is blue — 57 % of men and 35% of 

women pointed to blue as their favorite hue. 

Blue light is also believed to have a calming effect on humans in extreme situations. 

Since 2005 blue lights are installed at the ends of platforms in Japanese train stations. 

A study published in 2013 claims that “(…) analysis shows that the introduction of 
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blue lights resulted in a 84% decrease in the number of suicides (CI: 14-97%).” (Mat-

subayashi, 2013, 385). Although the extremely high percentage was claimed to be 

unverifiable by another study a year later, claiming that “The exact proportion of ni-

ghttime suicide attempts at the ends of railway platforms was not calculable.” (Ichi-

kawa et. al. 2014, 184) the blue lights as a suicide prevention tool are still in use. A 

study published in the same issue of Journal of Affective Disorders claims: “We obse-

rved an increased proportion of railway suicide attempts after several days without 

sunlight. Light exposure (blue light or bright white light) in trains may be useful in 

reducing railway suicides, especially when consecutive days without sunshine are fo-

recasted.” (Kadotani et. al, 2014). 

Another study proves an effect of blue light on the human sleep cycle and other fea-

tures connected with brain activities: 

Melanopsin also plays an important role in mediating human circadian rhy-

thms. Several studies have reported that in humans, the action spectra for 

melatonin suppression has a lambda max (λmax) of around 460 nm, sugge-

sting that melanopsin is a key player in the photic regulation of melatonin 

levels [41-43]. (…) Additional studies have also shown that exposure to 

blue light can increase alertness [47-50] and stimulate cognitive functions 

[51-53]. A recent study reported that exposure to light-emitting e-readers at 

bedtime may negatively affect sleep and the circadian system [54]. Finally, 

blue light may also be used to treat seasonal affective disorders [55], and 
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mutations in the melanopsin gene may increase the susceptibility to deve-

loping seasonal affective disorders [56,57]. (Tossini et.al. 2016, 64)

The above excerpt which quotes 13 different studies proves the direct effect of the 

color blue on various features of the human brain. 

From a linguistic point of view, the word “blue” and its variations in different langu-

ages also exhibit the special position of the color compared to others. It was as early 

as 1858 when William Gladstone analyzed the text of Odyssey by Homer and disco-

vered that what was in reality blue was referred to by the ancient author as the “colour 

of deep wine” (Gladstone, 1858). What was later examined by different philologists is 

that the color blue is usually the last to be named in the evolution of a language (Ber-

lin & Kay, 1991). Interestingly the lack of term for blue displayed by the Himba tribe 

in Africa shows that the absence of the term in a language is accompanied by an 

extended error rate when distinguishing blue and green colored tiles (Davidoff et. al. 

2006). Opposite results confirming the correlation were obtained when a similar expe-

riment was conducted on a group of Russians. In Russian there are two words for blue 

(referring to deep blue and light blue) and Russian speakers were 10% faster than En-

glish speakers when distinguishing between shades of the color (Winaweret. al. , 

2007). This implies that not only purely perceptual features affect our reaction to the 

color, but also cultural connotations, like the lack or presence of more specific lingu-

istic terms defining the shade. 
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In conclusion, the special position of the color blue in Yves Klein’s oeuvre seems to 

be similar to the special position of the color in various scientific findings from a va-

riety of fields. The special features of the blue which were expressed by the artist, gal-

lerists and art critics using non-concrete, metaphorical expressions find a confirmation 

in factual statements of knowledge about the color. The variety of information provi-

ded by the studies, revealing that blue is processed differently by our eyes and brains 

than other colors, is the rarest and hardest to create both in nature as well as in physics 

labs, has specific influence on our brains in increasing alertness and is being used as a 

suicide prevention tool shows that indeed the color blue is special. Having the above 

information may provide a new context for Klein’s artistic work, which would be im-

possible to create without the use of scientific information in this artistic perspective.  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2.2 Inspiration based use of scientific discourse in art

In the following section, analysis of three kinds of artist’s scientific inspiration is in-

troduced. Getting back to a concrete piece of writing or theory which was a sort of 

starting point for an artwork obviously may bring valuable insights. This method is 

widely accepted and used in artistic discourse. However, in the following writing it 

has been divided into three subtypes, to emphasize the nuances between the kinds. 

The first case study is of Franz West who was referring to very specific pieces of writ-

ing by Ludwig Wittgenstein. The second part focuses on Marcel Duchamp and Max 

Ernst and their proven connection with the idea of four dimensions introduced by 

Henri Poincaré. Finally the third example of this subsection is Gabriel Orozco dis-

cussed from the possible perspective of astrophysical theories. 

2.2.1 Franz West - specific inspiration 

Franz West was born in 1947 in Vienna, Austria, and died in Vienna in 2012.  

West also studied in Vienna at the Academy of Applied Arts. Belonging to the 

generation of artists exposed to Actionist and Performance Art of the 1960s 

and 70s, West instinctively rejected the traditionally passive nature of the rela-

tionship between artwork and viewer. Being equally opposed to the physical 

ordeal and existential intensity insisted upon by his performative forbears 

(such as Actionism), he made work that was vigorous and imposing yet free 

and light-hearted, where form and function were roughly compatible rather 

than mutually exclusive. In the seventies, he produced the first of the small, 
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portable, mixed media sculptures called “Adaptives” (“Passstücke”). These 

"ergonomically inclined" objects become complete as artworks only when the 

viewer holds, wears, carries or performs with them. Transposing the knowl-

edge gained with these formative works, he explored sculpture increasingly in 

terms of an ongoing dialogue of actions and reactions between viewers and 

objects in any given exhibition space, while probing the internal aesthetic rela-

tions between sculpture and painting. 

West's work has been a fixture in countless international survey exhibitions 

such as Documenta and Biennales all over the world, and it is included in ma-

jor public collections including Centre Pompidou, Paris; Museum Ludwig, 

Cologne, the Museum of Modern Art, New York; (…)West was awarded the 

Golden Lion for Lifetime Achievement at the 54th Venice Biennale in 2011.

(Gagosian, 2017) 

A very specific sort of relation between artworks and scientific discourse may be 

found between the oeuvre of Franz West and the writings of Ludwig Wittgenstein. For 

the sake of this thesis, published works of Wittgenstein’s are understood to be part of 

scientific discourse, as philosophical treatises may be seen to be a result of certain 

reasoning and used in academic investigations. Yet, in the case of Wittgenstein the 

meaning behind his words is hard to grasp and has been disputed by many researchers 

since the first publication of his work “Tractatus Logico Philosophicus” in 1921. Al-

though, for the sake of this thesis it is not the meaning behind Wittgenstein’s words 

being investigated but the fact of referring to very specific excerpts from the philoso-
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pher by West. It is rare when such a precise connection between artwork and a piece 

of philosophical or scientific writing may be traced. 

The connections between the artist and the philosopher have been analyzed and sys-

tematized by Peter Keicher - a researcher specializing in Wittgenstein’s philosophy, 

who is also editor of Wittgenstein’s archives and the author of many art-philosophy 

related texts. These texts often focus on Franz West and Wittgenstein and the connota-

tions of their connection, such as the chapter entitled “Wittgenstein and West - Works 

and Discursive Practice” which appears in the catalog to the exhibition Where Is My 

Eight? 

     fig. 4, Franz West “5.5423”, 2000  
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An example of this specific connection may be seen in an outdoor sculpture of West’s 

from 2000 entitled 5.5423 [fig.4]. The number itself is a number of proposition in 

Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus: 

“5.5423 

To perceive a complex means to perceive that its constituents are combined 

in such and such a way. This perhaps explains that the figure  

!  

can be seen in two ways as a cube; and all similar phenomena. For we real-

ly see two different facts.

(If I fix my eyes first on the corners a and only glance at b, a appears in 

front and b behind, and vice versa.)” (Wittgenstein, 1981, TLP 5.5423)

For West the following text was an integral part of the work: 

“Cezanne’s The Grounds of the Chateau Noir, in the New Tate made me 

decide to once again have an Etude de Couleur staged on the basis of a 

Cezanne—in the countryside, namely. “Have staged” because the curator 

determines what is up and down, which side serves as the base. Therefore 
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also the title, 5.5423, because this is the number in Wittgenstein’s Tractatus 

where he uses the drawing of a cube as an example for the shifting of 

everything that is depicted, for the shifting of everything that is explained. 

No one knows where up and down are. This drawing is the motto for the 

installed version of 5.423. To a certain extent, it allows the “standpoint” of 

the curator to be recognized. 

My first open-air color study was Etude de Couleur (a supplemented color 

scale, like that used by photographers). It referenced the—for me, unaccus-

tomed—pale blue in Cezanne’s pictures, but also the sky of southern 

France. The Grounds of the Chateau Noir, on the other hand, is kept petrol 

blue. 5.5423 refers to the petrol blue of this grove, a hue that I had never 

noticed in nature. In Tilburg, I will myself only be able to make the com-

parison on location in the countryside.” (West, 2000 in Keicher 116) 

It is not only the title itself which suggests the reference to Wittgenstein, but we can 

also find the artist’s perspective on the cited point of Wittgenstein’s in the text above. 

It is interesting how West is including the position of the curator in a comment on 

what may be seen as a very perceptual feature of the Necker cube brought by 

Wittgenstein. 

Another quotation of this type may be found in the earlier pieces from 1990 entitled 

Revision I and II (Apropos Wittgenstein). The part in parenthesis refers to the phrase 

“The world is independent of my will”, which is a direct quotation from Tractatus 
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Logico Philosophicus - point 6.373. The artist’s comment on that piece may be found 

in the Venice Biennale catalogue from 1990: 

 

fig. 5, Franz West “Revision: (Apropos Wittgenstein’s insight: “The world is indepen-
dent of my will” T.L.P. 6.373), 1990, exhibition view, 44th Bienalle di Venezia 
  

Revision: (Apropos Wittgenstein’s insight: “The world is independent of 

my will” T.L.P. 6.373) The arrangement of the four parts of this sculpture is 

a model of the “world” because the order of its stacking is not chosen by 

me, but by the curator in question, as, for example, in the photo on the side 

by Oscarine Bosquet and Bart Cassiman. Concerning the question whether 

the sculpture should be cast, the comment of a curator that this piece is an 

indoor sculpture lead to the inversion of the sentence into “my will is inde-

pendent of the world.” — So the indoor sculpture is enriched by an outdoor 
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variant made out of aluminium. Sticking to this process of inversion, this 

written description replaces the photo.” (ibid. 110) 

West again refers to the role of the curator, this time as a personification of the outside 

— world (which is independent of will). The work consists of two stacks (Revision I 

and Revision II) of oval pieces. The indoor stack (from 1989) is made with wood, pa-

pier-mâché, gauze, and plaster, painted white. The outdoor stack (from 1990) is an 

aluminum cast of the first. Because every time the piece is exhibited the exhibitor de-

termines the sequence of stacking, the connection with the Wittgenstein quotation is 

easily visible. 

fig. 6, Franz West “squiggles” (sculptures) and Wittgenstein’s notes.  
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Peter Keicher writes: “In the Wittgenstein quotation, Franz West implicitly explores 

the questions of how pictorial and sculptural “statements” can be read as a quotes and 

to what extent the meaning of the material being quoted remains the same or changes 

as it is set in a new context” (Keicher, 2013, 107) 

In other words West seems to check if the forms (squiggles) taken from Wittgenstein’s 

notes still work as sculptures. For Keicher, West seems to undertake a kind of visual 

philosophy, using visual images (sculptures) instead of words. By changing the con-

text of the form (a shape taken from Wittgenstein’s notes is turned into sculpture), 

West seems to test if the meaning remains readable. Wittgenstein used the squiggle in 

various places in his writings, for example in Lectures on Religious Belief he writes: 

“If he connects [squiggle] with death, and this was his idea, this might be interesting 

psychologically” (Wittgenstein, 1938; p.69 in ibid.). In a 2010 conversation with Ke-

icher, West explained that he was obsessed with the idea of the loops when he was 

looking for motifs and then he reconstructed them even more precisely (Keicher, 

2013, 109). In the end, the “senseless loop” became a motif very often present in 

West’s sculptural realizations. 

The opinion that West (and other artists) are doing philosophy without words, or are 

dealing with the same matters as philosophers, seems to have a confirmation in anoth-

er part of Wittgenstein’s writing - point 6.421 of T.L.P where Wittgenstein states - 

“Ethics and Aesthetics are one and the same”. This also happens to be the first sen-

tence of the “Preface and Ten Remarks on Art and Wittgenstein” by Joseph Kosuth, 
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from 1989, which was a text to the catalog accompanying the exhibition “The Play of 

the Unsayable” (which among others included Franz West), marking the centenary of 

the philosopher’s birth. 

Ludwig Wittgenstein’s task in the Tractatus, as I see it, was a clarification  

of language. First, he wanted to give language a scientific, clear, specific, 

and sure basis: to articulate what could be spoken. His second agenda, to 

show what could not be spoken, was, by necessity, to be left unsaid through 

omission. But this agenda is, I think, incomplete, because his insight was,  

in part, also an acknowledgment of the collapse of the authentic voice  

of the traditional philosophical enterprise to speak of such things. If one 

takes as language the systemic organization of our cultural codes—our in-

herited cultural horizon, within which meaning is made (and consciousness 

formed)—then one can see that it is precisely here, manifested as art, 

where the constructive elements for indirect assertions are to be found.  

The task of Ludwig Wittgenstein’s early work was the construction of a 

general critique of language in which it can be seen that logic and science 

had a proper role within ordinary descriptive language. The result of this is 

a representation of the world parallel to mathematical models of physical 

phenomena. This leads to his second (and perhaps more important) point, 

that by falling outside the limits of this descriptive language, the questions 

of value, ethics and meaning of life must be the objects of another kind  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of insight and treatment. It is this second aspect of language where Witt-

genstein’s insights prove most useful in relation to art. (Kosuth 2012, 17) 

For Kosuth, Wittgenstein’s critique of language is the basis for a new understanding 

of the famous final point of Tractatus Logico Philosophicus — “7. What we cannot 

speak about we must pass over in silence.”(Wittgenstein, T.L.P). Kosuth argues that 

art is where the constructive elements of the meaning are made. He points out that 

because of falling outside of the limits of descriptive language there must be another 

kind of “insight and treatment”, and that art proves to be the most useful here. In other 

words the meanings cannot be said directly but can only be shown through the struc-

ture of its own articulation - art. 

Keicher seems to share a similar perspective to Kosuth regarding the above: 

In Wittgenstein, the discursive practice of “criss-cross”, the interrelations 

between remarks, themes, or aspects of meaning, constitutes an essential 

element of the composition of his philosophical works. Work-immanent 

relations between individual remarks naturally ally themselves with rela-

tions that are external to a given work. (…) 

While Wittgenstein works within language, in the works of Franz West, we 

may discern a wide range of relations of a kind that is possible only in the 

visual arts and particularly in sculpture. (…) various interrelations may at 
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the same time serve as concrete points of departure for a dialogue with the 

recipient. (…) 

On several occasions, West associated the “criss-cross” process of his own 

readings in philosophy with Wittgenstein’s style of writing. The latter cor-

responds to a specific way of thinking that, in my opinion, is related to 

West’s artistic practice, which implies similarities to as well as differences 

from Wittgenstein’s discursive practice.” (Keicher, 2013, 124-125) 

The above excerpt states that both West and Wittgenstein were using the practice of 

“criss-cross”, the philosopher in the medium of language, the artist in art. West clearly 

stated as much when talking about his 2011 Venice Biennale work “Extroversion” - 

consisting of many artistic objects, which refers to another quotation - “A right-hand 

glove could be put on a left hand if it could be turned round in four-dimensional 

space” (Wittgenstein, T.L.P, 6.36111). In conversation with Benedikt Ledebur, West 

stated: “That is a Wittgensteinian notion, being part of a cohesive group, an under-

standing out of which something emerges through interaction.” (Franz West, Extro-

version 4 in Keicher, 2013, 122).

The relations which are external to the work, importance of the context and interrela-

tions of the elements, are characteristic not only to the works of West but are in fact a 

core method of putting together artistic realizations. The reasons for doing so might 

be different for Wittgenstein and for West: while the philosopher avoids talking about 

“what we cannot speak about”, the artist seems to grasp such matters with artistic 

!57



methods. The unsayable becomes comprehensible or intelligible omitting the lan-

guage. Although Wittgenstein reminds us that it is not the language itself, but the use 

of it “Do not forget, that a poem, even though it is composed in the language of in-

formation, is not used in the language-game of giving information.“ (Wittgenstein cit-

ed by Forrest-Thompson, 1978, x). If artists are playing the art-game, the words from 

the above quote can be replaced with ideas. Kosuth seems to follow a similar line in 

the following excerpt from the catalogue to “The play of Unspeakable”: 

The work of art is essentially a play within the meaning system of art; it is 

formed as that play and cannot be separated from it—this also means, 

however, that a change in its formation/representation is meaningful only 

insofar as it effects its play. My point above is that primary theory is part of 

that play, the two are inseparably linked. (Kosuth, 2012, 21) 

Kosuth is pointing out the importance of placing art in an inseparable artistic context. 

When that condition is fulfilled the “meaning system” of art starts to work. It may be 

described similarly to the idea of “criss-cross” explored previously. As mentioned ear-

lier such a way of creating the art is characteristic not only to West but also to many 

other artists. The following examples may serve as a clarification of the idea. 
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2.2.2 Four-dimensional mathematics, Duchamp and Ernst 

A conscious and deliberate connection of art and science was part of a number of dif-

ferent artists’ practice. Although the act of purposefully reaching to science is far from 

the sole area of reasoning being proposed, it must be noted that in a way, tautological-

ly it is included in the broader set. In other words when artists are reaching to science 

in their practice there is an obvious “utilization” of science in art, although in this the-

sis it is not the main area of interest. 

For the sake of clear reasoning, strictly pictorial resemblances are to be omitted. Hav-

ing put the purely visual aside, there is still a group of artists who are known for their 

connections with science in more than just a visual sense and/or for whom interpret-

ing their artworks through the lens of science is highly beneficial. 

Marcel Duchamp’s works, when seen in connection with the work of mathematician 

Henri Poincaré, undoubtedly gain another perspective. It is very important to note that 

in this case of art-science intersection, the connection between the two areas is hap-

pening on much higher than an illustrative or explanatory level. A kind of definition 

of Duchamp’s Readymades as seen in relation with science is provided by Herbert 

Molderings, professor of Art History at Johannes Guttenberg University in Meinz, 

who specializes in the experimental side of Art in the 20th century and is the author of 

“Duchamp and the Aesthetics of Chance: Art as Experiment.” He writes the following 

in a 2007 article entitled “Marcel Duchamp’s Studio as a Laboratory”: 

“These [Readymades] are experimental scientific systems or devices which 

do not illustrate or symbolize existing knowledge but rather are objects 
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which generate knowledge: they are the unknown, the unclear, the ambigu-

ous. As part of experiments, these objects provide unknown answers to 

questions that the scientist still cannot formulate clearly (Rheinberger, 

2001, p.22). The kind of aesthetic experiments performed by Duchamp, on 

the other hand, differed from the aforementioned ‘epistemic objects’ in that 

they did not provide answers to questions but rather objectified the process 

of questioning itself. (…) 

The Readymades were neither works of art nor scientific demonstration 

apparatus. (…) They did not objectify any new, experimentally acquired 

knowledge but rather the opposite: non-knowledge or, to be more precise, 

the very fragility of the seemingly so safe epistemic foundations of a mod-

ern, scientifically organized way of life” (Molderings, 2007, p.72 in Doc-

uments on Contemporary Art) 

It is further evidence that Duchamp, with his critical approach towards rationalism 

and scientism, after changing his approach towards art changed the use of his studio 

as well. What is today called a non-rational knowledge may be used to describe the 

reason behind the presence of specific objects in the artist’s studio. The Readymades 

were not used as aesthetic artifacts but rather as elements of bigger compositions con-

taining the whole room or the whole of reality. Impossible to describe using the rules 

of logic, they remained as a sort of evidence and recording of the artistic process 

which had occurred. 
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If the Readymades are not illustrations nor demonstrations of scientific theories, how 

can science help with elaborating them? Writings by Henri Poincaré were the main 

source of knowledge about the new approach towards spatial geometry for Duchamp. 

The ideas behind the works, such as the inability of the observer to determine his po-

sition in a moving system (to know where up, down, left or right is), or his hypothesis 

of perceptions of a four-dimensional continuum were put into practice by the artist in 

his studio (ibid. p.151). Not only did the specific theories about the concrete proper-

ties of subjects in four-dimensional spaces seem to be influential for Duchamp’s oeu-

vre, but more general comments and points about geometry that Poincaré coined are 

also applicable. Geometry was one of the most important topics in the art world of the 

early 20th century (still based on painting at the time.) As Molderings writes, Poincaré 

stated that: 

 “Geometry is not an empirical state. Thus experience cannot prove to us 

that space has three dimensions: ‘It only proves to us that it is convenient 

to attribute three to it (…), so that it may have as many as representative 

spaces’ (Poincaré 1902 in. 1946, p.272)” (Molderings, 2007, p.152) 

Though Poincaré’s discoveries existed only in a written form, as a trace of a pure con-

cept, it was Duchamp who - through intersecting them with his own practice, partially 

materialized them. In his iconic work entitled The Bride Stripped bare by Her Bache-

lors, even (1915-1923) also known as The Large Glass, the use of sections from Poin-

caré is documented. [Fig. 7] 
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fig. 7 From Marcel Duchamp, Notes and Projects for the Large Glass 

The time when these works were created (first three decades of 20th century) was 

plentiful in the fruit of changes in the various fields. Connections to science can also 

be traced for another iconic artist of the time, Max Ernst. Charlotte Stokes, professor 

of art history at University of Warwick, who specializes in Max Ernst, analyzes this 

connection as follows: 
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“Science is an all-pervasive influence on twentieth-century life and ideas. 

Whatever their opinions of Science, modern artists cannot but reflect to 

some degree the methods, ideas and subjects of scientific study in their 

works of art. (…) one narrow artistic problem mirroring the narrowing of 

topic demanded of modern scientific method. (…) 

Max Ernst was drawn to science not for its objectivity or narrow approach, 

but rather for the subjects open to the scientists that were traditionally 

closed to fine arts. (…) artists like Ernst also looked to drawings by chil-

dren and the sculpture of Africa as non-traditional sources of inspiration. 

Scientific subjects, however, provided sophisticated European and Ameri-

can artists with obviously Western, complex, and modern visual proto-

types. (…) 

[Ernst] turned instead to the images that revealed scientific process and in-

vestigation: how scientists visualized what was previously invisible. (…) 

Ernst found in scientific images a fresh way of seeing, and he used them to 

help make visualizations of the invisible within himself.” (Stokes, 1980, p. 

453). 

Although it may seem that Ernst mostly used scientific illustration as a source of vis-

ual inspiration for his paintings, it is much more than that.  The phrase “subjects open 

to the scientists that were traditionally closed to fine arts” seems to be the most signif-

icant when discussing the artist’s relation to the new findings. Ernst simultaneously 

had a critical approach towards science: 
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“On the one hand, Ernst was attracted to the subjects that suggested a 

wealth of psychological meanings, and on the other hand he saw the scien-

tific method as being part of the bankrupt social system whose rationality 

and technology had created the destruction of so many young lives and 

young hopes in World War I (…). 

For Ernst, science is a metaphor for knowledge gained through the senses. 

He undermines this knowledge by bringing out the ambiguities within sci-

entific perceptions. (…) the overturning of the evidence of the senses and 

the representation of the sense of touch in a visual form are not simple 

satires of scientific method but means of self-exploration. As Ernst would 

have said, his experiments took him to the other side of sight — beyond 

painting, beyond the rationality of science.” (ibid., p. 454, 465) 

The very last expression, “beyond the rationality of science”, may be seen as an indi-

cation of a direction for the idea proposed in this thesis. The idea is to use science as a 

tool for art with such an approach, even when the traces of a scientific connection are 

un-documentable or even being used for the first time to shed a new kind of light. 

This kind of reasoning may be considered impossible to pursue with linear, logical 

deduction, but constitutes a broader, artistic approach, which is beyond correctness 

and may be beneficial if seen as a kind of metaphor, analogy, allegory or parallel. 

Surprisingly, modes of reasoning with metaphor are to some extent a part of scientific 

discourse, as discussed by Indurkhya in section - “reasoning with metaphor”.  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2.2.3 Gabriel Orozco and Cosmology

Another interesting example in regards to the use of scientific discourse for the sake 

of art may be found in a lecture given by Steinn Sigurdsson entitled “Another Look: 

Gabriel Orozco and Cosmology”, held on 15th December 2016 at Aspen Art Museum. 

The lecture was accompanying a solo show of the artist’s work, which was held be-

tween the 29th of July and the 18th of December 2016.

“ I have been fascinated since childhood with the idea of the planets. I was 

crazy about Saturn because you have the unity of the ball of the planet but 

also the rings moving around it. So I was fascinated by this idea of perma-

nent movement and unity in a spherical body.” (Orozco, 2006, 164).

Even though information about Orozco’s connections with science and cosmology are 

present in numerous publications about the artist, this was one of the very first times 

that his works were commented on by an actual scientist from the field of astronomy. 

According to Cornell University, Steinn Sigurdsson is currently a Professor of Astro-

physics at the Pennsylvania State University at University Park.  He obtained his do-

ctorate in theoretical physics from the California Institute of Technology in Pasadena, 

California. He then worked as a researcher at the University of California in Santa 

Cruz, as well as at the Institute of Astronomy and at King’s College of Cambridge 

University in England. Sigurdsson is also a member of the Institute for Gravitation 

and the Cosmos and the Center for Exoplanets and Habitable Worlds, and of the Penn 

State Astrobiology Research Center. He works on a range of topics in astrophysics 

and related areas, ranging from cosmology, large scale dynamics and black holes, to 
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the formation and evolution of planets, and the prospects for discovering non-terre-

strial life. He has been a member of the board of the Aspen Center for Physics since 

2010 and is currently a Trustee of the Aspen Center for Physics (Steinhart, 2017). 

These numerous credentials prove that Sigurdsson has a broad knowledge about co-

smology and that as a scientist of a senior position, he may provide valuable insights 

towards Orozco’s works.

Sigurdsson’s lecture was a part of the “Another Look” series at the Aspen Art Mu-

seum. The idea behind the project is to invite different professionals from non art-re-

lated areas and ask them to talk about certain artists’ exhibitions through the perspect-

ive of their own field. Sigurdsson begins his speech with a reflection on this idea by 

recalling an old Icelandic saying, “The guest gas has a sharp eye”, before comment-

ing: “If you come from the outside and take a look, you would see what you can’t see 

if you are on the inside. (…) It’s good to take on external perspectives.” (Sigurdsson, 

2016). This seems to be a leading thought behind his lecture and the whole “Another 

Look” series in general, and also has points in common with the ideas behind this 

thesis. As such, it serves well as an illustration and as a case study of the use of sci-

entific discourse in art.

Sigurdsson begins the main body of his lecture with a slide that states:

- Movement can be hidden or illusory

- Shadows can reveal or hide (ibid.)

These two sentences can be related both to astronomy and to Orozco’s works. Before 

further explanation of such connections, it is best to introduce the works of the artist 

to which the scientist is mostly referring.
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The Orozco solo show at the Aspen Art Museum had no particular title, although the 

catalogue-book accompanying the exhibition was entitled “Gabriel Orozco: Orbita 

Nocturna” which can be translated as “night orbit”. The show featured almost entirely 

new works — paintings, sculptures and an installation, most of them untitled. Com-

menting on this, Heidi Zuckerman - the executive of the Museum and the author of 

the catalogue’s introduction, claims the following:

“ When artists don’t title their work, it’s often a distancing device, an at-

tempt to keep viewers from knowing their intentions—they don’t want to 

offer any clues. That’s not the case with Orozco’s work. In fact, it’s almost 

the opposite. I often feel like he doesn’t use the titles because he wants to 

offer viewers the opportunity to create meaning for themselves within the 

larger cosmology that he’s introducing. ” (Zuckerman, 2017, XVII)

fig. 8 Installation view (blind side) Gabriel Orozco, 2016
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One of the works which is a main focus for Sigurdsson is actually one of the few to 

have a title, which in this case is “blind side”. It is a spatial installation consisting of 

sheets of glass with various circular black patterns on them (see fig.8).

For Orozco himself the features of the work, which were mentioned in the artist talk 

recorded for the exhibition are, amongst others: the idea of locating yourself in space, 

putting stickers on the common-sized glass plates (which effects in blocking the 

transparency or making the transparency visible), the bi-dimensionality of the signs, 

and the apparent movement of the elements when walking through the installation. 

Orozco also says that to him the work is more like a space with layers or filters. The 

appearance of the viewer is also relevant to the artist. By walking between the glass 

plates, a human silhouette is partly hidden and revealed by the dotted patterns. In that 

regard Orozco points out the connection between this installation and his Atomist se-

ries, (Orozco, 2016) (see fig.9).

                      fig. 9 Gabriel Orozco, “blindside run”, 2013
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Coming back to the hidden, illusory movement referred to in the cited slide, Sigurds-

son points out the importance of the position of the observer with use of the example 

of the apparent retrograde movement of Mars when observed from the Earth (fig. 10).

fig. 10 Retrograde Mars movement, Nasa 2007-2008

Because both planets are orbiting the Sun at different speeds, Mars seems to go back-

wards against the “background” of other stars which appear static. In reality such an 

effect takes place because it is not only the position of Mars which is constantly chan-

ging, but also the position of the Earth as well. 

The relevance of the observer’s position, an awareness of it, and the resulting appa-

rent movement are key concepts both for the basics of astronomy and for Orozco’s 

installation. The artist himself has said that the objects installed on the walls together 

with the patterns on the glass are to the walking viewer somewhat like flat mobiles 

(by Cadler) (ibid.).

Even though the artist insists that the works are not mimetic, Sigurdsson finds what 

seems to him to be a kind of visual resemblance. Various graphs illustrating astronom-

ical theories, and systematic paintings and sculptures presented at the show may be 
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said to share some similarities with each other. Yet it is the conceptual commonalities 

that make such comparison and juxtaposition valuable.

Another point of commonality linking Orozco’s art and astronomy is the notion of 

hidden symmetries. The idea is introduced by a slide which has two ambiguous points 

written on it:

- We need to look for hidden symmetry

- Look into shadows and past what is in plain view

The astronomer explains that according to modern astronomical findings there is 

much more in the Universe than just the visible matter. So-called “dark matter” con-

stitutes about 80% of everything (ibid.). String theory is also connected with the topic 

of dark matter. Sigurdsson offers E-8 (fig.11) as an example.

 fig. 11 A computer generated image of E-8, 2007  
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In the book “Art + Mathematics”, E-8 was briefly explained as:

A computer-generated image of the root system of the symmetry group.

E-8 is a 248 dimensional group of symmetries of a 57-dimensional object. 

In March 2007 an international team of mathematicians announced that 

they had completed a computation to describe all the ways that E-8 can act 

as a symmetry group. The symmetry group E-8 has attracted attention re-

cently because it has applications in string theory. There is hope that E-8 

will provide a way to incorporate the Standard Model into string theory. 

Mathematicians usually work alone or with a few colleagues, but because 

of the complexity of the calculation, this project required four years of 

work by a team of eighteen mathematicians and seventy-seven hours of 

time on supercomputer. (Gamwell, 2016, 546)

As may be seen, E-8 is an effect of the highest level of modern mathematical calcula-

tion and it is impossible to fully explain its nature in this thesis. However, it should be 

taken into account that many scientists believe that it may be “one of the hidden 

symmetries underlying our Universe” (Sigurdsson, op.cit). It must be noted that every 

image of E-8, whether it is a 2 dimensional illustration or a 3 dimensional model, is 

just a projection of the 10-dimensional figure into perceivable, fewer-dimensional 

space. The remaining 6 dimensions may be folded up and visualized in a space called 

the “Calabi-Yau manifold” (fig.12). Sigurdsson juxtaposes this with one of the Orozco 

pieces from the Aspen Art Museum exhibition. If we think of the piece as a sort of a 

graph representing a cross-section of Calabi-Yau space, some resemblance may be 

found.  Yet the main commonalities between the figures, which are the outcomes of 
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the theories and Orozco’s pieces, are not based on a visual mimesis. In fact, Orozco 

himself mentions that to him the whole exhibition is about connectivity, the relations 

of the objects and the point of view of the observer. He adds that the show is lacking 

connections with particular places or a cultural context of reality and has an abstract 

form, which is non-mimetic. He points out that even though he works with two di-

mensional media - paintings or the glass plates, he tries to treat them as sculptures.

fig. 12 CalabiYau manifold fig.13 Gabriel Orozco, exhibition view

In sculpture, or indeed for any three dimensional object, it is impossible to grasp eve-

rything at a single glance: some parts are hidden from sight and require movement by 

the observer to receive the whole piece. To Orozco, his paintings and the glass instal-

lation exhibited at the show are made with the same principle in mind. The dots and 

circles on the glass change their relative position as the observer moves and not eve-

rything is visible in the paintings at one glance. Some parts are hidden. (Orozco, 

2016)
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This kind of approach makes Orozco’s practice much more closely related to the the-

ory of multi-dimensions, string theory, hidden symmetries etc., and there exists far 

more than a mere visual resemblance between the works and scientific illustrations. 

Sigurdsson seems to be aware of that. The theories that he uses as a reference to 

Orozco’s works are attempting to grasp the fundamental laws of the (multi)Universe. 

They are possibly elements of the theory of everything. Similarly, Orozco’s exhibition 

is touching on fundamental aspects of “how his brain works”(ibid.) and the funda-

mental aspects of perception, humanity, and how art is received. 

Returning to the 6-dimensional manifold, string theory and Orozco’s glass installa-

tion, Sigurdsson explains in very colloquial yet easy to understand language:

You hide all the stuff you don’t want in these extra 6 dimensions, where 

you can’t see them because they are off at right angles of where you’re lo-

oking. So this is where you can hide stuff.

When you do that, you can build things on those other 6 dimensions, (…)

Several very clever physicists pointed out, that you can build 3 dimensional 

sheets in the other dimensions. Which for all practical purposes look like 

universes of their own, so we have our 3 dimensional universe, sitting here, 

at this corner of this bigger space, extending in 6 other dimensions, and it’s 

like a page in the book. We are a page and there’s a page next to us (may-

be) where there’s other stuff - sheeted next to us, but at right angles.
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If you look at this, and this is actually very clever [slide with Orozco’s 

glass installation, fig.8]. Note, how, not all the panels have the figures on 

them. Some of them are clear, but they have shadows of the figures on the 

other panels, and where the shadows are and which shadows you see on 

which panel, depends on where you’re standing at looking at them.

So one of the theories of dark matter is that it’s shadow matter. That we’re 

feeling the matter on a “brane” - we call them these sheets of universes, at 

the right angle but next to us, where we see their projected shadow into our 

universe, and we feel the gravitational influence but we cannot see them. It 

is admittedly one of the most crazy theories (…)

If you take it literally that the Universe is actually truly 10 dimensional, 

and that there are these extra dimensions at right angles to us, and these 

extra dimensions have this larger symmetry, this very large rotational re-

flection symmetry of which we only see a small piece of our universe, and 

the rest of it folded up into the six dimensional spaces and, within this 6 

dimensional space you can form these new sheets, these branes of space. 

(Sigurdsson, op.cit)
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fig. 14 Multiverse layers by Schwanberg      fig. 15 Gabriel Orozco “blind sign” 

By juxtaposing string theory with Orozco’s work, Sigurdsson suggests that the work 

has some commonalities with the theory and may be treated as a form of illustration. 

In such a case, the work would present a suggestion of the indirect influences between 

objects in different dimensions, which project shadows onto each other, and which in 

turn we detect as a gravitational influence in our Universe that we have taken to refer-

ring to as “dark matter”.

The juxtaposition of scientific theories with Orozco’s work, which even though at first 

glance seems to be based on visual resemblance, is in fact much deeper. The commo-

nalities exist more on an intellectual than a visual level. Sigurdsson points to the areas 

which are fundamental in both disciplines, and illuminates the mutual understanding 

and interrelations between them. In his lecture, scientific input is used to expand arti-

stic discourse. By using the examples from cosmology we can gain a new perspective 

and a deeper insight on Orozco’s works presented in the show.  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2.3.1 Using DNA model for the interpretation of Smithson’s work

The following section introduces a use of scientific findings for discussing artwork 

derived from work by Ellen K. Levy - a researcher, artist and editor who specializes 

in art-science projects. As opposed to the Klein’s blue described above, the “key-

word” for using scientific research was derived not from the properties of the artwork 

itself but from the process behind the piece.

In 1996 Ellen K. Levy published a paper entitled “Repetition and the scientific model 

in art” which uses a mode of reasoning very similar to the one proposed in this thesis. 

In the first part of the essay Levy simply explains the mechanism of replication, 

transcription and translation of DNA, which she uses as a reference to the specific 

works of art further in her writing.

“Genetic replication involves the separation of two strands of the double 

helix and the subsequent synthesis of new strands that complement the 

originals. In replication the helix unwinds, and polymer-forming enzymes 

known as DNA polymerases subsequently copy the strands. Additional 

proteins unwind the helix, stabilize it, and permit the DNA polymerases to 

build new strands.

During transcription sequenced (ordered) bases of DNA are copied into 

RNA, which program the synthesis of a linear set of amino acids. An en-

zyme known as RNA polymerase copies one strand of the DNA into an 

RNA molecule and initiates the synthesis. Only one strand of the helix is 
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copied: the coding strand, which contains the genetic information. The oth-

er strand is noncoding and acts as a template during replication.

The final process is translation. As there are only four bases each in DNA 

and RNA but twenty amino acids to be specified in living cells, three bases 

or triplets are needed to specify one amino acid. If a two-base system were 

used, for example, it would only yield sixteen (four-squared) coding possi-

bilities. Three bases offer sixty-four (four-cubed) coding possibilities, more 

than enough to produce twenty amino acids. Subsequently, amino acids 

link together as a chain to form a protein molecule. The order of amino 

acids determines the function of a protein just as the order of words deter-

mines the meaning of a sentence. Repetitive protein folding subsequently 

generates structures with specific functional properties.” (Levy, 1996, p.2)

In the above excerpt Levy describes the three main phases of division of DNA - repli-

cation, transcription and translation. The three stages may be simplified and de-

scribed as a kind of mirroring of the elements already existing - replication, division 

of the elements according to function - transcription, and finally creating the new 

structure of the elements in the stage called translation. How may such a simple yet 

scientific in context explanation be used for art’s sake? Levy argues: 

“The structures of genetic processes have analogues in art. First, the two-

stranded complementarity of DNA enables duplication of the genetic mate-

rial and the inheritance of traits. This complementarity can suggest the mir-

roring that exists in some art. Second, each genetic process provides a lin-
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ear order in which sequences determine function. (…). These linear se-

quences can be related to the sequences and patterns artists use. Finally, the 

repetitive, pieced-together, modular structure of genetic material allows 

flexibility. Different genetic products can be assembled into new configura-

tions. A corresponding feature in art is the flexibility provided by combina-

tive units like grids and modules. As a model for art, genetics provides for 

system, variation, and organic metaphors.” (ibid. p.2)

The above fragment shows that to Levy DNA may be seen not only as a source of 

metaphor, because of the features corresponding with artwork, but also as a fresh in-

sight into art which is using the same principals as the process described in the previ-

ous quotation.

�

Fig 16. Robert Smithson Enantiomorphic Chamber, 1964 
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To illustrate such analogies between the genetic and art processes Levy chooses 

Robert Smithson among others to serve as an example. His Enantiomorphic Chamber 

from 1964 (fig.16) even though it has crystallographic  connotations, by Levy is in2 -

terpreted through the genetic model which she described earlier:

“Smithson’s sculpture features two identical but reversed chambers, whose 

internal mirrors duplicate the symmetry of their side-by-side positioning. 

Each of Smithson’s mirrors reflects the other half of the sculpture. As a re-

sult the mirrors reflect each other in a manner suggestive of complementar-

ity in DNA strands. Using mirrors, Smithson recalls enantiomers (isomers) 

that are identical except that they are positioned in reverse of each other. 

The function of such isomers is dependent on their orientation because the 

mirror-image state can exhibit different properties in nature. Smithson’s 

mirrors create an illusion of the altered physical form and metaphorically 

link function with structure.” (ibid. p.5)

Even though in the end Levy’s deduction may be seen as reffering to the visual values 

of the artwork - mirroring and duplication, the DNA comparison gives another per-

spective towards the interpretation. Smithson himself in his writing related to the 

work drew a scheme of the structure of the sculpture (fig. 17).

crystallography the structural arrangement of atoms or molecules within crystals.
 
An enantiomorphic 2

system is a system in which the introduction of heat reverses the normal direction of physical changes. 
(Alloway, 1975, p.221-36 in. Levy, 1996, p.9)
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�

fig. 17 Interpolation of the Entiomorphic Chambers

The “code” as he calls it suggests the possibility of decoding the coded message (in a 

way it is the main function of the translation process described in the first quotation 

from Levy). If we look at another set of notes by Smithson, in the form of a  collage 

(only part is reproduced) - fig. 17, we can see the importance of relations and corre-

spondences between two sets of elements described as R1, R2, R3 and L1, L2, L3.

fig.18 Robert Smithson's notes for the  Enantiomorphic Chamber,
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For Smithson creating two spaces with corresponding “content”, which is possible to 

“interpolate” (as the title of his writing suggests: “Interpolation of  Enantiomorphic 

Chambers”), implies importance, and therefore juxtaposition with DNA seems to be 

accurate. Even if we compare two-dimensional schemes of both processes, similari-

ties are notable in the visual layer(comparing fig.18 and fig.19)

fig 19. Scheme of a DNA transcription 

Explaining the features of the artwork through comparison with DNA is beneficial 

and interesting in a few more ways. Smithson seems to compress and “code” many 

ideas which are crucial for his artistic practice. The Enantiomorphic Chamber is seen 

as a breakthrough in his career and the sole foundation for creating iconic land-art 

works. Therefore decoding the work may be as important for grasping the idea behind 

the oeuvre of the artist as studying DNA is important for understanding life.

Coming back to Levy’s proposition, there must be at least three points noted on the 

differences between her work and the mode of reasoning behind this dissertation.

Firstly, Levy focuses mostly on the visual, on the pictorial and on seeing, As has 

already been discussed, these features are important but are not crucial nor complete 
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when concerning art. In other words, for her the surface of the work – the visible lay-

er, seems to be the most important, whereas we can see in the example of Smithson 

that more significant similarities and analogies may be found rather in the concept be-

hind the work, as was suggested by showing notes by the artist.

Secondly, she chooses artists who are using (visual) references to science as the sub-

ject of her argument. In reality this rule is not fully comprehensible. Although Smith-

son is using a crystallographic (scientific) reference for the described work, Levy is 

using a DNA reference which is her original choice and which we do not know if the 

artist was familiar with himself. Therefore limiting the works analyzed through DNA 

only to ones with a somehow scientific origin could be considered unnecessary. Also 

other works, even without the roots in crystallography or other fields of science, may 

serve very well as the subject of analysis through the perspective of the DNA replica-

tion processes.

Finally, the proposed DNA comparison may be seen as “one-dimensional” as presen-

ted by Levy. She is focusing on the visual similarities as well as the mechanical pro-

cess of DNA divisions, not mentioning deeper connotations of DNA (such as: inform-

ation coding, basic structure of life, place and importance of discovery of DNA in cul-

ture, etc.). Therefore even though interesting in form and in the interest of this thesis, 

Levy’s proposition seems to be just an introduction to the topic which is omitting any 

reflection on the conceptual side of what is believed to be a “breakthrough” work in 

Smithson’s oeuvre. As stated before, her idea is a great starting point for deeper re-

search but by itself, because of the focus on the visual side, seemingly fails to grasp 

the core idea behind the work.  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2.3.2  Reasoning with metaphor

After introducing Levy’s comparison it is worth noting that her kind of proposition, 

even though abstract at first glance, in fact may be thought of as using the proper sci-

entific method. It was named nonmonotonic reasoning and is explained further in the 

body of this section.

Using certain scientific excerpts in an artistic context may be compared to creating a 

kind of metaphor. What at first glance may seem to be a literary means of expression, 

in practice can also be accepted as a research method and used as a part of the reason-

ing in this dissertation. This kind of usage of a metaphor is based on the studies cited 

below.

Bipin Indurkhya, the cognitive scientist and philosopher, who specializes in analyzing 

metaphors in different, mostly scientific contexts, proposes two modes of reasoning 

with metaphor. The first is similarity-based metaphor (Indurkhya, 1992), which he 

also refers to as monotonic. This is the system where there are similarities between 

both the source and the target used in a metaphor, and therefore further similarities are 

stipulated (Indurkhya, 2007). This kind of reasoning is fairly popular and may be il-

lustrated with the example given by a pair of researchers specializing in the history of 

use of analogy in science: Dedre Genter and Michael Jeziorski (1999, in ibid.) pointed 

out that the early 19th century physicist Nicholas Carnot “used an analogy from fluid 

flow to heat flow to hypothesize that the rate of fluid flow is proportional to the differ-

ence in levels.” (Indurkhya, 2007, 18). In other words, to explain the non-visible flow 

of heat an analogy with visible fluid flow was created - the heat can “travel” similarly 

to fluid. The provided analogy was based on well-known phenomenon whereby heat 
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“flows” from hotter to colder similarly to fluids flowing from higher levels to lower 

levels (ibid.).

This kind of reasoning, which may also be referred to as analogy, is widely popular 

even at the elementary level of education. It comes naturally to use known, familiar 

examples to illustrate a new idea.

The second mode, named by Indurkhya as similarity-creating metaphor (Indurkhya, 

1992), is a less obvious term, although much more creative and flexible. It shares 

many common points with the idea of reasoning with the “science in art” usage 

mechanism described in this writing.

Here is how the author of the term explains the idea and refers to the mode as nonmo-

notonic:

“[similarity-creating metaphor] is not based on known similarities between 

the source and the target. In fact, in most interesting examples of such 

metaphors, there are no known similarities between the source and the tar-

get. However, after the metaphor is applied, if it is successful, it makes the 

target look similar to the source. In other words, the similarities are created 

by the metaphor. I refer to the reasoning with similarity-creating metaphors 

as nonmonotonic because it typically works by causing a radical shift in the 

way the target is conceptualized, and the inferences that are generated by 

the metaphor may be incompatible with the implicative complex of the tar-

get that existed before the metaphor.” (Indurkhya, 2007, 19)
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In other words Indurkhya suggests that even if at first glance, before constructing the 

argument, two phenomena may seem to have nothing in common and are not even 

part of the same collection (as understood in mathematics), the fact of looking at one 

phenomena through another and finding similarities or common points is enough to 

put it under the category of nonmonotonic reasoning. An argument derived from Levy, 

described above in the body of this thesis may serve as an example. The artistic work 

of Robert Smithson before making the juxtaposition has no commonalities with the 

DNA model, yet if we look at the process of DNA replication and try to analyze the 

process behind the artwork we can find many similarities between the two. Hence, the 

new perspective gained, based on the similarities created in the process of comparison 

may be seen as an example of what Indurkhya calls the nonmonotonic metaphor. An-

other example of this kind of metaphor may be found in parts of this thesis where 

works by Gabriel Orozco and Gregor Schneider are described. 

The author of the term also stresses that: “[…] the known similarities before the 

metaphor—do not play any role in nonmonotonic reasoning. This is the single crucial 

point that distinguishes it from monotonic reasoning with metaphors.” (ibid. 19)

Comparing  the  two modes  it  may seem that  the  first  one  — the  similarity-based 

metaphor is more logical and clear than the nonmonotonic, or similarity-creating one. 

In reality the first mode is just far simpler and not as creative as the second. Nonmo-

notonic reasoning is much more demanding but offers a broader variety of possible 

applications.

Therefore in this thesis the method of using certain scientific findings to expand the 

artistic discourse of a given artwork may be seen as reasoning with nonmonotonic 

metaphor. Before the juxtaposition of scientific phenomena with the work of art no 
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similarities can be seen (just as in the example of the DNA scheme and Smithson’s 

work), although the application itself creates the common ground for the phenomena 

and gives a new perspective on the artwork.

The work of Indurkhya quoted in this chapter indicates that the creation of such com-

parisons can in fact be considered to be compatible with the scientific method, and 

moreover can be beneficial to various types of research. That includes the research 

being pursued in this thesis into using scientific discourse for the sake of art and the 

new perspectives which this might provide.  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2.4 Universal approach to Art through Science - Psychology

One of the most interesting approaches towards looking at art through a scientific per-

spective was presented by Gregory Minissale in his book The Psychology of Contem-

porary Art. The writing focuses not only on the perceptual features of artworks but 

mostly on the conceptual ones. At first glance, Minissale’s attempt to use other disci-

plines (psychology, cognitive science, neuroscience etc.) to talk about art seems to 

closely correspond with the topic of this thesis. That is why the following section will 

be almost entirely dedicated to pinpointing, commenting on and analyzing excerpts 

and ideas from the book. In the preface to his publication Minissale explains:

 

Artists, art historians and lovers of art might ask why they should be con-

cerned with psychology. The short answer is that psychology has devel-

oped sophisticated approaches to understanding how we group concepts 

together in order to create different kinds of relational knowledge. 

(Minissale 2013, 129).

This simple statement establishes an approach towards art which is very rare in this 

kind of writing - in art, concepts should be the main field of research. This is also ex-

pressed further in the preface:

Cognitive science and psychology need to be informed by trends in con-

temporary art that provide an emphasis on conceptual production rather 

than the formalism of traditional aesthetics that serves as the basis for most 

empirical studies. (ibid. 175).
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To be more specific, the author of The Psychology of Contemporary Art focuses on 

the following concepts derived from cognitive psychology: conceptual blending, 

long-term memory and relational knowledge, rational induction, analogical reasoning, 

proprioceptive and embodied experience, and emotional and sensory integration. Each 

of the listed aspects is described and explained further in the body of his work. The 

author also explains the choice of the topic of the writing - Contemporary Art: “Al-

though conceptual networks underlie the experience of all kinds of art, it is contempo-

rary art, particularly conceptual art, which treats conceptual production and categori-

sation as explicit themes.” (ibid.). This statement could also be applied as a reference  

for this dissertation.

One of the icons of contemporary art examined in the book is Gabriel Orozco. To dis-

cuss the work entitled Four Bicycles (There is Always One Direction) Minissale uses 

Lawrence W. Barsalou’s thesis about the concept of “situated conceptualization”, 

mostly drawing from the writing entitled “Stimulation, situated conceptualization, and 

prediction” as the basis for his analysis. Minissale claims: “Barsalou’s psychological 

experiments greatly slow down and simplify a densely coded and rapid process of 

conceptual production and categorization that would only be hampered by modal ex-

periences.” (ibid. 1675). He compiles the concept of the bicycle presented by Barsa-

lou, with the concept of the bicycle presented by the artist.  Barsalou states:

Thinking of a bicycle re-enacts various situations associated with riding a 

bicycle and is thus a ‘situated conceptualization’, which ‘creates the expe-

rience of the conceptualizer being in the situation – the situation is not rep-
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resented as detached and separate from the conceptualizer’ (…) ‘[a]s peo-

ple describe an object, they situate it from their own perspective, simulat-

ing themselves in the situation as well. In other words, people construct the 

experience of being there with the object to generate its properties. (Barsa-

lou in Minissale 2013, 1675

fig.20 Gabriel Orozco, Four Bicycles (There is Always One Direction), 1994
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The artwork itself is a self-standing sculpture made of four bicycles combined togeth-

er. The vehicles are placed on one another with the connecting support poles fixed in 

the place of removed seats and handlebars - see fig 20. 

Since the work, even though containing real bicycles, is breaking from connotations 

of the typical usage of the man-powered vehicle, Minissale proposes a strategy based 

on “relational knowledge” to deconstruct the idea behind the piece. Instead of build-

ing a net of relations connected with the original use of the items, as would be the ba-

sic concept in Barsalou’s psychology, the author focuses on the art-history connota-

tions. He begins with Duchamp’s Bicycle Wheel referring not only to the conceptual 

significance of the piece in art history but also to the visual aspect of the original bi-

cycle wheel on the stool. He is also citing Duchamp himself, who is purported to have 

said that he enjoyed looking at the work just as he enjoyed looking at flames in the 

fireplace. Another connotation often referred to in connection with Orozco’s work is 

Pablo Picasso’s Bull’s Head from 1943. It is significant that both works are in a way 

complementary - Orozco’s work is lacking seats and handlebars - the sole elements of 

Picasso’s sculpture. Another referred work is a photograph by Meret Oppenheim: Un-

titled (Bee swarm) from 1977. In the photo a bee swarm is covering a bicycle seat. 

What may seem to be a classic approach to interpretation of the work of art by 

Minissale is theoreticized by looking at the process through the psychological practice 

named “relational knowledge”, which here the author simply explains as “how an 

artwork references other artworks and historical traditions and theories” (Minissale 

2013, 237). Later in the text Minissale notices that the listed works not only refer to 

the bicycle seat but also to the concept of sitting, which they present as a hazardous or 

threatening option. Furthermore, referring to Orozco’s work, he states that seeing an 
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analogy and referring to the work through other works from the history of art, may be 

more important than having the idea of a bicycle as a real life object in the first place. 

This may sound obvious but is still important to note when addressing different scien-

tific approaches concerning art, especially neuroaesthetics, where works of art are ex-

amined in isolation.

The system of “relational knowledge” is a basis for further interpretation. Having es-

tablished this, Minissale turns to analogical modification and “conceptual blending” to 

show the process of mapping the coded concepts situated by the artwork. (ibid. 1716) 

He also notes that art has the property of transformation of basic psychological con-

cepts — concrete ones into abstract ones. Then he adds:

The relational knowledge acquired in experiences of art, which, for exam-

ple, allows us to understand the history of the readymade and its continued 

presence in contemporary art, has a compositionality and systematicity. 

(…) cognitive psychology does not just help to explain what is going on in 

our experience and interpretation of contemporary artworks; in many cases, 

it has become part of an artwork’s facture, and is tacitly explored by the 

artist whose ‘words’ are partial objects combined in novel situations. (ibid. 

1761,1784).

Although Minissale is not attempting to make a holistic interpretation of Orozco’s 

work, rather he is using it as an example situated in psychological theories of concep-

tualization, there are important threads which were omitted from his argument con-

cerning different aspects of the artwork.
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What should have been mentioned is the position of Four Bicycles in the context of 

the place where it was created as well as in the context of Orozco’s other work. This 

method can be referred to as a “period eye”; in another part of the book Minissale 

himself recalls it as follows:

When viewing a work of art ‘through’ the perspective of the artist’s oeuvre, 

and by comparing similar works painted by the artist in a series or in an ex-

hibition of works, the viewer attempts to see the artwork through the eyes of 

the ‘period eye’. This is a phrase used by Michael Baxandall, who explains it 

as ‘the interpreting skills one happens to possess, the categories, the model 

patterns and habits of inference and analogy’ (1988, p.   29). (Minissale 2013 

, 3713)

The work was made in Rotterdam, a city where bicycles are the main means of trans-

portation. Also the model used – a traditional Dutch bike, is closely connected with 

localness. In the scheme of production (a sequence of taking an iconic local vehicle, 

disassembling it, putting it back together in a way that reduces the original function) 

the work resembles Orozco’s iconic La DS which was made in France. As for the 

form, for an artist with three “o”s in his name, the circle has always seemed to be of 

special interest. Formally the depicted work may also be seen as a certain study of an 

oval in space. When seen in space, the sculptural installation contains 8 circles (bicy-

cle wheels) whose position may resemble some sort of a model of movement. In that 

context the number 8 may be connected with the number of planets in our solar sys-

tem and their elliptical orbits.  The following citation from an interview with the artist 
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conducted by Hans Ulrich Obrist may serve as the best possible closure of this line of 

argument concerning Orozco’s work:

Hans Ulrich Obrist:

I also wanted to ask you about your relation to science.

Gabriel Orozco:

I am interested in mathematics, topology, geometry, physics, philosophy, 

and many other things. These have been important for my work. In most of 

my work there is something hidden and something evident. There is a re-

flection about philosophy, geometry, and physics. I like them to be kind of 

secret behind the work. It is a secret meant to be discovered one day. I use 

science as a platform to launch the poetic. If the poetic happens, then you 

can have access to the scientific in my work. If it does not happen, my 

work just looks like nonsense, like a book full of diagrams that you don’t 

understand. When someone thinks and tells me that they don’t see the rela-

tionships between my different works or they cannot grasp the geometry 

behind it, that makes me happy because this is how I see reality—in its 

nonsense and its arbitrary nature. But we know that there are hidden rules, 

geometry, and laws that are up to us to invent or discover. I think an artist 

has the responsibility of creating a universe that has the complexity and 

immensity of all human capacity, but this so often doesn’t happen. We 

don’t say, “I want to create in order to generate universe,” because it would 

be as absurd as claim, “I want to do something poetic.” That never works. 

Universes are created by chance, explosions, knowledge, intuitions, aware-

ness, ignorance, and physical actions. There are possible scientific aspects 
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of my work; I have an interest in the general laws of the universe and its 

fantasy to generate patterns of thought in my everyday life. But when 

artists try to be scientific, they make the same mistakes as when they try to 

be poetic or aesthetic. They end up making science for kids or poetry for 

teenagers. Art is for adults. (Orozco In Obrist 2003, 657)

Another work seen through the perspective of ’relational knowledge’ is Martin 

Creed’s Work No. 227: The Lights Going On and Off (see fig. 9). On the occasion of 

analyzing the work Minissale reminds of the definition derived from Doumas:

Relational thinking – thinking that is constrained by the relational roles 

things play, rather than just the literal features of those things – is a corner-

stone of human perception and cognition. It underlies the ability to com-

prehend visual scenes.  .  . learn and use rules.  .  . appreciate analogies.  .  . 

between different situations or knowledge systems.  .  . understand and 

produce language, science, art, and mathematics (Doumas et al., 2008, 1).

Furthermore Minissale comments on the cited excerpt:

While this is true, it does not give us enough detail of how this relational 

knowledge is structured or what the properties of these relations are and 

how they arise. For example, very young children have an intuitive under-

standing of basic relational concepts such as ‘occludes, contains, collides 

with, and supports’ (Doumas et al., 2008, p. 2). This involves moving from 

feature-based representation (similar to what Duchamp, in art, called the 
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‘retinal’) to relational concepts (‘non-retinal’ logic), which focus on how 

features are related, not on the features themselves. (Minissale 2013, 3591)

fig. 21 Martin Creed - Lights going on and off  

Returning to the artwork (fig. 21), this is one of the most iconic works by Martin 

Creed. It is an installation consisting of a system which turns the lights in the gallery 

on and off at five second time intervals. The form of the artwork - being an ephemer-

ic, minimalistic installation, its place of display – a big room in Tate Britain, and the 

prize which Creed received for it - the Turner Prize of 2001, provoked some contro-

versy amongst more conservative recipients of the work. Minissale writes about the 

artwork as follows:

The art is ‘dematerialised’ but the concept remains and can be staged in 

any gallery anywhere in the world or in any number of galleries at the same 

time. This questions some of the premises of psychological studies, by de 

Araujo et al. (2005), Leder et al. (2004) and Plassmann et al. (2008), of 

how titles and labels affect aesthetic appreciation. After all, in Creed’s 

work, all that seems to be evident in the artwork is the title. This work is 
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part of a tradition in contemporary art that attempts to make the gallery vis-

ible and central as an important producer of art rather than disguising this 

power. (…)

As I have been arguing, although it remains an important research project 

to explain people’s feelings involved with aesthetic experience, these feel-

ings do not need to be matched to the artwork’s appearance itself but to the 

series of concepts that it references, or the series of ‘acts’ the artist or her 

agent executes that may not be, in themselves, aesthetic or pleasurable. 

(Minissale 2013, 3490)

The excerpt “these feelings do not need to be matched to the artwork’s appearance 

itself but to the series of concepts that it references” seems to be the most important. 

Minissale focuses on the universal aspect of the work, and also notices the signifi-

cance of the title. He mentioned that feelings are aroused not necessarily by the visual 

aspect of the work but mostly by the connotations with different concepts.  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Chapter 3 – Examples of practical applications

3.1 Gregor Schneider 

One of Gregor Schneider’s latest works, a project entitled unsubscribe, may be taken 

as an example of an artwork that can be analyzed using different scientific research in 

line with the principles described in the introduction to this thesis. Before approaching 

that, it is important to briefly introduce the figure of the artist and highlight some fe-

atures of his work. As the exhibition mostly presents everyday objects, the value of it 

is based on conceptual connotations. The visual material (which is also provided) alo-

ne would not be sufficient.

Gregor Schneider is one of the most highly regarded contemporary German artists, 

who has been awarded the Golden Lion at the Art Biennale in Venice in 2001. He is a 

creator who, just like art itself, is not easy to categorize and define. His short biogra-

phy notes made for the unsubscribe exhibition may serve as a brief introduction to his 

previous activities.

Gregor Schneider was born in 1969. From the beginning of his artistic ca-

reer he has been preoccupied with living spaces, rooms, and houses perce-

ived as three-dimensional sculptures that the spectator can literally enter. 

Since the 1980s, he has been inserting such rooms in museum and gallery 

spaces. In 1985, he began working on his best-known project to date, Haus 

u r, a special version of which, realized in the German national pavilion, 

won the Golden Lion at the 2001 Venice Biennale. For Totes Haus U R, 
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Schneider filled the space of an exhibition pavilion with a ‘double’ of his 

home/studio. Schneider is also the author of other spectacular projects, 

such as Cube, inspired by the Kaaba stone in Mecca, originally designed 

for the Piazza San Marco in Venice, eventually realised in front of the 

Hamburger Kunsthalle in 2007. Of similarly monumental character was 

End, originally installed in front of the Museum Abteiberg in Mönchen-

gladbach in 2008.” (Leopold, Rottenberg, 2014)

3.2 History behind the project

Gregor Schneider’s project unsubscribe, which was realized as a solo exhibition at 

one of the most influential and oldest artistic institutions in Poland – Zachęta National 

Art Gallery, dates back to the year 2000. During the preparation for the Venice Bien-

nale, Schneider accidentally discovered the story of the house where Joseph Goebbels 

(minister of propaganda of the Third Reich and one of the most influential creators of 

Nazism) was born (Stasik, 2014). It had been a well-known fact that Goebbels was 

born and raised in Rheydt – the same city where the artist was born, raised and was 

still living. The new information was the exact address of the house where Joseph 

Goebbels spent the first four years of his childhood: Odenkirchener Strasse 202. The 

site was just 150 meters from the artist’s house. Two other locations connected with 

the Nazi propaganda mastermind were already well known. His family house at 

Dahlener Strasse serves as a site of gathering and pilgrimage for Neo-nazis, as does 

the apartment in the local castle, which had been designed by the Head Professor of 

Dusseldorf Academy of Fine Arts at the time and was given to Goebbels as a present 

(op. cit.). The reason for the late discovery of the birthplace of the Nazi Propaganda 
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Minister was a change in the numbering of the houses, which had made it anonymous. 

Anda Rottenberg, the curator of the project, points out that the house becoming 

anonymous was just like German war criminals, who changed their names and lived 

peaceful lives after the War amongst other members of society (Rottenberg, 2014).

In 2013, the artist found an online offer selling the house in a local real estate auction 

and he decided to buy it. The property was described as a “nice family house, which 

needs a little bit of renovation to make you to feel the warmth and nice atmosphere”. 

(Wacławik-Orpik, Rottenberg, 2014). The real estate agent probably had no knowl-

edge of the history of the house, but in the purchase contract there was a clause listing 

the previous residents, with the Goebbels family also listed. It was a paragraph added 

by the Schmitz brothers who were selling the house, being afraid that the new owners 

might sue them after discovering the truth. Schneider made an offer that he wanted to 

purchase the house with everything that was left inside. The family selling the house 

negotiated, taking the most valuable and personally important things with them, but 

they let him photograph and film everything before they left.

Schneider could expect what he might find inside the house. He himself was from the 

very same town. Houses like the one he had purchased are typical for German 

cityscapes and there are many just like them in every city and town in the region. The 

only difference was that in this case, it so happened that previous generations of resi-

dents included famous Nazis. Goebbels’ family moved out of the house in 1901, and 

the objects that Schneider purchased with the house were the assorted property of the 

“typical” families who owned it from that time onwards. There were a variety of ob-

jects that were indicative of its Nazi past – the effects of Goebbels’ work – on the pre-
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vious owners. Amongst more commonplace items, Schneider found a variety of books 

such as Nazi children’s song books, and essays on racial supremacy, but also objects 

such as a craniometer (anatomical devices used for measuring the skull which were 

essential for the pseudoscience known as phrenology that related mental characteris-

tics with the shape of the skull). The craniometer was found in the garden shed 

amongst gardening tools. A more direct form of evidence of adherence to Nazi phi-

losophy by subsequent residents of the house is a series of self-portraits made by one 

of the uncles of the brothers who were selling the house. The uncle photographed his 

head from different angles and made notes on similarities with Ayran skulls from the 

Nazi phrenology book (ibid.).

Schneider’s first plan was to demolish the house. He wanted to avoid turning it into 

another Neo-Nazi shrine. He wanted to remove the building completely from the site 

and exhibit the debris in different museums across Germany. However, the directors 

of these institutions were not so keen on showing the project. German society in gene-

ral is tired of dealing with these difficult subjects from the past. General opinion is 

that enough has been done and there is no need to keep revisiting history.

A new fact about the house was discovered at that time – the building could not be 

destroyed because it would make the neighboring house collapse. The curator of the 

project points out that this may also be read as a metaphor of great significance - the 

structural connection of the buildings makes a great allegory for social connections in 

contemporary societies.   
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Consequently, the artist decided to demolish as much of the construction as law would 

allow. Before the demolition started, he documented the house itself and the objects 

he found there using photography and video. He then moved into the house and lived 

there for a number of weeks. He also recorded scenes from that time. After this “per-

formance” period was finished, he removed every object possible from the inside of 

the house, the garden and the shed and finally, with a little help from professional ser-

vices, he started the demolition. The debris from the house was loaded onto a truck 

and transported to be shown as a part of the exhibition. The actions he undertook were 

documented not only by himself but also by local media.

3.3 The exhibition

The exhibition entitled unsubscribe took place in Warsaw, Poland at the Zacheta Na-

tional Art Gallery between 29th November 2014 and 1st of February 2015. It was cu-

rated by one of the most experienced and influential Polish curators, Anda Rottenberg. 

It is worth noting that it was presented simultaneously with another exhibition of the 

curator’s shown on the same floor of the institution.

The title of the neighboring exhibition was Development and Hygiene. This is the de-

scription of it made for the NODEM platform, which specializes in museums:

The exhibition is conceived as an essay whose theme is the connection be-

tween the idea of modernism and the practice of social engineering and the 

genetic engineering associated with it. The starting point here is the faith in 

progress, understood as the possibility of “improvement,” that was held 
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jointly by science and art at the beginnings of the 20th Century. At the exhi-

bition can be found both works of art (films, photography, music and vi-

deo), and documents and objects of non-artistic origin. Artists including: 

Jana Fabre, Luc Tuymans, Gerhard Richter, Santiago Sierra, Yael Bartana, 

Mirosław Bałka, Wilhelm Sasnal. (Nodem, 2014).

The Progress and Hygiene exhibition was a huge exposition with more than 40 artists 

presenting their works, even though in the eyes of many it was the exhibition of 

Schneider’s which dealt with the topic of Progress and Hygiene more completely. The 

group exhibition left a lot of room for further reflection.

Technically, the unsubscribe exhibition may be divided into three parts. There was a 

truck with debris from the demolished house in front of the Zacheta building. The 

truck was parked there only on the first days of the exhibition. It is the remaining part 

of the artist’s original idea mentioned earlier.

�       �

fig. 22, 23 truck in front of Zacheta National Art Gallery, Warsaw, Poland,
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The act of bringing debris from Germany to Warsaw has another very strong symbolic 

meaning. Warsaw was a city which suffered a great deal from the war with Nazi Ger-

many.

The act of transporting rubble from Germany to Poland introduces an addi-

tional, dramatic and critical element into a project whose effect is not just 

the final exhibition in Zachęta, but the whole process to which the artist 

submits the building, treated as a mute witness of history. (Leopold, Rot-

tenberg, 2014)

It is worth noting that the truck was equipped with stairs and exhibited in a public 

space, allowing every citizen or visitor to Warsaw to see the work without the need to 

enter the gallery and of course without the need to buy a ticket. It may also be read as 

some kind of political statement.

The exhibition space inside of the building consisted of a large hall with various ob-

jects taken from the house and two smaller rooms with video projections. The large 

hall filled with objects also contained a portion of rubble from the house left there 

permanently for the duration of the exhibition. Apart from this debris, the following 

objects were exhibited in the room: a white plastic garden armchair, a jar of home-

made cherry jam, a USB memory stick, remains of house plants, dolls, various books, 

a plastic sandbox, and shelves, to name but a few. There were also objects exhibited in 

such a way as to expose an artistic intervention into the structure. What appeared to be 

a staircase column at first glance was, in fact, a large candle in the shape of
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fig. 24 unsubscribe exhibition view Zacheta National Art Gallery, Warsaw, Poland

the original object (a staircase column), which looked like a model cast from a mold 

made using an original object. The second obvious formal intervention was an instal-

lation made with nazi books, covered with a wax-like substance in different colors, 

hanging from plastic threads with the craniometer in the center.

The third part of the exhibition, shown in dark, smaller spaces, was a zone of different 

video projections, presented through both monitors and large-scale projections. The 

video works may be divided into two categories: ones which show the process of the 

destruction of the interior of the building and ones which show the performances of 

the artist living in the house and undertaking “ordinary” actions. Schneider eats soup 

in the kitchen or sleeps in the bedroom. Even though these videos seem like a docu-

mentary record of his actions there are non-obvious elements added, which make 

them more disturbing and semantically rich (i.e. a gun on the kitchen table). Although 
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the traditional interpretation of the work as concerns the above fact is not in the inter-

est of this thesis, the very fact of adding such significant elements is worthy of men-

tion.

�

fig. 25 unsubscribe video still Zacheta National Art Gallery, Warsaw, Poland

3.4  Schneider’s work through academic writings and experiments

One source mentioned by the curator of Schneider’s project - Anda Rottenberg, in the 

curatorial text entitled “Exposition”, is Hannah Arendt’s report on the trial of Adolf 

Eichmann. Rottenberg cites Arendt concerning her idea of the banality of evil:

Watching Adolf Eichmann’s trial in Jerusalem, Hannah Arendt concluded, 

that there was nothing supernatural in evil. Evil is banal. It can be released 

in everyone, activating like a latent disease. So the focus here is not on a 
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single criminal, however infamous [Goebbels], but on the disease itself, 

which in favorable circumstances can turn into an epidemic. (Rottenberg, 

2014).

Although not traditionally scientific, the presented writing puts an accent on the as-

pects of the artwork emphasized by the curator. The artist is working with the idea of 

the birth of evil in multi-levelled aspects, one of them being its everydayness and a 

kind of possible universality. If the original text as written by Arendt, who observed 

the trial, is looked at, the connotations suggested by Rottenberg become more vivid. 

The following four fragments of Arendt’s writing seem to provide sufficient explica-

tion:

[Eichmann] remembered perfectly well that he would have had a bad con-

science only if he had not done what he had been ordered to do—to ship 

millions of men, women, and children to their death with great zeal and the 

most meticulous care (Arendt, 1963, p.25)

Half a dozen psychiatrists had certified him as "normal"—‘More normal, at 

any rate, than I am after having examined him,’ one of them was said to 

have exclaimed, while another had found that his whole psychological out-

look, his attitude toward his wife and children, mother and father, brothers, 

sisters, and friends, was ‘not only normal but most desirable’ (ibid., p.25 - 

26)
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The trouble with Eichmann was precisely that so many were like him, and 

that the many were neither perverted nor sadistic, that they were, and still 

are, terribly and terrifyingly normal. From the viewpoint of our legal insti-

tutions and our moral standards of judgment, this normality was much 

more terrifying than all the atrocities put together, for it implied... that this 

new type of criminal... commits his crimes under circumstances that make 

it well-nigh impossible for him to know or feel that he is doing wrong 

(ibid. p. 276).

It was as though in those last minutes [of Eichmann's life] he was summing 

up the lesson that this long course in human wickedness had taught us—the 

lesson of the fearsome, word-and-thought-defying banality of evil (ibid. p. 

252).

In a similar thematic area, there is a scientific experiment so commonly known that 

remarking on it may seem too simplistic and obvious, yet the clarity of connection 

with the above example makes it a suitable starting point for further reasoning. The 

SPE – Stanford Prison Experiment, conducted by Professor Philip Zimbardo, exam-

ines the mechanisms behind the darkest areas of human nature and the possibilities of 

evil in everyone. The fame of this experiment makes it part of common knowledge, so 

the details will be left aside, although the existence of a far more recent (2008) piece 

of writing by Zimbardo, entitled The Lucifer Effect: Understanding How Good Peo-

ple Turn Evil, is less well-known. The title is self-explanatory. Years later, the author 

returns to his famous experiment, writing about certain details of it, commenting on it 

with greater distance and maturity, and also expanding the context to include more 
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recent events such as recent historical mass-killings (the Tutsi and Hutu) and the 

abuse at Abu-Ghraib prison. Zimbardo quotes one of the surviving Tutsi women, 

named Berthe:

Before, I knew that a man could kill another man, because it happens all 

the time. Now I know that even the person with whom you’ve shared food, 

or with whom you slept, even he can kill you with no trouble. The closest 

neighbor can kill you with his teeth: that is what I have learned since the 

genocide, and my eyes no longer gaze the same on the face of the 

world.” (Zimbardo, 2008, p.16)

The psychologist not only expands the context of his study by focusing on individual 

cases.  He also tries to grasp the more universal picture:

The most important lesson to be derived from the SPE is that Situations are 

created by Systems.  Systems provide the institutional  support,  authority, 

and resources that allow Situations to operate as they do. […]

System Power involves authorization or institutionalized permission to be-

have in prescribed ways or to forbid and punish actions that are contrary to 

them. It provides the “higher authority” that gives validation to playing 

new roles. Following new rules, and taking actions that would ordinarily be 

constrained by pre-existing laws, norms, morals, and ethics. Such valida-

tion usually comes cloaked in the mantle of ideology. Ideology is a slogan 

or proposition that usually legitimizes whatever means are necessary to at-

tain the ultimate goal. (ibid., p. 226)
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It is important not to misunderstand the reflections on the System as a palliation or 

excuse for the human behaviors. Certain systems may be seen as an environment, 

which acts as a catalyst for certain actions. Surprisingly, it took many years for Zim-

bardo to arrive at the conclusions cited above. He also adds:

For many years, discussion of the SPE did not even include a System-level 

analysis because the original dialogue was framed as the contest between 

the dispositional and situational ways of understanding human behavior. I 

ignored the bigger problem of considering that framing provided by the 

System. It was really only after I became engaged in understanding the dy-

namics of the widespread abuses in the many military prisons in Iraq, Af-

ghanistan, and Cuba that the Systems level of analysis became glaringly 

obvious (ibid. p. 227)

Zygmunt Bauman, the professor of sociology, represents another approach towards 

the system and the issues touched upon in the above examples. The ideas which he 

seems to grasp in his work “Modernity and the Holocaust” are close to one of the pos-

sible layers of meaning to Schneider’s exhibition. Bauman argues that the Holocaust 

is telling us something about the present, about everyday life. It should be treated as a 

legitimate child of a modern way of thinking, and therefore as an immanent part of 

reality, not merely as a fact from the history of European Jews. Bauman writes:

The Holocaust was born and executed in our modern rational society, at the 

high stage of our civilisation and at the peak of human cultural achieve-

!109



ment, and for this reason it is a problem of that society, civilisation and cul-

ture (Bauman2000:x).

Later in his writing he states that “the Holocaust was as much a product as it was a 

failure, of modern civilisation” (Bauman, 2000, 89); [the Holocaust] was not a “devia-

tion from otherwise straight path of progress” (ibid. 7). For him, technological deve-

lopment plays a crucial role in the characteristics of modern genocide: [technological] 

“evolution has outpaced our understanding: we can no longer assume that we have 

full grasp of the workings of our social institutions, bureaucratic structures or techno-

logy”(ibid. 83). This “evolution” refers not only to technological advancement. The 

bureaucratic thinking which was introduced as a result of that advancement played a 

crucial role in the process of dehumanization, and in the ease with which decisions 

about the killings were accepted: “Dehumanization starts at the point when, thanks to 

the distinction, the objects at which the bureaucratic operation is aimed can and are 

reduced to a set of quantitative measures.” (ibid.102).

Another topic, which has a different hue than the issues described above, is the use of 

familiarity and everydayness by Schneider, his decision to present: an iconic white 

plastic armchair, a jar of homemade cherry confiture, dolls, pots, books, a usb memo-

ry stick, a crocheted doily, CDs, candles, shells, a clay figurine etc.. This artistic deci-

sion can be viewed through the prism of Wittgenstein’s writing. His remark no. 128 

(from Philosophical Investigations) must be cited:

The aspects of things that are most important for us are hidden because of 

their simplicity and familiarity. (One is unable to notice something-because 
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it is always before one’s eyes.) The real foundations of his enquiry do not 

strike a man at all. Unless the fact has at some time struck him.-And this 

means: we fail to be struck by what, once seen, is most striking and most 

powerful.” (Wittgenstein, 1953, remark. 128)

In Remarks on the Philosophy of Psychology vol. 1, Wittgenstein also asks “When I 

look at the familiar object, does an act of recognition always take place?” (Wittgenste-

in, 1953, p.23). Having this excerpt from the philosopher in mind, the connection be-

tween dehumanization as mentioned by Bauman and the work of Schneider which 

seems to educate us about the certain “camouflage” of evil within everydayness may 

become visible.

Having analyzed the artwork and the history behind it, another topic for research may 

be brought to mind. Although highly subjective, it may be said that an important as-

pect of Schneider’s work is the idea of memory passed down through the generations 

yet hidden. If the work is examined from this standpoint, there is a particular scientific 

study which, when considered in the context of unsubscribe, may provide an addi-

tional perspective. The study in question deals with the problem of memory and 

transmissioning it down subsequent generations. Below there is the abstract of an ex-

periment on genetic memory in mice, conducted in 2013 by Brian Dias and Kelly 

Ressler:

Using olfactory molecular specificity, we examined the inheritance of 

parental traumatic exposure, a phenomenon that has been frequently ob-

served, but not understood. We subjected F0 mice to odor fear conditioning 

before conception and found that subsequently conceived F1 and F2 gener-
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ations had an increased behavioral sensitivity to the F0-conditioned odor, 

but not to other odors. When an odor (acetophenone) that activates a 

known odorant receptor (Olfr151) was used to condition F0 mice, the be-

havioral sensitivity of the F1 and F2 generations to acetophenone was 

complemented by an enhanced neuroanatomical representation of the Ol-

fr151 pathway. Bisulfite sequencing of sperm DNA from conditioned F0 

males and F1 naive offspring revealed CpG hypomethylation in the Ol-

fr151 gene. In addition, in vitro fertilization, F2 inheritance and cross-fos-

tering revealed that these transgenerational effects are inherited via 

parental gametes. Our findings provide a framework for addressing how 

environmental information may be inherited transgenerationally at behav-

ioral, neuroanatomical and epigenetic levels. (Dias, Ressler 2013).

To put the above excerpt into other words, this experimental study conducted on mice 

proves that the memory of fear (in this example, the fear of electric shock associated 

with a cherry scent) may be passed down by up to two generations solely through the 

genes, without any other form of communication. Although this mechanism has so far 

been proven to exist only in laboratory mice, a knowledge of the fact that certain 

memories connected with fear may be literally passed down through the generations 

via the genes alone may provide fresh thought on the shape of Schneider’s work and 

the fact that it was exhibited in Warsaw.  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Chapter 4  - Based on artistic practice

I don't know what I want to say, but, to try to say something, I think I want to 
try to think. I want to try to see what I think. I think trying is a big part of it, I 
think thinking is a big part of it, and I think wanting is a big part of it, but say-
ing it is difficult, and I find saying trying and nearly always wanting. I want 
what I want to say to go without saying.

Martin Creed, 2001

4.1 Writing about art - writing artists

Before writing this section devoted to the artwork produced by the author of this the-

sis concurrently with the research, it may be worthwhile to analyze certain approaches 

which other artists have taken to writing about art.

The group of artists which was later to be described as Abstract Expressionists was 

the first to clearly state the belief that the artworks which they had created speak for 

themselves and that describing them with words would be limiting and would suggest 

a lack of self-sufficiency to the works. An example of such strong bias against an ear-

ly form of modern critique may be found in a note that Mark Rothko sent in 1954 to 

the curator - Katherine Kuh, the head of exhibitions at the Art Institute of Chicago:

There is the danger that in the course of this correspondence an instrument 

will be created which will tell the public how the pictures should be looked 

at and what to look for. While on the surface this may seem an obliging and 

helpful thing to do, the real result is paralysis of the mind and imagination 
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(and for the artist a premature entombment). Hence my abhorrence of 

forewords and explanatory data. (Rothko in Kuh 1954, 68)

It is interesting to note that even though Abstract Expressionists were very active in 

writing and publishing their critical thoughts against critics, it was not the kind of art 

itself (abstraction) which caused the heated discussions. Still in his figurative period, 

in 1943 Mark Rothko together with Adolph Gottlieb wrote a letter to New York Times 

critic Edward Alden Jewell. They did not like his remarks in the critique which he 

wrote to the works presented at the exhibition of the Federation of Modern Painters 

and Sculptors held in New York at the Wildenstein Gallery in June 1943. The letter 

had the form of an artist statement and was published by the critic in the New York 

Times in the same month as the original article:

No possible set of notes can explain our paintings. Their explanation must 

come out of a consummated experience between picture and onlooker. The 

point at issue, it seems to us, is not an "explanation" of the paintings, but 

whether the intrinsic ideas carried within the frames of these pictures have 

significance. We feel that our pictures demonstrate our aesthetic beliefs, 

some of which we, therefore, list:

1.To us art is an adventure into an unknown world, which can be      

     explored only by those willing to take the risks.

2. This world of the imagination is fancy-free and violently opposed to    

     common sense. (…)”

(Gottlieb and Rothko in Jewell 1943, X9) 
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Such a form of correspondence with critics was popular at that time in the group of 

Abstract Expressionist artists. Amongst others, Barnett Newman was one of the most 

active writing artists. In a letter to the critic Clement Greenberg, he states the follow-

ing about his reasons for his use of the written word:

The only reason for a literature is that this work cannot be described within 

the present framework of established notions of plasticity. Any formulation 

that I have attempted I have done to help meet this need; I have never tried 

to speak à la Breton as program maker (Newman in O’Neill, 1992, 162).

It is worth noting that Newman used the word plasticity. Other writing artists were not 

as precise in their use of vocabulary, but for the sake of the argument behind this the-

sis it can be assumed that terms such as plasticity may be used interchangeably with 

art, visuality, or even painting. The artists working within one discipline naturally 

seem to focus only on their medium, yet often times the statements they create are 

very universal and may serve as a reference point for various kinds of artistic activi-

ties. Robert Motherwell’s short description of the relationship between writing, think-

ing and painting may serve as a great example of such a universal core of thought:

I have never had a thought about painting while painting, but only after-

wards. In this sense one can only think in painting while holding a brush 

before a canvas, and this symbolization I trust much more than the thinking 

that I do about painting all day long. And I think most artists tend to trust 

the canvas much more than the words about it. [. . .] As Whitehead wrote, 

we suffer from a “deficiency of language. We can see the variations of 

!115



meaning, although we cannot verbalize them in any decisive, handy man-

ner. (Motherwell in Ashton, 2007, 170)

This excerpt from a 1954 lecture entitled “Symbolism” which Motherwell gave at 

Hunter College in New York illustrates a common cross-disciplinary problem of a 

creator’s relationship with the tool and a certain lack of trust towards the written 

word. In the middle of the 20th Century when painting was still the primary medium 

of artistic expression, the border between thinking in painting and writing was much 

easier to see than today, when artists work with meanings rather than colors.  Moth-

erwell wrote these words in 1954, before the revolution caused by conceptualism. At 

that time, painting was still in the avant-garde of artistic expression and was used al-

most interchangeably with the term “art”. Having that in mind, it can be presumed 

that after Kosuth’s writings (about artists working with meanings, not with forms and 

colors, see Introduction) we can interpolate Motherwell’s words to art in general, and 

realize that the “deficiency of language” is not only a problem for “painting” but for 

art in general.  

It may seem that, possessing this kind of opinion about the limitations of language, 

Motherwell would avoid writing and taking part in art-related discussions altogether. 

On the contrary however, together with Barnett Newman he was one of the most ac-

tive artists who participated in different panel-events, talks and even educational con-

ferences.

 For a 1949 conference on art education sponsored by MoMA, Motherwell explained 

his presence in such words: “I accepted the invitation for tactical reasons, from a 
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sense of intellectual responsibility. When the artist refuses to speak at these forums on 

art, they are generally taken over by professional ‘horners in’” (Motherwell in Ashton, 

2007, 75).

Active participation in talk events and fruitful writing by many artists must not be 

mistaken for any form of self-explanation. The art historian Robert Shiff when refer-

ring to Newman’s writings notes that: “No explanation did not mean no commentary.” 

(Shiff, 2002, 92). In communicating between themselves the artists also clearly priori-

tized the position of artistic creation over the written or spoken word.

When referring to Newman, Motherwell stated: 

Barnett Newman for years has said that when he reads my writings, he le-

arns what I have been reading, but when he wants to know what I am really 

concerned with at a given moment, he looks at my pictures. He’s right. To 

have the discipline to shut-up, and just paint the pictures! (Motherwell in 

O’Hara 1965, 70).

Ad Reinhardt seemed to share a similar approach towards interpretation of the art-

works. He had never interpreted any of his works, and when once asked what he felt 

about the people who interpret and explain his works he stated: “I give them no en-

couragement. I’m a responsible artist and I give them no encouragement and they 

drop it after a while. I have been called a Zen Buddhist, a neo-Christian, a Calvinist, a 

Hindu, and a Muslim, simply because there were people that wanted to read the paint-

ings as symbolic of those religions.” (Reinhardt in Rose 1991, 14)
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It may be supposed that some kind of frustration was driving these artists towards 

their writings. The above examples were also analyzed by art historian Leanne Car-

roll, who concluded:

[…]while the Abstract-Expressionist artist-writers were negatively re-

ceived, a number of AbEx- inflected conditions influenced and made mani-

fest the valuing of artist writings. I demonstrate that Donald Judd con-

ceived of writing as stemming from the same methods and responsibilities 

of the artist—following the guiding principle that art comes from art, from 

taking into account developments of the recent past—and as an essayistic 

means to argumentatively air his extra-art concerns; that writing for Dan 

Graham was an art world right of entry; and that Robert Smithson treated 

words as primary substances in a way that complicates meaning in his arti-

cles and in his objects and earthworks, in the process introducing a mod-

ernist truth to materials that gave the writing cachet while also serving as 

the basis for its domestication. (Carroll 2013, ii)

Donald Judd, as pointed out by Carroll, had quite a different approach towards writ-

ing, painting and art in general, when compared with the Abstract-Expressionist 

artists. His reasons to write seemed to be more art-centered than anti-critic as was the 

case for many Ab-Ex writing artists. Judd even expressed his distance towards the 

paintings or other traditional forms of art in his famous statement: “The main qualifi-

cations to the lesser position of painting is that advances in art are certainly not al-

ways formal ones.” (Judd in Alberro 1999, 193). Of course Judd was not against 

painting as a form of art in general, he just rightly noted that art can be conveyed 

through a variety of media, not only the traditional ones: “Half or more of the best 
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new work in the last few years has been neither painting nor sculpture.” (Judd in 

Stiles and Selz, 1996, 114). Even though Judd was a very active writing artist as Car-

roll states, in 1990 he explained why:

It’s destroying what should be together and it’s destructive in the work of 

art. The artist is trying to make a totality. It’s a bad idea for the artist to de-

molish that totality. That’s the main reason, I think, why artists don’t want 

to talk about their work. They put it all together and it’s sort of perverse to 

sit at a table and take it apart again. It’s a legitimate activity, or it should 

be, when an art critic does it. To discuss it, they have to demolish it, in 

thinking about it you reduce it. It’s perhaps necessary to do that. (Judd in 

Carroll 2013, 47)

The notion of omitting self-explanatory comments seems to be present in the writings 

of virtually all of the writing artists.  Yet, to paraphrase Shiff’s words cited on the pre-

vious page - it is still possible to (self) comment without giving an explanation about 

the work. Having that in mind it is necessary to carefully choose the points on which 

to focus when writing as a creator of artwork or when analyzing texts about certain 

works. Judd as an artist naturally came to the problem of the limitations of language, 

giving Pollock’s painting as an example:

There’s a big difference between thinking about someone’s work and think-

ing about it in a way that others can understand. It would take a big effort 

for me or anyone to think about Pollock’s work in a way that would be in-

telligible. A thorough discussion of Pollock’s work or anyone’s should be 

something of a construction. It’s necessary to build ways of talking about 
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the work and of course to define all of the important words. Most discus-

sion is loose and unreasonable. (Judd in Karmel 1999, 115)

This excerpt from an article originally published in April 1967 in Arts Magazine gives 

another perspective on the issue of art related communication - the connection be-

tween the work and the recipient is very direct and putting it into words demands the 

construction of a very specific language, with clear and precise definitions.  

It is interesting that Donald Judd, similarly to other artists, not only avoided writing 

directly and in an explanatory manner about particular works of art, but also about art 

itself. Following on from the problem of the limitations of language, which were out-

lined in the previous quotation, there is the even bigger problem of defining art itself. 

Judd touched on this point in a piece of writing from 1984:

Quality, which is thought, breadth, intent, work, endurance and experience, 

all comprehensible matters, is nearly the definition of art. As I've said el-

sewhere a while back anyone can say what they are making is art because 

that's a judgement they make for themselves. In the long run any artifact 

will be art. In a thousand years the art of this century will be ceramic sinks 

and toilets because that's all what will survive the wars and the developers. 

But as a viewer, I can say whether the art is good, middling or bad. This 

judgement is much more intelligible and interesting than a vague debate as 

to whether an old snow shovel is art or not. 'Art or not art' is close to a be-

ginner's ethical problem such as in what circumstances should you give up 

your seat in the lifeboat.” (Judd 1984, 70.)
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It seems that for Judd, rather than a discussion of what is or what is not a work of art, 

a distinction based on quality is much more important. Having a basic definition of art 

itself is not solving any theoretical problems, as the quality of the artwork is the topic 

that matters the most. Focusing on a definition would make the distinguishing of art 

from not-art a binary process, with a very sharp line dividing the two. In reality there 

is no such line and the division is more gradual, with the low quality, bottom end van-

ishing in its lack of importance and the upper end having many shades depending on, 

for example, contexts. In other, more colloquial words for Judd (and many other) it is 

worth debating only the “good” art, the higher end of the artistic quality spectrum. 

From an artistic point of view, adopting this approach is far more logical and clear, 

but from a scientific perspective it is of course impossible to define “good” and mak-

ing an attempt to set such a demarcation line would automatically become the tauto-

logical definition of art. At the end of his deliberations, Judd gives a sort of signpost 

towards the topic, suggesting that the whole discussion may in fact be irrelevant’.

When discussing the theory of providing a definition for art, it is a worthwhile digres-

sion to recount an anecdote from recent years in which certain works of contemporary 

art were deemed to not in fact be art, which made them eligible for higher taxation. 

According to the European Commission, works by Dan Flavin and Bill Viola cannot 

be considered art and therefore are ineligible for a 5% tax exemption, which is avail-

able for works of art sold in the EU. Instead, it was decided that they should be treated 

as electric supplies, which fall into a higher 20% tax bracket. (Taylor, 2010).  

Flavin’s works were described as having "the characteristics of lighting fittings... and 

is therefore to be classified... as wall lighting fittings.” (Blouin, 2010). Viola’s work 
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was classified as non-art when turned off "as it is not the installation that constitutes a 

'work of art' but the result of the operations (the light effect) carried out by it.” (ibid.). 

This infamous incident, now so widely used by philosophy students as the opening for 

their art-definition themed essays, surprisingly seems to receive comment in a piece of 

writing from 1969 by a conceptual artist of the time - Douglas Huebler. Carroll 

Leanne comments before quoting him:

The artist-as-writer also compliments the contemporary understanding of 

the artist as researcher, as producer of patentable ideas or objects with doc-

umentable specifications. Douglas Huebler described this model as fol-

lows: Someone who buys a Flavin, for instance, isn’t buying a light show. 

He is supporting an artist, like scientists receive the money from science 

foundations. They are supporting his activities, whatever his activities are, 

and if they want a fluorescent light they go to the hardware store and buy it 

for a great deal less. (in Alberro 2003, 74 from “Art without Space” sym-

posium on 2 Nov. 1969, transcript in Lucy R. Lippard Papers, Archives of 

American Art)” (Leanne 2015,  115-116)

The connection between artist as writer and artist as researcher appearing at the be-

ginning of the quotation is also worth noting. By taking all of the quoted remarks 

from this chapter so far and by paraphrasing the main idea of each, it is possible to 

produce the following list of points:

- Writing about art may stop the mind from thinking about it (Rothko)
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- The explanation of works must come from direct relation with that work, not from 

words (Gottileb, Rothko)

- The only role of words may be in support of an artistic quality (Newman) 

- Thinking in art cannot be verbalized (Motherwell)

- (As an artist) sometimes it is better to try to use words because otherwise someone 

else may do it with even worse results (Motherwell)

- Providing a commentary does not mean providing an explanation (Stiff)

- Only by looking at art may get what the artist meant, not by reading their words 

(Newman)

- Interpretation made with words is often wrong (Reinhardt)

- Painting has a lesser position (because it is formal) (Judd)

- Artists build a totality in their artwork; using words in order to discuss it is demol-

ishing that totality (Judd)

- Thinking about artwork and thinking about it in a way that is expressible in words 

are very different (Judd)

- To focus on creating a definition of art is very low-level (Judd)

The above may be seen as a sort of list of guidelines for the following section which 

concerns works created by the author of this thesis. Although this writing has a tradi-

tional academic form, it was written by a practicing artist and is part of a practice 
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based doctorate program. Therefore this last section of the thesis, offered in the form 

of an appendix, should be understood more as artist-writings which are rather subor-

dinate to the artworks themselves. It is for a reason that the author decided to put cer-

tain ideas in certain forms in these works, and these are separate from language.
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4.2 Future Perfect Continuous

�

fig. 26, Future Perfect Continuous

Future Perfect Continuous is the title of a work which has the form of a big light ob-

ject. The shape of it is an up-scaled copy of a so-called beacon, rotary light, which can 

often be found on emergency vehicles, gates, construction sites, or in other dangerous 

places.  The dimensions of the work are approximately 206 cm in height by 160cm in 

width and depth. The materials used for the project are: orange vinyl sheets, welded 

steel bars and “flat steel”, 48 incandescent lightbulbs, ceramic bulb sockets, cables 

and an electric system to power the bulbs, plastic sheets, and wood for the construc-
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tion of the base, and laser-cut blue foam letters reading FUTURE PERFECT CON-

TINUOUS.

The first piece of research conducted prior to the creation of this work concerns light-

bulbs. Ernest Freeberg, professor and head of the History department at the University 

of Tennessee, published a book concerning the history of the lightbulb. Although the 

publication took more of a popular-science form it was based on Freeberg’s research. 

In interviews concerning the publication the author stated:

Electricity was often used as a way to reinforce the idea that this was 

somehow, uniquely, a white, Anglo-Saxon accomplishment. In the late 19th 

century, Americans began to claim a cultural superiority because of their 

inventiveness and that they were bringing the benefits of technological civ-

ilization to cultures that couldn’t possibly have created it themselves. 

(Freeberg, 2013b)

In the body of his writing, Freeberg quotes historical sources to support the above 

statement, such as the American imperialist Josiah Strong who said: “Nothing so well 

illustrates Man’s triumph over nature and his control over physical conditions of life 

as invention, and in this sphere the Anglo-Saxon has no rival.” (Freeberg, 2013a, 

3066). Freeberg also cites stories from local newspapers at the end of the 19th century, 

which in a racist manner describe the reaction of black slaves to the invention of the 

lightbulb:

Thus an Albuquerque paper shared the story of a “colored gentleman” who 

was the last one in his town to understand that he could not blow out a light 
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bulb, a feat he tried “until his eyes bulged and the sweat trickled in rivulets 

from his features.” In another popular variation, a “negro servant” assured 

his white boss that he understood how the master’s new lighting system 

worked. “I un’stands all ’bout dem dynamos and pow’-houses an’ sich,” he 

explained, “but how do the kerosene squirt thoo ’dem wiehs?” As if to 

make the same point in the most gruesome way possible, some lynch mobs 

used the masts of the new electric light poles to hang their victims, proof of 

their shamelessness and an apt symbol of their assumption that electricity 

was the white man’s badge of cultural superiority.” (Freeberg, 2013, 3030)

In fact, the person who redesigned the lightbulb to make it more durable and cost-ef-

fective was Lewis Latimer, an African-American inventor. Edison himself took the 

entire credit for the invention of the lightbulb, but whilst he was the one who was 

granted the patent, he was not the sole creator of the lightbulb as was later claimed.

Another Anglo-Saxon imperialistic thread may be seen in the title of the project. Fu-

ture Perfect Continuous is a term derived from English language textbooks. English is 

the most popular language taught in schools around the world. The font of the letters 

used in the work may resemble one commonly used in the titles of textbooks. The 

term itself is taken from intermediate-level English grammar.  Linguistic discourse 

can give a certain scientific insight to the work. The Future Perfect Continuous tense 

is used to express the consequences of an action which is continuing to happen in the 

future. A common visual explanation of the tense is presented below
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fig.27 Grammatical scheme of Future Perfect Continuous - the tense

The idea of expressing the future consequences of a continuing action lies behind the 

creation of the work. When seen outside of the grammatical context, the words ‘future 

perfect continuous’, may be understood as meaning that “[the] future [is] perfect[ly] 

continuous [uninterrupted]” or that “future perfect[ion] [is] continuous 

[uninterrupted]”.

Having both of these possible understandings of the title, it may be asked: what is the 

[uninterrupted] continuous, or what consequences of what actions in the future is it 

possible to predict? A clue may be found again in the materials. Lightbulbs, steel and 

plastic are all kind of symbols of the 20th century - but were in fact first developed 

during the Industrial Revolution. The orange polyvinyl chloride sheets used for the 

artwork are made from one of the first forms of plastic. All three materials are now 

being avoided due to pollution and their negative impact on the environment. Yet, 

some conservative and right-wing groups are dubious about the negative changes to 

the environment. The materials and the times which they represent are treated with 

sentimentality, and often these various groups hark back to the “good old times”, and 

make this their rallying cry, such as “make America great again” etc. The early 

!128



modernity which gave birth to the described materials also contributed to certain val-

ue systems and world views. Not only was it the time when racism was at its peak as 

already described, but it was also a time of rampant anti-Semitism.

The extent to which Edison himself held anti-Semitic views is a subject of dispute. In 

1911 he wrote: “I wish they [Jews] would all quit making money.”(3), yet it is hard to 

know how much of the beliefs were shared between Edison and his close friend Hen-

ry Ford, who was even mentioned by Hitler as a great inspiration.

Even without the lightbulb’s history directly establishing it as a tool of Anglo-Saxon 

supremacy, the notion that a pairing of modern technological advancement and racial 

bias led to the extremes of the Holocaust has been researched by Zygmunt Bauman in 

his famous “Modernity and the Holocaust” (already cited in Chapter 3 of this thesis in 

connection with Schneider’s work). Bauman writes:

The Holocaust was born and executed in our modern rational society, at the 

high stage of our civilisation and at the peak of human cultural achieve-

ment, and for this reason it is a problem of that society, civilisation and cul-

ture (Bauman2000:x).

Later in his writing he states that “the Holocaust was as much a product as it was a 

failure, of modern civilisation” (Bauman, 2000, 89); [the Holocaust] was not a “devia-

tion from otherwise straight path of progress” (ibid. 7). For him, technological deve-

lopment plays a crucial role in the characteristics of modern genocide. He writes that 

[technological] “evolution has outpaced our understanding: we can no longer assume 
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that we have full grasp of the workings of our social institutions, bureaucratic structu-

res or technology” (ibid. 83). This ‘evolution’ refers not only to technological advan-

cement itself. The bureaucratic thinking which was introduced as a result of that ad-

vancement played a crucial role in dehumanization and the ease with which decisions 

about the killings were accepted: “Dehumanization starts at the point when, thanks to 

the distinction, the objects at which the bureaucratic operation is aimed can and are 

reduced to a set of quantitative measures.” (ibid.102). 

The above excerpts (also used in connection with Schneider’s work in Chapter 3) in 

the context of this work - ’FUTURE PERFECT CONTINUOUS’, put the focus more 

on the tragic consequences of a certain way of thinking connected with modernity, 

rather than the Holocaust itself. It is interesting to note that often the far-right groups 

that deny global warming and are against a reduction in the use of the environmental-

ly damaging materials described are the same ones which deny the Holocaust or else 

try to diminish its scale (vide — Le Pen).

The recent problem with right-wing, conservative groups is that latterly they have 

been regaining power in different parts of the world. Thomas Greven who has studied 

the phenomenon in Europe and America writes:

Right-wing populism adds a second antagonism of »us versus them.« Ba-

sed on a definition of the people as culturally homogenous, right-wing po-

pulists juxtapose its identity and common interests, with are considered to 

be based on common sense, with the identity and interests of »others,« 

usually minorities such as migrants, which are supposedly favored by the 
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(corrupt) elites. Right-wing populists are not necessarily extremists, and 

extremists are not necessarily populists. The latter, however, is very likely, 

as extremism lends itself to populism. The more ethno-centric the concep-

tion of the people, the more xenophobic the positioning against »the other,« 

and the clearer the desire to overthrow the democratic system of governan-

ce, the more likely it is that a right-wing populist party is also 

extremist.” (Greven, 2016)

This xenophobic position against “the other” (i.e. foreigners, minorities etc.) has pro-

ven to have tragic consequences time and again throughout history. Yet in recent poli-

tical elections across the globe, the same dangerous mistakes are being made. The ap-

parent movement of the lights in this work in an endless loop may be seen as an illu-

stration of this hopeless entanglement with the same problems which have already 

been experienced.

The “warningness” of the work is expressed not only by its shape and the flashing of 

the light but also by the color of the work itself. The study “Photic memory for execu-

tive brain responses” (Chelappa et. al. 2013) was described by the media in the follo-

wing manner: “Study findings suggest orange light causes people to be more 

alert” (Yirka, 2014). This statement seems to support the reasoning behind the selec-

tion of orange as the color for the warning lights, but it also corresponds to the fin-

dings about the color blue, described in Chapter 1, on the basis of the contrast.  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4.3 Deko chari — Anpan maru

�  

fig. 28, Deko chari - Anpan maru

Deko-chari is another practical project created in parallel with this thesis. It is an ob-

ject measuring 70cm wide by 180cm long by 180cm high. It is a mixed media instal-

lation with a bicycle used as a base. The Japanese term deko-chari is composed of two 

words: deko which comes from dekotora - the subculture of decorated trucks, and 
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chari - from mama-chari - a popular type of “mama’s bicycle”. Dekotora, from which 

the deko-chari originates, is a culture of tuning and decorating trucks, mostly with 

chrome elements, numerous lights, mockups of mechanical parts and 2D decoration in 

the form of calligraphy or illustrations composed with symbols and various images. 

Often the wartime flag of the imperial Japanese Army is exhibited along with other 

nationalist symbols.

The phenomenon of deko-chari is strongly connected with dekotora. Japanese stu-

dents, especially boys in their early teens, are recreating the style of decoration from 

the trucks using their bicycles as a base. This admiration for the dekotora culture re-

sults not only in a copying of the designs and visual elements, but also a reusing of 

the symbols, often without an awareness of their meaning and the stories behind them. 

It is hard to say to what extent Japanese children are aware of the meaning of the 

symbols which they are using, but it may be assumed that most of the time they use 

them unwittingly.

Because of limited funds and technical abilities, the children usually use the simplest 

materials, e.g. cardboard, plywood and aluminum tape to create truck-like structures 

on their bicycles. A copy of such a structure using similar techniques was created and 

installed on the back of the object.

Another structure often created by the students is a absurdly high bicycle seat, also 

referred to as sandan-shiito. It has its origins in another subculture connected with 

automobile tuning — Bōsōzoku. Bōsōzoku is a Japanese subculture whose members 

form bike gangs. The machines are customized to an extreme extent, often with dis-
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proportionally up-scaled elements such as seats, mufflers, heat-shields etc. The bōsō-

zoku subculture is another inspiration to Japanese youth for these ‘do it yourself’ bi-

cycle modifications, and again the symbols used are often nationalistic. The element 

in the work inspired by this phenomena is the modified seat of the bicycle.

This is how one scholar refers to the origins of bōsōzoku in an article entitled “Crime 

as play and excitement: A Conceptual analysis of Japanese bosozoku (motorcycle 

gangs)” from 1982:

In the early 1970, the political youth movement in Japan related to campus 

strife and anti-government movements subsided after the upsurge of shin-

sayoku (new leftist) movement in the late 1960s and early 1970s. The radi-

cal student activists with Molotov cocktails and iron pipes symbolized the 

new leftist movement. After the upsurge of the new leftist movement and 

the failure of the mass mobilization against the second revision of Japan-

U.S. Security Pact in 1970, political apathy and indifference spread across 

university campuses. During this period, what appeared to be a new type of 

youth movement absorbed a segment of youth population. This population 

had quite different characteristics from the youth population from which 

student activists in the 1960s and early 1970s were recruited. The bizzare 

fashion of the participants in this seemingly new type of youth movement, 

namely the black leather jackets and "regent cuts (greased back hair style)" 

of motorcycle gangs, shocked and offended adults. The loud exhaust noise 

emitted from their motorcycles without mufflers heightened antipathy of 

the adults against the motorcycle gangs. (Sato, 1982, 65)
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The “apathy and indifference” seem to be key elements behind the fading of the ener-

gy that had driven the energetic youths at the end of the 1960’s. The changes to soci-

ety designed to prevent similar violent riots are said to be based in the school system, 

which plays a crucial role in Japanese society. In an article entitled “Distinctive Fea-

tures of the Japanese Education System”, the following point was described as the 

most important:

One of the most distinctive features of Japanese education is that schooling 

is highly prevalent among the people, and occupies a position of great 

weight in children’s and the young people’s lives.  (…) Schools often su-

pervise the lives of their students out of school. Some schools occasionally 

send teachers and volunteer parents to patrol the streets and downtown area 

to protect against vicious practices and juvenile delinquency. Generally, the 

parents and the other people in the community expect the schools to play 

an extensive role and to assume a heavy responsibility including instilling 

discipline and moral standards in their students. (Saito, 2011, 2)

It can be said that the period of elementary and secondary education, which in other 

cultures is often characterized as a period of freedom, in Japan has the features of a 

system which is highly controlling over the students’ lives. What is more, the nature 

of the examination system, based mostly on thoughtless cramming, puts a lot of pres-

sure on the students since failing the final exams is said to have a big impact on their 

lives.
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Thus there is a general belief that a student’s performance in one crucial 

examination at about the age of 18 is likely to determine the rest of his life. 

In other words: the university entrance examination is the primary sorting 

device for careers in Japanese society. The result is not an aristocracy of 

birth, but a sort of degree-ocracy” (OECD, Reviews of National Policies 

for Education: JAPAN. 1971, 89) (in ibid.) 

With that in mind, it is important to see the hobby of children decorating their bicyc-

les in their early teens as an interesting mixture of admiration for the designs and life-

styles of bosozoku and dekotora, while not actually putting them outside of the sys-

tem. The children who prepare “do-it-yourself” lighting-circuits and decorations for 

their bicycles are usually amongst the best students; they exhibit a certain extra-curri-

cular knowledge and skill in electronics and engineering. Creation of the bicycles it-

self is treated as a developing and creative hobby.

Returning to the artwork,  the seat itself is covered with blue and green material, stit-

ched with red thread. The pattern resembles “the stitch work”, an artwork by Chiyu 

Uemae — a member of the Gutai group. All of the elements used to decorate the pro-

ject are actually in some way copies of works by Japanese avant-garde artists from the 

1960s and 1970s. At the front of the bicycle there is a copy of “mesh sculpture” by 

Katsuhiro Yamaguchi installed. The handlebars are covered with cables and colorful 

lightbulbs resembling the ones used by Atsuko Tanaka in electric dress. The lower 

part of the structure at the back of the bicycle is covered with torn paper, which may 

resemble the artifacts left after Saboru Murakami’s performance pieces, in which the 

artist was jumping through sheets of paper.
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fig.29,30 Deko-chari Anpan maru, front and side views

The subtitle of the work - Anpan maru, refers to the title of an exhibition curated by 

Akasegawa Genpei - hangeijutsu anpan. This exhibition was a presentation of Ja-

panese critical art, which much like the real bosozoku and dekotora is now a thing of 

past, not present in today’s culture in Japan.  
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4.4 Blue lights of Chuo line.

fig. 31 Blue lights of Chuo line

This project consists of 30 objects created from wood, 10cm wide, 15cm long and 1.2 

cm deep. There are photographic color prints measuring c.a. 9 cm x 13 cm attached to 

the wooden planks. The photographs show various blue lamps from different stations 

on the Chūō-train line in Tokyo. The Chūō Line is the most popular line in Japan for 

people to commit suicide by jumping in front of a moving train.

The blue lamps are installed at the end of the platforms of various stations in Japan to 

prevent suicides. According to some studies (e.g.. Matsubayashi, 2013), blue lights 
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have a calming effect on people and can reduce the number of suicide attempts (‘as 

described in Chapter 2’).  This was a starting point for the creation of this work.

The inspiration for the shape of the work came from the common features of various 

sacred objects placed by the door or on the walls of households in different religions, 

such as Orthodox Christian icons, mezuzas in Judaism, kamidana in Shinto and so on. 

The project itself raises the question of replacement of religion by art in contemporary 

society.

The Orthodox icons exhibit a set of properties which may be related to the project. 

The act of creating an icon in Christianity is considered more of a prayer than an arti-

stic creation. To underline the distinction from painting, in many languages the verb 

“to write” instead of “to paint” is used when referring to the creation of an icon. To 

further distinguish the icon from painting, the metaphorical term “theology in colors” 

is also used. The creation of an icon follows strict rules - the aim of the icon is not to 

depict reality but to convey symbolic meaning. Every decision made while creating 

the icon is a conscious one and has a certain meaning. Therefore the meanings in an 

icon can be “read”, which is very similar to “contemporary” art. The following state-

ment by an icon-writing monk can be given as an account of such an approach:

The hands, the open eyes, the open ears - which listen (…) nostrils which 

show that God breathed the life through the nostrils, (…) [icons] give a 

chance of the real presence (…) there is also the meaning in the materials - 

why wood ? - it is a symbol of a life - the very first tree of Eden, also the 

wooden cross on which our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ had died. The ca-

!139



nvas glued on the wood symbolizes the shroud in which He was wrapped, 

on which you transfer the image which symbolizes new life. 

(Gubicki, 2013)

This kind of statement makes clear the significance of each (artistic) decision made 

while creating an icon. It is not the intention of the author of this thesis to create a 

connotation of Christ’s cross for the wood used in the artwork described in this chap-

ter. However, it is worth dwelling a little more on icons and studying some of their 

other features

The use of color has great significance. Each individual shade has multiple meanings, 

according to placement e.g. blue can symbolise both human life and a divine power, 

white is a mixture of all other colors in the spectrum and so is considered to be God’s 

color etc. Artistically, the use of divergent (inverted) perspective in icons is also uni-

que amongst Christian painting tradition. Objects become relatively bigger with di-

stance from the viewer, which is the opposite to the most common linear perspective 

in which the viewer is in the center of “attention” and the image is “open” to the 

world. An example of divergent perspective can be seen in the icon “Holy Trinity” by 

Andriey Rublov, which can be seen below on the following page.

The use of light is also unique to the Orthodox tradition. As the icons do not mimic 

reality, there is no classic “light-shadow” based on a natural light source. The depicted 

objects themselves seems to shine with inner light and are themselves the light sour-

ces for the images. (Skliris, 2004) That, together with the perspective and the impor-

tance of color and contour makes an icon especially related to two dimensionality. 
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fig.32  “Holy Trinity”, Andriey Rublov, 1410-1427

The features of icons described above are related to their plasticity. In the case of 

icons, not only the images themselves but also their presentation is important and lo-

aded with meaning. Icons are usually exhibited in a group, bearing relations to each 

other on the wall-like constructions called “iconostas” in the Orthodox church. The 

hierarchy and relations between the depicted subjects is what determines the layout of 

such an exhibition. Retaining some sense of openness, all of the factors mentioned up 

to this point may be said to be closely related to the way in which contemporary art is 

exhibited. Yet, it is not the author of this thesis who first realized such interrelations. It 
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seems that the features of icons are not only important in connection with art since 

conceptualism, but are in fact immanent to what we consider to be the foundation of 

contemporary art. Such connections are laid out in the following excerpt:

In December 1915, in Saint Petersburg, the first public exhibition of the 

Russian avant-garde takes place; in this exhibition, paradoxically entitled 

‘Last Futurist Exhibition of Paintings: 0.10’, Kazimir Malevich’s 

(1878-1935) Black Square is exhibited for the first time. It is not within the 

purposes of this article to analyse the unquestioned importance of this work 

for the subsequent development of modern art in general and of abstract art 

in particular. We would only like to underscore a ‘detail’ that literally opens 

up a new perspective for the interpretation of what we know as ‘Byzantine 

icon’ and its relevance for contemporary civilisation: the exact spot where 

the work was placed. As we can see in Figure 1[fig.20], Malevich’s em-

blematic work is placed high up on the wall across the corner of the room 

with a slight forward inclination, exactly in the way the icon of the Virgin 

is usually placed in public and private places in pre-revolutionary Russia  

(Xamist, 2016) (fig. 33)

At the time when the work described in this chapter was created, the author of this 

thesis was not aware of the above finding about Malevich’s work. Yet it comes as no 

surprise to learn that the creator of the “black square” was not only working with the 

two dimensional space of the image, but with all of the multi-dimensionality that art 

provides.
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fig. 33 Last Futurist Exhibition of Paintings: 0.10 (1915)

Yet Orthodox icons are not the only religious-object reference for the work. In fact, it 

was not the author’s intention to mimic any one object particular to any single reli-

gion, but rather to extrapolate a kind of an “average” of objects of religious signifi-

cance, which was the result of much analysis and has a more generic character. Ha-

ving said that, it may be possible to find another point of reference in the “mezuza”, 

an object present in the orthodox Jewish household.

Due to the complexity of the religious connotations of this object, a simplified expla-

nation may be the most useful:

In brief, the Mezuza consists of two passages of the Torah written (in He-

brew, of course) on one piece of parchment (klaf). The parchment must be 

from a kosher animal.
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The two passages are: "Shema Yisroel" and "Vehaya" (Devarim / 

Deuteronomy 6:4-9 and 11:13-21). These verses comprise the Jewish 

prayer "Shema Yisroel," and begins with the phrase "Hear, O Israel, the L-

rd your G-d, the L-rd is One.

(…)

Thus, a kosher Mezuza acts as protection even to the extent of saving from 

death!

In Tehillim / Psalms, (121:8), Dovid HaMelech / King David says, 

“Hashem shall protect your exit and you entry from now and forever.” Our 

sages say that this applies to the Mezuza. It acts as a shield and protects 

people, not only when they are inside the home but also when they go out. 

(Stone and Shimanovitz, 2010)

The most common mezuzas have a characteristic, slanted positioning: “In Ashkenazic 

tradition, the top of the mezuzah is inclined towards the inside of the room, and the 

bottom towards the outside.” (Janowski, 2016). This feature is a compositional refe-

rence for the project.

The protective aspect of all objects of this kind was taken into consideration when 

creating the work. The blue lights themselves are installed to protect people. From the 

other hand the motif can be seen as a reflection on memento mori, which has become 
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fig. 34 mezuza fig. 35 Blue lights of Chuo line

a taboo in contemporary western culture. The theme of death is not present in the cul-

ture of the media yet millions of people (train passengers) pass the anti-suicide lights 

many times a day.

A belief in the protective power of blue lights (based on scientific research which 

makes claims as to the calming effects of blue lights - see section about Ives Klein in 

Chapter 2) was the reason to invest money and install the system in train stations. Re-

ligious symbols installed in homes are also often believed to have protective powers. 

The work is an incorporation of the field (of protecting lives) which used to be exclu-

sive to art, and which nowadays is partly incorporated by both science.
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The performative aspect of the work is also important. The creation of the piece requ-

ired traveling to the places which are most likely to be chosen for suicide attempts. 

The objects are installed at a height of 185cm, higher than the traditionally accepted 

height for such works (145cm), thus requiring most viewers to raise their heads to see 

the work and preventing them from looking down at it.
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4.5 One Cup Ozeki - ippai

fig. 36 One Cup Ozeki - ippai

The last project described in this thesis was, chronologically speaking, created at the 

very beginning of studies. It consists of a generic, white 17” LCD screen, a block of 

wood, a “One Cup Ozeki” sake cup filled with sake, and a relaxation video of Cali-

fornia beach waves downloaded from YouTube. The sea and the beach waves are vi-

sible only through the glass of sake due to the polarization properties of an LCD scre-

en (for technical details see e.g. Dodson 2013).

This brand of sake cup has an iconic position in Japanese culture, as it is one of the 

most popular drinks of its kind, having being sold for over 50 years. One piece of re-

search which aims “to construct a narrative exploring issues and trends in the globali-

zation of Japanese sake” (Yarrow, 2010, 5) refers to the brand as follows:
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Gekkeikan, another dominant saké brewer, distributes their popular “One 

Cup Ozeki” with the same basic label in Japan and abroad. The backside of 

the label, viewable through the clear glass cup, features an old woodprint 

of landscape with a message in English, “A Cup of Happiness.” (ibid., 16)

On the Japanese market, instead of the “A Cup of Happiness” message, a variety of 

poems, pictures, and other messages are printed. The producer refers to it as having a 

“Well-balanced flavor and clean aftertaste.” (ozeki.co.jp). In fact the drink is one of 

the most popular of its kind not only because of the taste and tradition but also becau-

se of its low price, ranging between 130 and 180 Japanese yen for a 180ml cup. It is 

consumed by a variety of different customer groups, from students, homeless people 

and the elderly, to the salaryman – or Japanese businessman.

Alcohol is a substance of great cultural importance. It has been made the subject of 

numerous studies, including the following: 

The Pew Research Center’s 2013 Global Attitudes survey asked 40,117 

respondents in 40 countries what they thought about eight topics often di-

scussed as moral issues: extramarital affairs, gambling, homosexuality, 

abortion, premarital sex, alcohol consumption, divorce, and the use of con-

traceptives. For each issue, respondents were asked whether this is morally 

acceptable, morally unacceptable, or not a moral issue.  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The results of the survey concerning alcohol consumption are presented below:

fig. 37 Global Views On Morality, The Pew Institute Survey 2013
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Japan clearly tops the ranking with two thirds of answers being positive. Alcohol has 

a special place in Japanese culture, and is often a part of not only casual meetings but 

also religious rituals:

For centuries, saké has been part of the ongoing dialogue between Japanese 

people. Within Japan, through shinto rituals, saké provides the bridge be-

tween mortals and the kamisama spirits of the land and sea. From stately 

Daijousai imperial ceremonies to everyday life including weddings, 

groundbreaking, house building, ship launching, and raucous festivals, saké 

consecrates the moment. (Yarrow, 2010, 32)

The offering-like features of the artwork should also be noted. Often in Japan, opened 

cups of sake are placed as an offering in front of statues, graves or even pictures of 

those who have died. This dichotomy of sake’s position, on the one hand possessing a 

religious attribute and on the other hand being quintessential to the drunk salaryman 

(Japanese businessman), is yet further proof of art’s predominant position over acad-

emic language where such an ambivalence would be hard to achieve. 

Setting aside the connotations of the sake itself, it is worth looking through the “One 

Cup Ozeki”: in the case of this project, if one does so then relaxing waves on a Cali-

fornia beach can be seen. “America” as an idea has a special position for post-war 

generations. The following excerpt comments on the relationship with America for 

post-war Japan.
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As “America” became less direct, more mediated, and increasingly con-

fined to images, it conversely became more interiorized and its effect on 

people’s consciousness became deeper.

So the meaning of “America” in postwar Japan is quite complicated. Al-

though the US-Japan international political relationship has been always 

“bilateral” throughout the late 20th century, the imaginary relationship to-

ward “America” among postwar Japanese people was much more paradox-

ical. Japanese people can be pro-American because America is not present 

as the military power.

We need to consider this postwar Japanese relationship with “America” in 

the context of the historical condition of Asia in the Cold War period. What 

has “America” meant in everyday terms for the people of East Asia since 

the end of the Second World War? What indeed does it continue to mean 

for us in the present day? Would it not be possible to review the relation-

ship with America built up especially during the period of the Cold War 

from a comprehensive regional perspective, taking into account the level of 

people’s everyday consciousness and culture besides military and politico-

economic aspects. (Yoshimi, 2008, 87)

The beach waves of a California coastline may be seen as a clichéd dream for the de-

scribed generation. Yet it is important to note the direction of observation made in the 

described artwork. On the one hand, by looking into the sake cup against the generic 

monitor one can see the California beach waves. Yet on the other hand, if one were 

actually standing at the American pacific coast line then what lies beyond the line of 

the horizon is Japan. The point of the observer is deeply important. Here, remarks by 
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the astronomer Steinn Sigurdsson about the importance of perspective and the saying 

“the guest has a sharp eye” are once again relevant. 

The physical attributes of the work underline the aspects described above. The glass 

filled with clear liquid starts to act like a lens, projecting the image diagonally to the 

observer, magnifying the movement of his point of view.

The scientific findings cited above can serve only as an example of the use of scientif-

ic discourse as an art reference, and this section of writing should by no means be 

treated as a complete self-reflecting interpretation of the projects being described. The 

chapter serves as a mere example of possible mechanism for such juxtaposition.  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4.6 Conclusions of the Chapter 4

The artwork which was chronologically the earliest (“One Cup Ozeki - ippai" from 

2015) was the last to be written about in this thesis. That passage is not based on the 

description of the work which was produced for its first exhibition in 2014 but is 

completely new, describing different aspects of the piece. This reveals an additional 

problem in connection with writing about art and artworks themselves — time. Of 

course, time itself is a sweeping topic of great significance for art history and other 

fields, but the technical aspects of the relationship between time and its effect on the 

interpretation of artwork is more basic. This is a matter of being conscious of when 

the work is encountered.

After an artist decides to finish working on a piece, the work itself becomes indepen-

dent from its creator. However tautological it may sound, it is important to realize that 

the reception of the work depends on the recipient, who may be “smart” or “stupid”. 

They have their personal sensitivity, life experiences and all other factors which have 

shaped them as a person. This is true for every kind of art, and for other aspects of life 

in general. This also proves the universality of art related deduction.

Time is also a very important factor, as previously stated. This includes not only the 

time of day when the artwork is encountered but also the day itself, as well as the 

number of encounters with the work. One day we may like something when on anoth-

er day we may not. The artist should have control over the conditions in which the 

work is exhibited (sometimes this is also the role of the curator) but no one can have 

control over the “conditions” of the visitor. Such deliberations about time and its ef-
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fect on human beings may sound like very low-level and amateurish philosophizing, 

but is in fact important in realizing the multi-dimensional nature of art.

In other words there is no single “correct” interpretation of an artwork. If the recipient 

has a different interpretation from that which the artist intended, it is his “right”. 

There is no correct or incorrect. Different interpretations are possible. Therefore, all 

of the references mentioned in the last part of the thesis, in this appendix, which are 

often in the form of scientific factoids or quotations, should not be treated as the “so-

lution” to a riddle. They cannot perfectly decode either the statement or story which is 

encrypted in the puzzle of the artwork. Rather, they are supportive elements embodied 

in the form of academic writing which provide additional insights or develop the 

threads which are already offered by the artworks themselves. These threads are im-

plied by the artistic means appropriate for the discipline. When it comes to works of 

art, everything should be taken into account. It is not only the forms and colors of a 

work which should be considered but other decisions by the artist as well, including 

amongst other things the choice of materials, titles, sounds, the way in which it is pre-

sented, etc.. 

Returning to the subject of “time” and the text concerning the “One Cup Ozeki” 

project, the person whose view of the artwork has changed over time, and who has 

come to find more in the work is the creator himself. There were surprising discover-

ies about the work triggered by the formal requirements of completing these studies – 

the need to write self-reflectively about creation. Of course, the passage of time which 

has occurred since the creation of the piece may be seen more as a change or devel-
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opment in the author - caused not merely by the passing of time alone but also by the 

completion of research and other experiences.

This may also be seen as an actual benefit of being in a position where writing about 

one’s own artwork is required. Yet it raises further questions about the value of writ-

ing about artwork in general and brings us back to the problems and limitations of 

language. Academic writing concerning artwork, like any other kind of interpretation, 

cannot help but act as a record of the time when it was written. Unlike poetry, such 

writing has clarity as an objective. As mentioned before, the decision of what to in-

clude is binary - something either can be mentioned or omitted. Therefore writing a 

“neutral” description of an artwork is impossible. The work itself on the other hand 

does not need to have all of its aspects clearly listed at the time of its presentation 

(analogous to the time of publication for a piece of writing). That is why the passage 

of time creates possibilities for new interpretations - the intellectual structure of an 

artwork is not fixed, unlike that for a text. 

The use of scientific discourse may become useful here. It is not referring directly to 

the work but to the material which (at the time of the writing) seems to have a relation 

with an artwork for the person who has used it. The example given above of how 

there has been a “change” in the way in which the author of this thesis writes about 

him “One Cup Ozeki” project proves that the creator of an artwork, by describing 

their own work in a written form (such as this thesis), in fact becomes a recipient of it. 

The authorship of the artwork is strongly connected with the nature of the medium in 

which it has been created. In that sense, artists writing about their own works are 

more like critics reflecting on the artworks and they do not necessarily have a superior 
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position to other critics or writers when it comes to those works. This is also an argu-

ment about the independence of an artwork after the artist decides that it is finished. It 

also explains the often vague nature of the words used by artists in the context of dis-

cussing their own works. It may be said that artists are often escaping from character-

izing the topics with which their works are concerned by avoiding describing them. 

This holds true for many of the quotations by renowned artists given at the beginning 

of this chapter.

Accordingly, the answer to the question of “what did you want to say with this 

piece?” (indeed, the author of this thesis would be asked such question about the “One 

Cup Ozeki" project) is most truthful when it is answered as “I don’t know”. This is 

not because there is nothing behind the piece, but because answering such a question 

requires a linear, logical, understandable set of words. If a clear answer can be instant-

ly provided to such a question concerning a work of art, it becomes a sign that the 

work itself lacks multidimensionality, and therefore there may be another medium 

which would be more suitable for conveying the ideas intended by the artist. That 

medium would often be one which does not have problems with linearity and literality 

- i.e. writing. 

This may also be one of the reasons why, when it is necessary to provide words, 

artists often use humor, metaphors, anecdotes, and digressions, change the topic or 

ask someone else to write for them. They resort to different methods to escape from 

the impossible task of using words in relation to their work when they find themselves 

in a situation requiring it, such as writing statements, giving interviews and talks etc.
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Such strategies are especially necessary for artists in situations that require them to 

use words in relation to the areas that interest them the most – those which they cover 

in their art practice. When such a situation also happens to be the completion of an 

academic thesis, which needs to be written by the person expectant of the degree 

themselves, in a possibly logical structure, with the strict rule of providing appropriate 

references to the materials used, the use of scientific discourse in art may be a suitable 

solution.  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fig 19. Scheme of a DNA transcription https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/com-
mons/3/36/DNA_transcription.svg, (access 06.09.2017)

fig.20 Gabriel Orozco, Four Bicycles (There is Always One Direction), 1994 http://
www.looklateral.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/Four-bicycles-Gabriel-Orozco.jpg 
(access 31.03.2017)
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