
General references on the value of Art

What Determines the Commercial Value of Art?

Like currency, the commercial value of art is based on collective intentionality. There is no intrinsic, 
objective value (no more than that of a hundred -dollar bill). Human stipulation and declaration create 
and sustain the commercial value.

From <https://news.artnet.com/market/defining-the-value-of-art-27673> 

What many people who spend a lot of time looking at art do agree on is what separates a successful 
work of art from one that may be merely interesting or typical. Mastery of the medium, clarity of 
execution, and authority of expression are vital criteria applicable to all works of art, regardless of style 
or subject

From <https://news.artnet.com/market/defining-the-value-of-art-27673> 

For collectors, the emotional connection felt toward a work or collection creates subjective personal 
value.[10] The weight assigned by such a collector to that subjective measure as a portion of a work's overall 
financial value may be greater than that by an art speculator not sharing the collector's emotional 
investment, however, non-economic value measures such as "Do I like it?" or "Does it speak to me?" still 
have economic effect because such measures can be deciding factors in a purchase. [11]

In contrast, the Art Dealers Association of America (ADAA) suggests that the key issues are authenticity, 
quality, rarity, condition, provenance and value.

From <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Art_valuation > 

raditionally, discussion of the nature of the arts and their role in our daily lives 

and communities lay within the purviews of criticism, art history, and 

philosophy. Within the last century, there has been a growing interest by 

psychologists and more recently, neuroscientists, to scientifically investigate 

art experiences and appreciation. Broadly, questions central to this 

investigation include:

(a) What happens when we experience a work of art? Specifically, what are the 

perceptual, emotional, and cognitive processes mediating our responses to 

art?

(b) Can one account for variations in taste? And if so, how does one's 

psychology and biology contribute to those preferences?

(c) What is common about the experiences one has across different forms of 

art? What is distinct?

(d) Are our responses to art universal or culturally and historically situated?

(e) Are art experiences pleasurable and how is the response distinct from 

other pleasurable experiences?

From <https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fnhum.2017.00411/full> 

Summary

We began this section by reviewing philosophical views that hold or imply that 

art appreciation is socio-epistemically valuable insofar as it cultivates other-

understanding through processes like emotional sharing or imaginative 

understanding. Following these ideas, psychologists and neuroscientists have 

begun to empirically assess whether and how art appreciation deepens other-

understanding. Empirical research has up to this point demonstrated that art 

appreciation engages similar psychological processes that are involved in 

social interaction, such as emotional resonance, mental state attribution, and 

cognitive perspective taking. Furthermore, we reviewed evidence that showed 

that increased “practice” appreciating the arts, arts-appreciation 

“interventions” (as in medical school curricula), and even “basic exposure” to 

the arts (as in Kidd and Castano, 2013) increased individual's capacities for 

other-understanding. Although it is promising, the empirical and 

philosophical research centered on the relationship between art appreciation 

and other-understanding is still limited in its scope, quantity, and specificity. 

Particularly important will be to develop robust (perhaps more longitudinal) 

methodologies that demonstrate the processes by which arts appreciation 

cultivates other-understanding as well as its relationship to self-

understanding, leading a flourishing life, and other socio-epistemic skills.

From <https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fnhum.2017.00411/full> 

Abstract

Contemporary society tends to ascribe economic value to works of art, often neglecting the 
inherent cultural and social value of art in favor of an aesthetically driven conceptualization of 
“value.” The largest single financial supporter of nonprofit arts and arts education in the United 
States—the National Endowment of the Arts—is charged with supporting arts of all types, and not just 
those that the general public decides are of aesthetic or monetary value. This paper compares how the 
government of the United States funds nonprofit art initiatives through the National Endowment of the 
Arts, with how members of the American public perceive the importance and value of art being funded. 
It provides evidence of beliefs held by the general public about the inherent role and value of the arts in 
contemporary society. It also offers suggestions for how marketing principles and techniques might be 
engaged to reduce gaps in the public's knowledge about the arts.

From <https://onlinelibrary-wiley-com.ucreative.idm.oclc.org/doi/full/10.1002/pa.1654> 

Art has been thought of as a source of cognitive value that might contribute to the survival and the 
enrichment of human life by providing us with knowledge about and insight into our world. The 
cognitive value of art, understood generally in terms of the provision of knowledge, has been discussed 
by many philosophers who have focused on issues concerning the means by which knowledge is 
acquired in the arts and the range of knowledge that art is able to provide. However, in focusing on 
knowledge as the endproduct of art, philosophers have tended to neglect the subjective aspect of the 
cognitive value of art and the importance of the process of experiencing art, during which the subject 
who experiences an artwork goes through a particular kind of transformation. In recent years, Noël 
Carroll has overcome this problem by considering the moral cultivation of the subject who experiences 
works of art. However, the subjective aspect of art’s cognitive value cannot be exhausted by moral 
cultivation. In this dissertation I argue that the principle cognitive value of art resides in the cognitive 
transformation of the subject that occurs throughout the process of experiencing works of art. My 
discussion of the transformation involves an analysis of the ways in which artworks articulate 
perspectives and promotes the processes of reconfiguration and particularization. I also

Cognitive transformation as a value of art: A study of the cognitive value of art -
ProQuest (oclc.org)

Walter Benjamin’s dashed hopes about how culture might be reconfigured
as a result of the introduction of technologies of mechanical reproduction
can be reinterpreted as a collision between capitalism and the non-economic,
and now needs to be extended further into considerations of art’s social relations.
On some readings, Benjamin appears to argue that technological developments
establish social relations by themselves.

Beech, D 2015, Art and Value : Art's Economic Exceptionalism in Classical, Neoclassical and Marxist Economics, BRILL,
Boston. Available from: ProQuest Ebook Central. [23 December 2020].

In fact, it has often been argued that these technologies
were perfectly adapted to accelerate the commodification of culture, the massification
of the audience and the industrialisation of culture

Successful Art 
22 December 2020 11:54
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10 Stupid Ways To Measure Success As An Artist

1) The number of paintings we completed.

2) The dollar amount or number of grants we received.

3) The number of galleries that represent or exhibit our work.

4) The number of people who visited our website or blog.

5) The number of Twitter followers we have.

6) The number of Facebook “likes” or “friends” we have.

7) The dollar figure in sales we made over the year.

8) The total number of people that visited our exhibition or that showed up for an opening.

9) The number of collectors we have added to our database.

10) The number of speaking engagements and artist’s talks we give.

11) Our Klout score.

12) The bottom line profit.

13) The number of students you teach.

From <https://www.janicetantonblog.com/blog/10 -stupid-and-10-meaningful-ways-to-measure-success> 

External measures of success

There are external measures of success, which matter to me and over which I 
have some power.

I look at the amount of work I create, how much time I spend creating, the 
number of readers I have, the number of publications I have and who published 
them, awards won, books sold, rave reviews from readers, press and peers.

These measures show me that I am working, putting time into my art, and also 
putting it out in the world. I don’t have control over all of these things, but I can 
take steps to promote them. And I can choose which ones to focus on at any 
given time.

Internal (better!) measures of success

Internal measures of success are more subjective, but also the most valuable, 
because they have the greatest influence on your/my actual experience of life.

How good is the work I am making? Am I proud of it?•

Am I growing as an artist, taking risks, learning new things, refining my art?•

How much joy do I have in the process?•

How fulfilled do I feel in my life? How much do I love and enjoy my life?•

What are my relationships like? Is there love and companionship, partnership of 
various kinds, collaboration, creative community in my life?

•

These internal measures are extremely important to me. And fortunately, I am 
doing quite well in all of them. They are also the measures over which we have 
the most control.

At the end of the road

In the end, success for me will not be measured in wealth or fame, but in how 
much I loved my life and lived it in ways that are aligned with my deepest values.

I need and desire a roof overhead, good food to eat, enough to live on without 
constant worry and stress.

Yet, as an artist, it is also vital to me to have created a treasure trove of art of 
which I am proud, to have been devoted to my art and to have grown as an artist 
throughout my life. To create beautiful art and reach as sizable an audience as I 
can, to be of service in this way.

The highest measure of success for me is to create exquisite works of beauty 
and truth, to share them generously with a world that needs them, and to be 
received in that work by many others.

I have a lot of work to do. Joyful work and sacred play.

I would love to hear your responses to reading this, your thoughts, feelings and 
experiences about success in your life. Let’s learn from one another.

From <https://brilliantplayground.com/how-to-measure-success-as-an-artist/> 

From <https://brilliantplayground.com/how-to-measure-success-as-an-artist/> 

Longevity. Have you been pursuing your art continuously for years?1.
Commitment to the life of an artist. Have you dedicated yourself to making art to the exclusion 
of other career activities?

2.

Exhibitions. Have you participated in good exhibitions of increasing importance?3.
Gallery representation. Are you represented by galleries of reputation and importance in world 
art centers?

4.

Collectors. Has your work been acquired by influential collectors?5.
Sales. Does your work sell well? Are the prices rising?6.
Reviews and notices. Is your work written about in influential magazines, blogs, and 
newspapers?

7.

Museums. Has your work been acquired by museums for their permanent collections?8.
Universities. Is your work taught in university courses?9.
Auction records. Is your work represented in published databases of sales records at strong 
prices?

10.

What are the top 10 metrics to measure success in the fine art 
world?
From <https://www.quora.com/What-are-the-top-10-metrics-to-measure-success-in-the-fine-art-world> 

From <https://www.quora.com/What-are-the-top-10-metrics-to-measure-success-in-the-fine-art-world> 

There is no universal agreed upon answer, but personally I would be a little Aristotelian about 
it: art has a purpose, and the degree that it is fit to that purpose is the degree that it is great 
art.
Some would say that the purpose of art is to make our surrounding more pleasant. It is to 
make us feel good, so we may judge whether lots of people "like" something to determine its 
value. Under this definition, even a soothing wallpaper pattern or elevator music could count 
as art, and professional opinion is valueless compared to the aggregation of millions of "likes". 
Personally I think art is different from decoration, or at least great art is much more than 
decoration.
I have heard a definition of art that art is what the art community says is art. There are various 
traditions of creating art, and the artists in those traditions can evaluate what is actually part of 
those traditions. Professional opinion is all that counts as it takes training to evaluate how well 
a piece of art maintains a particular tradition or not. This is probably a gross simplification of 
the position, but I'm not happy with this definition, as I think there is a universal and timeless 
quality to art beyond what a community of artists may define it to be.
Some would suggest that the purpose of art is to embody or communicate emotions and 
ideas, usually in a metaphorical way that gives it a general applicability that prose does not 
have. When we see great art, we feel something more, or understand something more than 
we did before, even if we can't say what it is. It is also accessible beyond a select group of 
people; it tries to communicate with everyone.
Art seems to have a language all of its own, and the way that we respond to art is largely 
determined by the associations we have with art from a similar tradition. These associations 
are like the language that we have picked up by previously being exposed to art. Some art 
languages we seem to pick up naturally, just as we pick up our native spoken language. 
Some languages take more work.
In this perspective, we can evaluate art by how well it uses the art languages from the 
traditions it draws on, and communicates to the desired audience. That audience may be 
people with only basic art language comprehension, or it may be people who have spent 
years learning artistic languages.
Maybe great art needs to have something to offer both audiences. There is a certain genius to 
just communicating to people using a small vocabulary, as shown by Dr. Seuss. But it has 
nothing for highly literate people, so it may be a stretch to call "Fox in Socks" great literature. 
Likewise, I think a book that can only be read and understood by a select few is no good at 
communicating, so it can not be great art.
Really great art seems to have a quality that allows it to transcend the art tradition in which it 
is based. It is almost like even if you don't fully understand it; you just know that it has a lot to 
say. So in that way, we can all judge great art to some extent, but it is good to have people 
around that can read it properly so we know whether it is really great or whether it is really just 
a babbling imposter.

From <https://philosophy.stackexchange.com/questions/21553/how-can-one-measure-the-quality-of-art> 

if you want to see a broad overview of what some of the theories out there are, you might try Plato (art 
should serve a moral purpose), Aristotle (art stimulates the emotions), Kant (art is what we prize 
independent of any function), Beardsley (art is an experience) and Danto (art is what we perceive within 
an artistic context).

From <https://philosophy.stackexchange.com/questions/21553/how-can-one-measure-the-quality-of-art> 

You are here: Home / artist to artist / How Do You Define Success as an Artist?

How Do You Define Success as an 
Artist?
April 1, 2014 3 Comments
Roughly once a month, we pose questions to artists about their work and lives. We recently asked a 
group of artists, How do you define success, as an artist?

Ronan Noone, playwright and screenwriter

1: If I were a farrier I would like to be the farrier that is always called out to put the shoes on the horse, 
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1: If I were a farrier I would like to be the farrier that is always called out to put the shoes on the horse, 
which means I am recognized as the best farrier in the village. Whether that will ever be the case is not 
as important as it being the goal to pursue – that is part of my definition of success.

2: I want to create something that gives you a feeling, that helps makes sense of the world, that puts 
shape on the ineffable, that is relevant, that lives beyond me – that is part of my definition of success.

3: The first layer of success, the veneer on the table is money and attention. It is a concrete goal. And in 
the early days it is how I measured myself and saw myself being measured. It gets in the way. Now I 
understand it has to do with persistence, craft and persistence – that is part of my definition of success.

4: And if people ask me what I’m working on and tell me they are looking forward to seeing it, which is 
maybe comparable to putting the shoes on their horse, – that is part of my definition of success.

Mary Bucci McCoy, painter

An important part of my definition of success in terms of my studio practice as a painter is making work 
that continually challenges and changes me, work that pushes the boundaries of my practice and opens 
up new possibilities. I think of every painting as an exploration; I rarely know where a painting will go 
when I begin. I am interested in paintings that take chances, paintings that surprise me, paintings that 
may even feel transgressive within the scope of my practice, because they knock my understanding of 
myself as a painter off-balance, and that drives the work forward. While it is critical that the work 
expands my knowledge in some way, I most value the paintings that give me more questions than 
answers: every question is potentially a painting.

Daphne Board, shoemaker

I enjoy making people comfortable. We often sacrifice physical comfort for the psychological comfort of 
being well-dressed and looking our best. Or, sometimes we are most comfortable being someone else 
entirely, inhabiting another persona or character that is entirely fantastic. The people who find me 
generally have very specific ideas about the kinds of shoes they want, maybe a design that has been only 
in their mind for years, or a kind of fit they have never experienced before. I strive to make beautiful 
footwear that functions well for whatever the circumstances may be. Consequently, I tend to measure 
success on an individual basis. Each pair of shoes is extremely important to me, each client is an 
individual that I enjoy getting to know, each new pair of shoes is an opportunity to build something 
special that has the power to transform how a person walks through their life.

Joo Lee Kang, visual artist

There’s a word – “Jangin-Jungshin” – in Korean. There’s no exact match in English, but it could be 
translated as “the spirit of a master,” if I try. When we say a person has “Jangin-Jungshin,” it means he 
does his best for the work that he believes is worth studying during his whole life. This spirit requires 
faith and self-discipline, and it always takes time to get there. I’m trying to have this spirit of a master 
when it comes to my art. Exploring persistently for my work and also having flexible thinking to look 
around are the qualities I picture for being a success as an artist.

Karen Skolfield, poet

My last six months have been a true embarrassment of riches: a book published, the Mass Cultural 
Council grant, the Split This Rock poetry prize, and most recently, the 2014 PEN New England Award in 
poetry. I’m over the moon. I find myself giggling at inappropriate moments. But yesterday, an astute 
journalist asked me, “So what’s the opposite of that? What does a lack of success look like?” I realized 
it’s not a lack of publishing or awards – I truly believe that so much of this is due to having my 
manuscript or application or book in the hands of the right readers. Slippery luck. There’s so much great 
writing out there, and I expect that I will only occasionally get to ring the bell.

When he asked, I understood that the opposite of success for me is not the lack of awards but the 
absence of writing. I went through nearly 10 years of writing very little, of forgetting the rush of a 
successful line. I’m so grateful to be back, writing. The awards and publications nudge me toward more 
writing, more success with writing’s joys.

Daphne Board is a custom shoemaker, a Certified Pedorthist, and a 2014 MCC Traditional Arts Finalist.

Joo Lee Kang is artist-in residence at Inside-Out Art Museum, Beijing in April-May, 2014, and she has 
upcoming exhibits at Gallery NAGA in Sep. 2014 and at the Museum of Art, University of New 
Hampshire in Oct.-Dec. 2014.

Mary Bucci McCoy has a solo exhibition of new paintings at Kingston Gallery in Boston, 4/2-4/27, 
reception 4/4, 5:30-8 PM.

Ronan Noone‘s play The Second Girl will be part of the Huntington Theatre’s 2014/2015 season. The 
Accident, a live-action short he wrote, is an Official Selection for the Boston International Film Festival, 
premiering 4/15, 6 PM at AMC/Loews Boston Common and screening again at theMontclair Film 
Festival. His short play S****y Neighbors is part of the Boston Theater Marathon on 5/11.

Karen Skolfield‘s poetry collection Frost in the Low Areas will receive the 2014 PEN/New England Book 
Award for poetry on 4/6, 2 PM, at the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library.

From <https://artsake.massculturalcouncil.org/how-do-you-define-success-as-an-artist/> 

With these challenges in mind, The Boston Consulting Group adapted 
the BSC to the specific needs of museums, creating four dimensions 
of value against which to measure performance:

Artistic Contribution. How have the assets of the museum been 
developed and shared? A museum’s assets include its collections, 
intellectual capital, and brand. Performance measurements in this 
dimension would typically include metrics such as the percentage of 
works on display, the number of pieces on loan to other art museums, 
the number and quality of institutions to which the museum has lent 
art and artifacts, the number of pieces purchased in the last year, and 
the percentage of permanent collections acquired and catalogued. 
Since research and knowledge development are also important, this 
dimension could also include metrics such as the number of articles 
published by museum staff in scholarly journals or the number of 
collections catalogs published.

Public Benefit. What does the museum contribute to the 
community? A successful cultural institution forges a relationship with 
the public by offering programs and visitor services, by providing 
positive experiences, and by preserving collections for future 
generations—all of which lead to a favorable perception within the 
community. Metrics in this dimension typically include the range and variety 
of programs offered, the percentage of the museum’s budget devoted to 
marketing, the percentage of return visitors, the increase in first-time 
visitors, and the number of schoolchildren who visit per year. More 
qualitative measures—such as increases in the community's cultural 
knowledge and awareness or greater public appreciation for a particular 
author or art movement—are also valuable.

Learning and Growth. Is the museum a place where employees can 
flourish? An organization is only as good as its people, and providing 
an environment that promotes development and offers opportunities 
for professional and personal growth will pay major dividends in the 
long run. This dimension ensures that the culture supports the 
museum’s mission, organizational learning is ongoing, and equal 
opportunity is provided to all. Typical metrics include the percentage of 
the museum’s budget dedicated to training and career development, 
the percentage of satisfied employees, the use of “360-degree 
feedback” (that is, from subordinates and peers as well as superiors) 
to evaluate staff performance, and the degree to which employees are 
involved in the museum’s governance.
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involved in the museum’s governance.

Finance and Governance. How well-run and financially sustainable is 
the museum? A cultural institution must use its resources efficiently 
and effectively to achieve the trust of the public. Moreover, its finances 
must be transparent and the governance organization must be 
accountable. Typical metrics include the ability to meet fundraising 
targets, balance the operating budget, and meet revenue targets 
through diversified sources such as admission, shop and restaurant 
sales, and special events.

To deliver value in all four dimensions, museums must create the right 
metrics, set performance targets, define specific initiatives for 
achieving those targets, and then closely monitor results.

From 
<https://www.bcg.com/publications/2012/public_sector_arts_culture_art_and_business_measuring_museums_performance> 

Sharethis page

About Quality MetricsQuality Metrics pilot
National testParticipatory metrics
Language TestingNext Steps
Quality Metrics was a pilot project that used self, peer and public assessment to capture the 
quality of art and cultural work.

The Quality Metrics are a set of statements, developed by arts and cultural 
organisations. During the Quality Metrics Pilot they helped organisations 
understand what people value about their work, as well as allowing them to 
benchmark against similar organisations. They are open source and free for 
anyone to use.

The core quality metrics

Concept: it was an interesting idea•

Presentation: it was well produced and presented•

Distinctiveness: it was different from things I’ve experienced before•

Challenge: it was thought-provoking•

Captivation: it was absorbing and held my attention•

Enthusiasm: I would come to something like this again•

Local impact: it is important that it's happening here•

Relevance: it has something to say about the world in which we live•

Rigour: it was well thought through and put together•

Self, peer and public:

Originality: it was ground-breaking•

Risk: the artists/curators really challenged themselves•

Excellence: it is one of the best examples of its type that I have seen•

Self and peer only:

Formalism dictates that art is good when it effectively uses the elements of art 
and principles of design. A formalist will concentrate solely on how an artwork 

looks–color, line, shape, and texture. The story being told and any historical or social 
context behind the artwork has no bearing on whether it is considered successful. 
The composition is all that matters. While artists have always used the elements and 
principles of art, formalism really came into being with modern art and the rise of 
abstract and expressionist works since those pieces put special emphasis on using 
line, shape, and color to create a pleasing composition.

Digital agility

In the overall scheme of digital things, the Art Market is lagging behind. 
With the coronavirus crisis it was forced to stop… very probably to 
better accelerate.

The year 2020 will remain etched in everyone’s memories. Shortly before the 
spring, all « normal » activity found itself totally paralyzed in the turmoil of an 
unprecedented health crisis. This is not the first crisis the Art Market has had 
to absorb. That linked to the first Gulf War led to a freeze on purchases and a 
sharp drop in art prices for three years. Between 1990 and 1993 negotiated 
prices fell by half. The second crisis, linked to subprime loans, hit the Art 
Market in the fall of 2008 immediately after the collapse of Lehman Brothers, 
and, although it didn’t lead to a purchasing freeze as it did in the early 1990s, 
it did result in a significant drop in prices (-27.1% over 2008, followed by a 
drop of -4.4% over the first half of 2009) and a considerable turnover shortfall 
for the auctioneers. In 2009, a year after the subprime crisis, the number of 
works exceeding $10 million fell by 75%; but the contraction was brief, with a 
return to growth observed in 2010.

The art world is lagging behind if you compare it to other 
retail sectors. (David Zwirner)

The Art Industry has never, however, been confronted with a crisis 
comparable to the Covid-19 crisis. Museums, fairs, galleries, cultural centers 
and auction houses were all obliged to comply with government 
recommendations in order to contain the spread of the virus, by closing their 
doors to the public after March 11, 2020. The consequences have been 
catastrophic for lots of galleries, some of which have seen their turnover 
collapse (sometimes by more than 90%). On the secondary market side, the 
health emergency led to the postponement or even the outright cancellation of 
physical sales.

Half-year turnover figures on the Contemporary Art segment

The Covid health crisis has had a major impact on Contemporary Art Market 
turnover

New initiatives

If the Covid crisis has been bad news for the business of galleries and auction 
houses, it has also been a moment of reflection and exploration around how 
to find new ways to engage art professionals in dialogues with their 
audiences… and quickly. Following the cancellation of its physical event, Art 
Basel Hong Kong launched an online substitute for its fair. This initiative 
attracted an impressive number of virtual visitors: 250,000, compared to less 
than 90,000 physical visitors for the edition of Art Basel Hong Kong in 2019.

Exhibitors were thus able to present their works and make several big sales, 
including a sculpture by Antony GORMLEY for nearly $500,000 at Continua 
and a painting by Marlene DUMAS for $2.6 million at David Zwirner. It should 
be noted that Zwirner’s online presence, with its highly advanced digital 
« viewing rooms », quickly accustomed its network of clients to digital visits 
and online purchases. The gallery even has a department dedicated to digital 
development and online sales, a department with 12 people, four of whom 
were hired during the first quarter of 2020.

Buying habits are already changing.

In mid-March, David Zwirner told the New York Times: « The art world is late if 
you compare it to other retail sectors » (Art Galleries Respond to Virus 
Outbreak With Online Viewing Rooms, cited by Robin Pogrebin, March 16, 
2020). For art fairs, as for gallery owners and auction houses, it took an 
emergency situation to give digital development a serious boost.

For their part, the auction houses avoided a worst-case scenario – that of a 
total market shutdown – by urgently upgrading their websites to increase online 
sales… the only channel that could pursue the auction activity and maintain contact 
with collectors.

At the start of the crisis, Sotheby’s got ahead of the competition by putting 
online sales at the heart of its development strategy. Its takeover by media 
and telecommunications mogul Patrick Drahi in 2019 seems to have 
encouraged this development. After rising 25% in 2019, Sotheby’s online 
sales made another step forward in 2020. Already, for the month of March, the 
American company sold 10 times more works than its rival Christie’s. In April, 
it generated $6.4 million, a record for its online sales. More than half of the 
lots sold exceeded their high estimate. From their screens, and despite a 
period of major uncertainty, buyers were placing bids far beyond expectations. 
By the summer, purchasing habits had already shifted: between 30 and 35% 
of the bidders in Sotheby’s online sales have been « new bidders ».

The first million-plus result was obtained with a George CONDO painting that 
reached $1.3 million, at double its estimated price (Antipodal Reunion, 2005). 
This was the highest price ever paid for a painting in an online sale organized 
by the American company. The result appears to have inspired Sotheby’s to 
raise the quality of the works offered, and the price level of the bidding rapidly 
increased over the following weeks.

On June 29, Sotheby’s reached a new milestone, by selling – again online – a 
major triptych by Francis BACON for $84.5 million (Inspired by the Oresteia of 
Aeschylus, 1981). In this unprecedented context, the auction house had just 
proved that the high-end art business had not died with the health crisis and 
that even in a period of very severe economic fragility, it is able to convince 
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Captivation: it was absorbing and held my attention•

Enthusiasm: I would come to something like this again•

Local impact: it is important that it's happening here•

Relevance: it has something to say about the world in which we live•

Rigour: it was well thought through and put together•

Originality: it was ground-breaking•

Risk: the artists/curators really challenged themselves•

Excellence: it is one of the best examples of its type that I have seen•

Self and peer only:

From <https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/quality-metrics/quality-metrics#section-1> 

and principles of design. A formalist will concentrate solely on how an artwork 

looks–color, line, shape, and texture. The story being told and any historical or social 
context behind the artwork has no bearing on whether it is considered successful. 
The composition is all that matters. While artists have always used the elements and 
principles of art, formalism really came into being with modern art and the rise of 
abstract and expressionist works since those pieces put special emphasis on using 
line, shape, and color to create a pleasing composition.

Art Theory: Imitationalism / Mimetic

From <https://artclasscurator.com/art-theories/> 

THEORIES OF ART- RONALD W. HEPBURN
from A Companion to Aesthetics

David S. Cooper, Ed.

Oxford, Blackwell Press, 1999

theories of art Attempts to understand the "essence" of art in terms of a single key concept, such as 
"expression" or "representation".

From <http://users.rowan.edu/~clowney//Aesthetics/theories_of_art.htm> 

ART AS REPRESENTATION

By "the representational theory" is meant here a historically persistent complex of views which 
see the chief, or essential, role of the arts as imitating, or displaying or setting forth aspects of 
reality in the widest sense.

A typical representational account sees art as portraying the visible forms of nature, from a 
schematic cave drawing of an animal to the evocation of an entire landscape in sun or storm. The 
particularity of individual objects, scenes or persons may be emphasized, or the generic, the 
common, the essential. The scope of representation can involve perspectives, slants on the world, 
ways of seeing the world--perhaps as created and sustained by an all-good, fecund deity, or as 
grimly devoid of any divine presence or glory.

A representational artist may seek faithfulness to how things are. He or she may dwell 
selectively on the ugly and defective, the unfulfilled; or on the ideal, the fully realized potential. 
The artist may see the ideal as reached by extrapolating from the empirical, "correcting’ its 
deficiencies; or by contemplating the alleged idea or form to which empirical objects 
approximate and aspire. As this suggests, a representational theory may derive its account and 
evaluation of the arts from a metaphysic. Representational theories thus give the arts a 
distinctive cognitive role. The artist opens our eyes to the world’s perceptual qualities and 
configurations, to its beauties, uglinesses and horrors.

At the level of detailed philosophical analysis, what exactly it is to represent, although it may 
have seemed to us an intuitively straightforward notion, is a problem of some complexity (see 
Wollheim, 1987, pp. 76ff.)

However we analyze it, it is very doubtful that representation possesses the explanatory power it 
would need in order to yield a one-concept theory of art. Clearly, there is art that is not at all 
representational: music is seldom and very inessentially representational; painting and sculpture 
can be abstract as well as figurative. Although in prose a subject may often be important, in 
poetry its importance can be much reduced and the poem be appreciated as an artifact in its own 
right rather than as a window on the non-art world. The work of representing may seem 
insufficiently ambitious. As the re-presenting or imitating of what nature or God has already 
created, it can at its best be technically notable, but must always be derivative and repetitious. 
The beauties of art are very seldom transcriptions, into a medium, of preexisting natural beauties.

The representational theory, say its critics, must deflect attention from the work of art and its 
distinctive values, to what is always other than itself. Artworks, however, call attention upon 
their own unique forms, lines, colors, images, meanings, patterns of sound. What we encounter 
in them we have not encountered and cannot encounter elsewhere in the world. Revelatory or 
not, an artwork does not become 'disposable' once we have extracted from it a message, a way of 
looking, a perspective.

On the other hand, however, why may we not understand music as representing the life of 
feeling, the flowings and checkings of vitality? Even abstract artists have often seen their work in 
revelatory terms, displaying hidden laws of nature, or metaphysical ideas. Could we not claim 
that art is always a mimesis (a copying) of nature: if not of nature's visible appearances, then of 
its fundamental energies and their endless transformations?

We could: but at a price. The concept of representation may be over-extended in a way that 
unhelpfully conceals what would be better seen as distinct and different (even at times 
conflicting) aims of art. Even with a clearly representational painting we may say. "The objects 
are represented in such a way as heightens their crucial expressive qualities." Or again, we may 
say. "The forms of nature have no more than stimulated the artist to create a new world." Often, 
too, we shall say, "The formal ordering of the artwork does not reproduce nature's order; it has its 
own distinctive order--invented, not discovered."

ART AS EXPRESSION

Supposing we were to start again, this time putting expression at the center, some of our 
problems would certainly be alleviated. Music expresses feelings, emotions, moods, their 
conflicts, triumphs, defeats, A painted landscape may engage us as expressive of peace, 
melancholy or menace; so too a lyrical poem, a semi-abstract sculpture, a scene or situation in 
drama. What is more, they may express highly particularized modes of feeling, even new 
emotions. Romantic theorists and others down to our own day have indeed argued for expression 
theories of art. In R.G, Collingwood's account, the artist struggles to clarify and articulate his 
initially unfocused feeling. Coming to grasp it and to express it by way of the fashioning of an 
artwork constitutes a single task.

It is not only sensations, feelings, moods and emotions that may be expressed, but also attitudes, 
evaluations, atmospheric qualities, expectation, disappointment, frustration, relief. tensings and 
relaxings ... : not only brief bursts of lyrical feeling evoked by specific, intensely felt events, but 
also the inner quality of a whole life-world, Even when art argues a case, its real interest is 
always to express the felt experience of arguing: and when it depicts or describes, its concern is 
with the human affective analogues of the objects and events of the outside world that make up 
its ostensible subject-matter. Its real subject is always the human subject.

But what exactly am I reporting when I say, "I find this phrase for clarinet poignantly 
expressive" or, "The harmonic twist in the final cadence expresses foreboding"? Not necessarily 
that I am emotionally excited --I do not need to be, in order to "read" the emotional quality —
nor that I am necessarily directly sharing the artist's emotions. I may certainly have reason to 
hope that my experience will be related to the artist's intentions, if these are well realized in his 
work. It is the work of art itself that is the primary locus of relevant emotional qualities, their 
development and transformations. The music is tender; the painting is tranquil. We seem driven 
to say that, although, as works of art are not themselves sentient, we are well aware that there 
must be metaphor in the claim.

A critic of the expression theory, however, will argue that, important though expression may be, 
there are other factors no less essential to the creating and appreciating of art. Clive Bell, for 
instance (1914. p. 132), wrote, "If art expresses anything, it expresses an emotion felt for pure 
form": and form must be our primary concern. Or one may argue that the expressive qualities we 
value are those which steer clear of clichéd, stereotyped or trite forms of feeling: innovative 
qualities, perhaps exclusive to a single work of art. But if we say that, we are showing our 
allegiance to a criterion of creativity or originality, and not to expression alone.

FORMALIST THEORIES: "ORGANIC UNITY"

Art, it can be argued, is not a window upon the world: it is on the artwork itself that appreciative 
attention must primarily be focused, particularly on its distinctive structure, its design, unity, 
form. Discrete episodes of expressive intensity are not enough: "Does the work hang together?" 
is always a relevant and surely a vital question, a question that shows the primacy of formal 
unity. Concepts of form and of unity applicable to works of art have been developed over the 
centuries from suggestions first made by Plato and Aristotle.

We distinguish different kinds of wholes: some, like a pile of stones, are no more than loose 
aggregates; others, like a plant or animal, are tightly integrated ("organic") complexes, where 
each part exists only to serve the whole. A work of art is, characteristically, a complex (of notes, 
instrument timbres, brush-strokes, color patches, words, images, speech rhythms, and so on) 
whose elements do not impinge on us as isolated units, but are determined in their perceived 
qualities by the context of all the other elements and their relationships. The character of the 
whole, as a function of the individual components and their interrelationships, in turn modifies, 
controls these components as we perceive them. The spectator’s "synoptic"grasp of the unity will 
be quite vital: the parts are not perceived as vignettes, cameos, musical miniatures (see Osborne, 
1955; 1968).

In the unities that, on this theory, the arts seek to provide, our efforts towards synoptic perceptual 
grasp are neither defeated nor gratified on the instant. The very intricacy of an artwork’s 
structure can challenge and stimulate our perceptive powers, making its appreciation both a 
strenuous and a rewarding activity. Not only do works of art achieve formal unity in individually 
different ways within a single type of art form (such as sonata form); but these generic forms 
themselves are constantly open to creative revision. It is not enough (nor indeed necessary) that 
the unifying principles be rationally intelligible: but they must be perceivable in the work —
audible, visible, or, in literature, discernible in the meaning and sustainable interpretations of the 
actual text.

Why should we attach high value to formal unities of this kind? Basically, because of the quality 
of consciousness they make possible. Where the items of a complex lend themselves to 
perception because of their thematic interconnections, as do those of a successful work of art, we 
are enabled to synthesize a far greater totality than in any other context. Whereas consciousness 
can often be attenuated, meager, sluggish, here it is at its most active and zestful. Again, as finite 
beings, we are necessarily always vulnerable to the threat of diminished personal integration, of 
being fragmented--as we are, finally and literally, in death. We are seldom further from that state 
of lost personal unity than when we are rapt in enjoyment of a well-integrated work of fine art. 
Elements of experience normally disparate and distanced are brought into a vivid relation, and 
our experience is given new unity.

The temporal arts, although presenting motifs, brief melodies, rhythms, phrases of poetry which 
constantly pass into silence, effect a partial transcendence of that evanescence in time, precisely 
on account of their formal structuring whereby early notes (or images) are retained, remain 
active, ingredient in the total experience, recalled even as a movement (or poem) comes to its 
close. Something parallel happens in spatial art also, where the mutual connectedness and formal 
contribution of every represented object overcome the normal mutual "indifference" of objects in 
space.

Can formalism, then, constitute a single all-sufficient theory of art? Defenders have not wanted 
to deny that art can perform additional functions --to instruct, represent, express: but none of 
these is the essence of art. Even so, there are many cases where one may justifiably question 
whether a work’s formal structure is so decisively the essential thing that its other features must 
be given subordinate place. The formal structure of a work of art may be valued for its 
controlling, its focusing, of the work's unique expressive qualities--for which we ultimately 
treasure it. In other cases we may say that the expressive and the formal properties are co-equally 
important. There are putative works of art --including, notably, some later twentieth-century art--
whose structure is so remote from traditional instances of "configurational unity", that the claim 
that their form is their essential feature, qua artwork, becomes drastically attenuated. Other 
critics have argued that the theory has most plausibility with regard to complex works of art, but 
has little power to illuminate in the case of simple ones, where the concepts of synthesizing, 
interconnecting, mutual modifying gain no hold. Or is simplicity always deceptive, illusory, in 
significant works of art?

Even more elusive is precision in defining the "formal unity" that is thought proper to works of 
art and to them only. Too loose definitions may extend to the unity of a living organism, the 
features of a face or a mathematical formal system; too narrow definitions will demand that in a 
fine work of art, nothing could be altered but for the worse (Alberti, 1988 [1486]), or that to 
damage any part is to destroy the character of the whole. In fact, some incomplete or fragmentary 
works testify, rather, to the resilience of their overall character.

Notoriously, there can be no once-and-for-all pinning down of necessary and sufficient 
conditions for the formally satisfying or the aesthetically "right". Often, like Wittgenstein on 
designing a door, we can do no more than say, "Higher, higher. . . there, thank God!" 
(Wittgenstein, 1966, p. 13, variant n. 3).

ART AS CREATION

Representation theorists and expression theorists do, of course, allow that art can be innovative--
reworking nature's materials in a "new" nature, or drastically modifying life experiences in the 
fashioning of expressive art. The formalist or organic unity theory makes the artist’s innovative 
role more central: the unities of art are nowhere paralleled in nature. But why not, then, make 
quite explicit the work of the artist as the creation of the new? Creation is surely well suited to 
be the leading concept in a theory of art. And it has indeed been made central by a variety of 
theorists and artists. To some, "Creative imagination" is that power by which, in a display of 
freedom that echoes the divine prerogative of Creation ex nihilo, we summon up to actuality 

by the American company. The result appears to have inspired Sotheby’s to 
raise the quality of the works offered, and the price level of the bidding rapidly 
increased over the following weeks.

On June 29, Sotheby’s reached a new milestone, by selling – again online – a 
major triptych by Francis BACON for $84.5 million (Inspired by the Oresteia of 
Aeschylus, 1981). In this unprecedented context, the auction house had just 
proved that the high-end art business had not died with the health crisis and 
that even in a period of very severe economic fragility, it is able to convince 
collectors to consign high caliber artworks. The sale of that triptych effectively 
brought the Art Market into a new era, that of prestige virtual sales.

The 10 best-selling Contemporary works online

Artist Artwork Result Date Auction house

1 Jean-Michel 
BASQUIAT (1960-1988
)

Untitled (Head) (1982) $15.2m 29 Jun. 
2020

Sotheby’s, 
New York

2 Jean-Michel 
BASQUIAT (1960-1988
)

Untitled (Return of the 
Central Figure) (1983)

$2.9m 29 Jun. 
2020

Sotheby’s, 
New York

3 Matthew 
WONG (1984-2019)

The Realm of 
Appearance (2018)

$1.8m 29 Jun. 
2020

Sotheby’s, 
New York

4 George CONDO (b. 
1957)

Woman With Golden 
Hair (2018)

$1.6m 28 May. 
2020

Sotheby’s, 
London

5 Takashi 
MURAKAMI (b. 1962)

Flower Matango 
A (2001-2006)

$1.4m 29 Jun. 
2020

Sotheby’s, 
New York

6 Sean SCULLY (b. 1945) If (1986) $1.3m 29 Jun. 
2020

Sotheby’s, 
New York

7 Richard PRINCE (b. 
1949)

Untitled (Cowboy) (2015) $1.3m 29 Jun. 
2020

Sotheby’s, 
New York

8 George CONDO (b. 
1957)

Antipodal Reunion (2005) $1.3m 21 Apr. 
2020

Sotheby’s, 
London

9 Christopher WOOL (b. 
1955)

Untitled (1988) $1.2m 14 May. 
2020

Sotheby’s, 
New York

10 ZHANG Xiaogang 
(1958) (b. 1958)

Heaven No.4 (2010) $1.1m 25 Jun. 
2018

Asta Guru, 
Mumbai

© 
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In both online and physical sales, Basquiat comes out top

Christie’s augments reality

The Art World is at last going virtual.

After two months of implementation and testing, Christie’s stepped up a gear 
in May, doubling its online sales. It subsequently redoubled its efforts and 
ingenuity to restart its high-end market in July with a major international 
‘event’ entitled « ONE: A Global Sale of the 20th Century ». The first of its 
kind – described as an « unprecedented event » in the auction house’s press 
release – ONE joined together four prestige sessions, in Hong Kong, Paris, London 
and New York. Four cross-border sales rolled into one, playing astutely with time -
zones and distance, the live performances were relayed via Internet. No less 
than 80 exceptional pieces were sold across the world: 10 in Hong Kong, 15 
in Paris, 21 in London and 34 in New York, generating $420 million. George 
Condo marked the first Asian leg of the sale with $6.9 million for his 
canvas Force Field (2010). New stars of the Contemporary painting segment 
like Jonas WOOD and Nicolas PARTY both attracted 7-digit results with two 
still lifes. The most Contemporary work of the New York « session », Stranger 
#34 (2008) by Glenn LIGON, sold for $1.8 million.

« ONE » was an experimental sale in many ways: in addition to exploiting the 
phenomenal ubiquity of the digital medium, it also used augmented reality 
(AR). QR codes associated with the works made it possible to virtually project 
them into the living room of future bidders. An ‘immersive’ operation in tune 
with the times, which the artist KAWS had already anticipated in March with 
downloadable virtual companions to smartphones. In 2020, the Art World is at 
last getting to grips with the idea of dematerialisation – and thereby removing 
one of its last major hurdles to development… distance.

Until recently, new technologies applied to the Art Industry made it possible to 
explore a work in great detail… to zoom in on its every brushstroke. 
Henceforward, we can now hang an artwork (virtually) on our walls, and the 
quality of total immersion is naturally bound to develop in the future. These 
new tools can help motivate buyers. For many buyers still, physical contact 
with an artwork is essential for decision-making… but it will no doubt be much 
less important for the « digital natives » arriving on the market.

Evolution of online turnover

Agile and resilient, auction houses have significantly developed their online 
sales during the Covid crisis.

From <https://www.artprice.com/artprice -reports/the-contemporary-art-market-report-2020/digital-agility> 
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freedom that echoes the divine prerogative of Creation ex nihilo, we summon up to actuality 
possible worlds--worlds that God has not created but has, as it were, left for us to create.

Obvious implications follow for artistic practice and for criticism. Art should be freed from 
dependence on appearances. The development towards abstraction in the visual arts can be 
proclaimed as a "purifying away" of objective reference. Originality and individuality become 
criteria of high merit. We may particularly value indications of the creative process within an 
artwork itself: the growth of a musical subject from fragments in the earliest moments of a piece, 
the progressive incorporation of material that at first seems alien.

So: does "creation" yield a complete theory of art? When I try to develop such a one-concept 
theory, I find that my concept of creation has to undergo progressive enrichment, if I am to 
accommodate within it the full freight of meaning and criteria of value it would require for this 
role: it must mean new and aesthetically valuable, rewarding. Even for the God of Genesis, after 
the work of creation (in the narrower sense of making, calling into being) there remained a 
question of evaluating what had been done: a question favorably answered, "Behold, it was very 
good. For the human artist, the possibility surely exists that he make something from (nearly) 
nothing, but . . . behold, it is very bad--unless we pack into the concept, from the start, that an 
artifact counts as a creation only if it has artistic merit. Novelty is not enough: an object can be 
original, in the sense of a perceptually distinct, unique addition to the beings already in the 
world, and yet be unrewarding to contemplate, fail to sustain attention.

Among products of high creativity we must include some scientific theories, mathematical 
calculi and theorems, philosophical systems. But they are not art. However creative my 
daydreams, they are not art, either: they are not worked in a medium, intersubjective, shared. 
Conversely, not every movement, style or period in art sets a high evaluation on the 
particularized and original. We should also be cautious in accepting that ideal of "purifying" art 
from all dependence on natural appearances. To purify can be to attenuate, if it means to cut 
oneself off from any allusion to the world beyond the canvas. Such allusion can add immensely 
to the wealth of meanings in a work of art.

Even if we reject a theology of man as co-creator with God--perhaps particularly if we reject it--
the creation theme rightly spotlights the artist's distinctive dignity. Artistic imagination 
continues, intensifies, perfects and on occasion transfigures nature's own doings. It is not merely 
a fanciful metaphor to speak of the artist as bringing into being "what nature has not created, and 
awaits creation".

DEVELOPING TRADITIONS

Emphasizing the freestanding character of works of art as created objects encourages us to see 
them as autonomous, independent and self-explanatory. For countless individual works of art, 
that statement needs correction, however. We shall not understand or appreciate them without at 
least an outline knowledge of the tradition in which they stand, the genre to which they belong--
and thus some understanding of whether they simply continue or modify or rebel against 
tradition and genre as so far developed. Indeed, it is tempting for an aesthetician, who despairs 
of any of the unified theories of art to fulfill their promise, to abandon all such theorizing and 
urge instead that we take those ongoing developing traditions, genres and media (and the 
complex actual vocabulary or criticism) as the basic data for reflection on the arts in all their 
diversity. Further, we have only to consider some twentieth-century movements in art (Dada, 
conceptual art, ready-mades. for instance) to realize that none of the favored unifying categories 
or key concepts is in the least likely to illuminate their nature and role.

THE INSTITUTIONAL THEORY

One strategy for coping with these last-mentioned issues (and with other problems too) is that of 
the "institutional theory of art". In a strong form it takes the unifying factor to be not the 
possession of common perceptual ("manifest") features by artworks, but the conferral on certain 
objects, by representatives of the "artworld", of the status of "candidate for appreciation"as 
works of art (Dickie, 1985, p. 34). The artworld is thought of, roughly, as the set of art critics, 
organizers of exhibitions, owners of galleries and others with relevant experience and authority. 
It may, however, provide me with little illumination, when bewildered before an object like 
Duchamp's Fountain (a ready-made urinal) or Carl Andre's Equivalent VIII (a rectangle of 
bricks), to be told that the artworld representatives have indeed conferred art status upon it. I 
cannot prevent myself asking by what criteria, on account of what features (manifest, once 
more), has this status been conferred? Either we must look for an answer that will render 
needless the artworld's conferral--that is, by appeal to reasons or to criteria for their decisions, 
reasons which may be made open and public and applied by all. Or, if no disclosable reasons are 
relevant, the artworld's decisions, in being detached from any of the characteristics which we 
may look for or become aware of in contemplating a putative work of art, cannot be defended 
from arbitrariness or waywardness (see Wollheim, 1987, ch. 1).

Being deemed a work of art, given space in a gallery, publication by a reputable publisher, 
performance by a respected orchestra, imply judgments that the work will reward the attention 
solicited for it. But, again, we have a legitimate interest in knowing the features of the work that 
have led to its selection and promotion.

A later version of the institutional theory drops the notion of conferral, and claims that a work of 
art is to be understood as an artifact made for presentation to an "artworld public" (Dickie, 1989). 
The artworld becomes the totality of "frameworks for the presentation of a work of art by an 
artist to an art-world public", a public prepared to understand such objects. But what this leaves 
altogether unclarified is the point and value of these activities.

It may be said that we need a theory that can be of help with those recent putative art objects that 
have not been held to have any aesthetic qualities. But objects that fail to meet any criteria for 
aesthetic interest or excellence are no less a problem to an institutional theory if it accepts the 
challenge of explaining why the artworld’s representatives confer art status on them, or of 
explaining the point of presenting these works to an "understanding" public.

ART AS PLAY

Various other concepts have been proposed as bases on which to construct theories of art. The 
concept of play is one such. That aesthetic activity is a kind of play was a seminal claim of Kant. 
The concept appears in several contexts in his aesthetic writing. A judgment of taste arises in a 
"free play" of imagination and understanding, where a perceptual complex is grasped and 
synthesized, and we are aware of order and purposiveness, but without the application of 
classificatory concepts. To Kant, art can be described as play, "i.e. an occupation. . . agreeable on 
its own account" (Kant, 1961 [1790], §§9, 43). Gratuitousness, spontaneity and freedom are 
emphasized; the aesthetic objects are a delight to explore and rewarding to contemplate. In 
Friedrich Schiller's writing on aesthetic education, a concept of play is central and highly 
elaborated. In rough outline: we can locate a zone between, on the one hand, feeling and desire in 
their immediacy, and, on the other, the domain of abstract, impersonal, formal reason. In that 
(aesthetic) zone, the "play impulse" and its products draw upon both the sensuous and the 
rational, and intimately connect or fuse them. In this way, the otherwise conflictful elements of 
human nature are brought into unity.

INEXHAUSTIBILITY AND DENSITY OF MEANING

"The heresy of paraphrase" is a familiar phrase expressing the fact that a significant work of 
literary art cannot be reduced to a summary of its plot or "message". No more can a painting be 
reduced to an inventory of the objects it represents. From a single metaphor up to a complex art 
work, inexhaustibility of interpretation is a mark of authentic art. The coexistence of multiple 
levels or layers of meaning gives a sense of richness and "depth". There is also a kind of 
aesthetic transcendence, where the expressive quality, say, of a passage of music, far surpasses in 
gravity or poignancy the unconvincing human situation (say, an operatic plot) to which it 
ostensibly refers, or where a deceptively commonplace still-life has a resonance beyond the 
reach of analysis.

In each of the arts there occurs the fullest possible assimilation of its symbolic materials and 
other constituents. In poetry the sound and the rhythm matter as well as the sense; in a painting 
the picture plane and the traces of brush-strokes, as well as the represented depth. The notes of a 
chord are heard each as continuing a "horizontal" line of music, as well as "vertically" as 
constituting a chord, with its distinctive harmonic quality, and as moving towards or away from 
some moment of tension; and, again, as a composite of the timbres of the individual instruments 
that are playing it. Together, such features furnish the basic materials for yet another--and a 
promising--communicational theory of art.

KEY CONCEPTS AND THEIR INTERRELATIONS

Supposing that none of the germinal concepts of the theories considered above can function by 
itself as sole key concept generating a complete unitary theory of art, we should not be left with 
an unrelated plurality of notions. Some of the most interesting work in aesthetics lies in 
exploring the interconnections among these concepts. Resisting the temptation to extend some 
preferred concept so as to cover the whole field, we can remain sensitive to aesthetically 
important creative and appreciative tensions between them. Representational artworks are 
sometimes judged to fall below, or to rise to, expressiveness: my appreciation of sculpture may 
develop from the easier beauties of representation to those of three-dimensional formal 
structures.

A theory must do justice to the fact that certain media and materials lend themselves to our doing 
several significantly different things simultaneously in and through them. It is a happy 
contingency that we can at once represent and express and construct new configurational unities 
in and through the skilled handling of paints, inks or crayons, carved wood or chiseled stone. 
Some of our appraisals of artworks draw explicitly on these multiple possibilities, challenges and 
tensions. For instance, we marvel at a composer’s success in managing a demanding and 
potentially cramping form, while yet attaining a high degree of expressiveness and inventiveness 
within it; or at a novelist who represents a wide range of human activity and experience, and 
whose work thoroughly assimilates it, with unimpaired unity.

Some writers have seen the history of theorizing about the arts as a gradual realization that works 
of art are to be properly appreciated as "objects in their own right". Other concerns--with truth to 
human nature and experience outside art, with moral or political or religious impact--are to be 
relegated to the inessential. If, however, representational art fashions an image of human life, it 
cannot be of indifference whether in particular cases it is an adequate, defensible image or a 
grotesquely reduced parody. This question can obviously be raised only where a work, or 
an oeuvre, does set out to characterize human experience as such, the human life-world rather 
than a selected fragment. Major works of art do typically attempt something close to this. Art can 
be one main source of a culture’s view of itself, its members and their world. We cannot properly 
rule out a moral scrutiny and appraisal as irrelevant to such works, even though we should be 
equally misguided to judge any works of art solely by their moral quality.

Furthermore, in its exploration of the widest range of human experience, art cannot fail to be 
particularly concerned with the boundaries and limits of experience, where the expressible begins 
to yield to the inexpressible. To attach high importance to these is not to demand of art that it 
labor in defense of particular religions or particular beliefs, but only that, where some approach 
to a comprehensive image of the life-world is attempted, neither the seeming bounds of that 
world, nor the peculiar ability of the arts to bring them to vivid awareness in a transcending 
movement of the mind, be ignored.

THE STATUS OF THEORIES OF ART

Philosophy tries to be as self-conscious as possible about its own practice and aims: it is bound 
to raise the question of the status of what we have been calling theories of the arts. Are these, in 
fact, definitions of "art"? Or are they better seen as philosophical analyses of concepts used in 
discourse about art? Or are they theories proper--systematic, explanatory accounts? Is their 
function descriptive, or prescriptive as well?

The multifariousness of the arts, their traditions, developing genres, idioms and media, their self-
transcending nisus, make definition an unrealistic, perhaps even undesirable, goal. To seek it 
obstinately results in oversimplication and distortion. But it is equally important for the writer on 
aesthetics not to lurch too far in the opposite direction, stressing complexity and difference, and 
prematurely to give up any attempt to see an intelligible structure of relationships among the 
phenomena of the arts.

A substantial amount of theorizing about the arts involves conceptual and linguistic analysis. The 
analyses of the concepts of representation, expression and form are all crucial and all contested. 
Aesthetics involves analyses also of the role of the artist’s intention and imagination, of the 
nature of metaphor, symbolism, beauty, sublimity, and the whole range of critical discourse. 
Nevertheless, the philosophical study of art is analysis not only of discourse, but (no less 
legitimately) of description, of phenomenology, of the appreciative experiences which largely 
prompt the discourse. Although the philosopher must be respectful of the art critic’s expertise, 
that does not mean that he or she must be altogether dependent on the critic to speak or write 
before the philosopher may break his silence. Philosophers of art must reserve the right to find a 
body of criticism, or a critical theory, incomplete or even confused. They must themselves 
function as critics--for instance, in their choices of what they see as revealing examples or 
counter-examples from the arts by which to examine and test critical theories. And when an 
avant-garde innovator proposes some objects as artworks--objects which, if admitted to the 
category, would overturn an otherwise very broadly based theoretical understanding of the arts --
it should not be taken for granted that theory should immediately and necessarily capitulate.

The aspiration to produce a unitary theory, even if it fails to result in one, remains legitimate and 
often fruitful. We may enhance our understanding of art by seeing how much work a given key 
concept can do for us, and finding where it ceases to be as illuminating as some alternative 
concept. If we are forced towards a theory with several fundamental concepts rather than one, the 
phenomena in their complexity may well be better understood, and the interrelations and tensions 
within and among the key concepts may illuminate the inner dynamics of creation.

If, in my theorizing, I am one-sidedly neglectful of some major function or feature of art, I am 
very unlikely to do appreciative justice to manifestations of it in individual works of art. I may 
need a theoretical reminder, even if it in turn exaggerates, that there is more to the arts than I 
have been allowing. A normative role certainly cannot be denied to aesthetic theory. For 
example: although we are most unlikely to find a complete and adequate theory in Clive Bell’s 
account of "significant form", that account helped to make possible the shift in sensibility needed 
for acceptance of post-impressionist painting--a shift from excessive concern with certain sorts 
of represented subject to much greater concern with plastic and painterly values and with formal 
relationships in general.
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relationships in general.
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Theories of Art
Theories of the nature, functions, and effects of art
Mimetic theories: art as imitation or representation of nature
"mimes"
a basic theoretical principle in the creation of art. The word is Greek and means "imitation" (though in the 
sense of "re-presentation" rather than of "copying"). Plato and Aristotle spoke of mimesis as the re-
presentation of nature. According to Plato, all artistic creation is a form of imitation: that which really 
exists (in the "world of ideas") is a type created by God; the concrete things man perceives in his 
existence are shadowy representations of this ideal type. Therefore, the painter, the tragedian, and the 
musician are imitators of an imitation, twice removed from the truth. Aristotle, speaking of tragedy, 
stressed the point that it was an "imitation of an action"--that of a man falling from a higher to a lower 
estate. Shakespeare, in Hamlet's speech to the actors, referred to the purpose of playing as being " . . . to 
hold, as 'twere, the mirror up to nature." Thus, an artist, by skillfully selecting and presenting his material, 
may purposefully seek to "imitate" the action of life.

abstraction•
expressionism•
formalism•
mimesis•
minimalism•
naturalism•
romanticism•
symbolism•

Procedural classes: classes involving formal criteria, such as

Expressive theories: art viewed as a representation or manifestation of the inner state of the artist
Formalist theories: the work of art viewed as an organic unity; i.e., a self-contained, self-justifying entity
Processional theories: the making of works of art because the creative process is an inherently self-
contained, self-justifying process.
Aestheticism: late 19th century European movement based on the idea that art exists for the sake of its 
beauty alone.
The movement began in reaction to prevailing utilitarian social philosophies and to what was perceived as 
the ugliness and philistinism of the industrial age. Its philosophical foundations were laid in the 18th 
century by Immanuel Kant, who postulated the autonomy of aesthetic standards from morality, utility, or 
pleasure. This idea was amplified by J.W. von Goethe, J.L. Tieck, and others in Germany and by Samuel 
Taylor Coleridge and Thomas Carlyle in England. The movement was popularized in France by Madame 
de Staël, Théophile Gautier, and the philosopher Victor Cousin, who coined the phrase l'art pour l'art ("art 
for art's sake") in 1818.
In England, the artists of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, from 1848, had sown the seeds of Aestheticism, 
and the work of Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Edward Burne-Jones, and Algernon Charles Swinburne 
exemplified it in expressing a yearning for ideal beauty through conscious medievalism. The attitudes of 
the movement were also represented in the writings of Oscar Wilde and Walter Pater and the illustrations 
of Aubrey Beardsley in the periodical The Yellow Book. The painter James McNeill Whistler raised the 
movement's ideal of the cultivation of refined sensibility to perhaps its highest point.
Contemporary critics of Aestheticism included William Morris and John Ruskin and, in Russia, Leo 
Tolstoy, who questioned the value of art divorced from morality. Yet the movement focused attention on 
the formal aesthetics of art and contributed to the art criticism of Roger Fry and Bernard Berenson. It was 
unparochial in its affinities with the French Symbolist movement, fostered the Arts and Crafts Movement, 
and sponsored Art Nouveau, with its decisive impact on 20th-century art.
Organic Unity: : in literature, a structural principle, first discussed by Plato (in Phaedrus, Gorgias, and 
The Republic) and later described and defined by Aristotle. The principle calls for internally consistent 
thematic and dramatic development, analogous to biological growth, which is the recurrent, guiding 
metaphor throughout Aristotle's writings. According to the principles, the action of a narrative or drama 
must be presented as "a complete whole, with its several incidents so closely connected that the transposal 
or withdrawal of any one of them will disjoin and dislocate the whole." The principle is opposed to the 
concept of literary genres--standard and conventionalized forms that art must be fitted into. It assumes 
that art grows from a germ and seeks its own form and that the artist should not interfere with its natural 
growth by adding ornament, wit, love interest, or some other conventionally expected element.
Pragmatism: Art exists to serve a function and is conceptualized in terms of its effects on its audience, 
and in terms of the purposes it is design to accomplish such as the creation of specific shared experiences.

As a means of enhancing experience and thought•
As a means of escape from, or consolation for, reality•
As a means of perceiving a higher, more perfect, or ideal reality•
As a source of pleasure or delight•
As a means of promoting cultural and historical community or continuity•
As instructive, didactic, or propagandistic•
As therapeutic; i.e., as healing or purgative•
As a means of communication•

Pragmatic theories: art conceptualized in terms of its effects on its audience, to accomplish purposes 
such as the creation of specific shared experiences.
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