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Proposed title for independent inquiry, as arising from this piece.
‘Painting’ involves (whether consciously or unconsciously) taking up and working a philosophical and political position in response to ‘place’ ie the total, everyday, personal and political world context. The critical challenge will always remain: ‘How to avoid painting your way into a dead-end corner?’

NB Coronavirus lockdown meant that only one of my three artist interviews could be completed. I don’t believe this would have significantly altered what follows; well, not at this stage. 

Attachments include:
· three images; 
· bibliography; 
· listing of the 26 appendices developing to build upon the outcomes of this essay; 
· one appendix relating to an artist interview. 


“Images surround us in the same way language does” (Berger 1972 p33) and as with language “the relationship between what we see and what we know is never settled.” (ditto p7).
_____________________________
The purpose of this piece is firstly to bring together the first three years of a six-year, part-time Fine Art BA programme, alongside my development as an artist / user of visual language and my observation of images in others’ work and the wider world.  Secondly to develop an interim conceptual framework and positioning, an ‘enabling’ framework to work, test and amend over the coming year.
The device deployed to force this distilling of study and practice is that of taking three images encountered locally, images / acts of ‘visual language’ which have particularly strong resonance, ongoing presence and influence in my work and thinking. To then use the outcomes of my work and thinking over this same period to analyse why these images resonate with me; what it is they explore and communicate through the medium of visual language which ‘fits-in’ and resonates with my wider development in knowledge, thinking, intuition, experience and ‘way of seeing’ (Berger 1972).
Along the way, many more keywords and concepts, perspectives and theories, cross-references, texts, images and artists will come into play than this short piece can give just due. This is a timely opportunity to sort these  materials, marshalling them into interim appendices so they remain present and active in my work over the coming years.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  26 such appendices are in the process of development. For obvious reasons, only two are attached here to illustrate this wider process. The attached bibliography also extends to ‘capture’ relevant reading over three years (see note attached to this bibliography.) ] 

First the issue of the ‘image’ in art and visual language, albeit it through the briefest of bullet-points (alphabetised for ease of reference):
a) Changing ‘notions’ of the image have been central to the history of western art; from rock-wall, through the changing expectations and mind-sets of paying patrons and social-orders, the shockwaves of artists breaking free of such expectations to the almost ‘anything goes’ ‘freedom’ and hyper-reality of our image-drenched societies today. (Appx 1)
b) “Images surround us in the same way language does” (Berger 1972), only a fraction of these being ‘art’ images (Elkins 1999. Images have always performed key functions in human life, individual and societal, and in people’s / society’s ‘ways of seeing’. Today, images once again have predominance over text as the single, greatest human-made influence on all our lives (Elkins 2013). (Appx 2)
c) Art as image-making has always been inseparably connected with wider, coterminous systems of thought, ways of seeing the world and philosophy, in the C20th more than ever. (Appx 3)
d) Our attempts to understand the world around us, our societies themselves, our technologies and art worlds have all become immeasurably more complex over time, exponentially so over ‘the modern era’, going beyond the ‘common-sensical’, often with paradoxical results. (Appx 4)
e) In the art-world, such paradoxes include: the ‘reader/viewer’ being considered more important than the ‘author/artist’; the ‘object’ more than the ‘subject’; the image more than the artist; the concept more than the artwork (though, tellingly, not more than the advertising image). (Appx 5)
f) Moreover, whilst objects have always had images, images have increasingly become objects in their own right; and both are increasingly recognised as having greater materiality and effect in our world than was ever recognised in the Classical/ Renaissance / Enlightenment,  ‘rational’, anthropocentric ‘humanist’  paradigm.(Appx 6)
g) Meanwhile, the loss of confidence in both traditional ‘grand narratives’ (religion, divine-right, rationalism, etc) and modern replacement metanarratives (particularly political and economic ideologies and systems), has resulted in what Lyotard termed ‘the post-modernist condition’, where uncertainty, confusion and ‘anything goes’ relativism seem to predominate even though the world, again paradoxically, can’t in reality operate on this footing. (Appx 7)
h) In relation to images, this growing complexity in everything (see ‘d’ above), combining with an ‘anything goes’ relativism, an unprecedently financialised art market and a consumer-product driven economy, have resulted in a post-1960 ‘Western and now globalised’ art-world of utterly unprecedented variety in form, image, medium, self-justification, purpose and beliefs (App 8). Added to which the fact that art-images are, more-than-ever, a minuscule fraction of the total number of images saturating, informing and seeking to mould our lives (see Appx 2).
i) It was in this context that so much importance has been attached to the idea of developing ‘visual literacy’ (Berger 1972), new approaches to curating (Serota 1996) and Ranciere’s ‘emancipated spectator/reader/viewer’ (2009) (Appx 9). 
j) However, the speed with which ever greater numbers of people are themselves now active makers and distributors of images (with phone-cameras and online ‘apps’, for leisure and in work-roles) as well as being consumers of images, suggests attention is more appropriately focused on ‘emancipating’ people as both creators of images and consumer-targets of images, visual language practitioners as well as ‘victims’ (Appx 10). There are further issues to address here (see[footnoteRef:3] and Appx 11) [3:  An issue: given that so much ‘popular’ image-making is done in the manner of the dominant societal visual paradigm (e.g. that of lifestyle images), the ‘mission’ of promoting an ‘emancipating visual literacy’ ends up paralleling that of promoting ‘emancipatory political literacy’, with all the challenges and frustrations confronting those who seek to promote ‘political emancipation’.  This ‘angle’ also brings back into play the mid C20th debates around ‘high’ ie ‘informed’ and ‘low’ mass culture. (Appx 12)] 

This is the wider context within which the three images I consider so resonant in all this, need ‘making sense of’ and ‘positioning’. Three images, three mediums and (less importantly) three image-titles and artists:
‘A’ is traditionally painterly; a mixed-media canvas, but abstract in its colour markings and a visceral evocation of accumulated viewings of the Welsh coastline.  (Incoming Tide: Kate Bell) See attached end pages for images
‘P’ is a photograph (widely considered the single greatest medium-threat to painting!) but a noticeably fragile photograph, deliberately left in the process of ‘unfixed-chemical-degrading’, thus asking serious questions about some of the key claims made by this ubiquitous medium.  (Ingrid is a hybrid: Ryan Moule)
‘S’ is the record (ironically a photographic record) of a site-specific, object-installation, a ‘land and performance’ sculpture, a piece which will not survive for long and which most of us will never see outside its photographic-record form  since the site is in Belize. (Returned Parquet: Tim Davies)

Between them, these three images connect with most contemporary art/image media (excluding video/film and architecture) and with most of the style-movements of the modern and post-modern art-world (excepting the field I would prefer to address separately, that of ‘overtly political art’). Between them they also relate to all the major, ongoing, conceptual discussions in art (including abstraction, the continued vitality of painting, photography as art and/or record/trace, time and memory, collage, materiality and thingness, place and site specificity, permanence / ephemerality, performance, positioning with regard to galleries, museums and ownership, etc.) (Appx 12)  
Whether this high-level of ‘connectivity’ sits in the minds of the artists or in the eye of the beholder is not the most important question, though this was deliberately structured into the interviews held with the three artists (Appx 13).  The provocative Barthes/Foucault elevation of ‘reader/viewer’ over ‘author/artist’ (see Appx 5) reflected and delivered important advances in our understanding of the art-process, but the more productive concept has been that of ‘conversation’ or ‘discourse’ (involving artist, technological and societal contexts, critic/curator and art market, the wider societal use of images and, of course, the viewer). (Appx 14). 
Nonetheless, putting the artist to one side to focus attention on the art-work as an autonomous, affective material object (something our three artists all agree with) has legitimised the idea that any and all works of art are rightly open to being discussed and read using the full gamut of historical, conceptual, formalist, psycho-analytical and other theoretical perspectives, including that of the viewer’s ‘subjective’ reading (socialised and individuated [Williams….]). The resonance of any image or work is complex, operating at individual, art-establishment and societal levels; and it’s the conversation between all these elements which is most important. (Appx 15)
Of additional importance is the fact that the three images taken here exist and were encountered locally; emanating from live-artists working locally, ‘real-people one can talk to’, people modelling lived working-practices one can observe and even emulate in one’s own work making-images.  This as opposed to works and artists ‘removed’ and distant, sifted, reproduced, re-presented and re-represented by forces and parties over, above and external to both the artist and the viewer; part of ‘society’ and the art-world ‘out-there’ rather than part of the ‘lived-in place’ of the ‘everyday’, where, as Lefebrve in 1957 argued, ‘everything comes together’ (2014). Recognising the importance of ‘everyday life’ and ‘place’ factors in both our ‘real’ lives and in our social, cultural, ideological and theoretical construction, has been a hugely important feature of late C20th critical theory. (Appx 16)  What has received insufficient attention is consideration of the implications this has for our understanding of art, of visual language, of people’s relationship with art and visual language. 

Might the three images highlighted in this piece (interconnecting as they do, when taken together, with so many of the key features, forces and debates of contemporary art) feed into an overall conceptual framework which pulls together all these disparate ways of discussing and reading art and the work of artists?  The proposition here is that they can.
‘A’ suggests ‘painting’ as a keyword, with ‘painting’ used to refer to the process of using any medium to construct an image. “You can paint with whatever you want to” as Cornelia Parker commented and Marcel Duchamp iconically demonstrated in 1917[footnoteRef:4]. Given my own practical commitment to painting (as opposed to any other medium processes), ‘painting’ has more visceral resonance than ‘process’, though others would equally happily use the term ‘drawing’ (Appx 17). [4:  Duchamp’s Fountain 1917] 

‘P’ underlines the importance of ‘philosophy’ as an integral part of any artwork, in this case the image questioning the very medium it uses, the usual understanding of how photographs capture and fix moments in time, the notion of time as something fixed as opposed to being relative, and so on. “Everyone has a theory of art”, whether consciously or not (Appignesi 2007), every artwork similarly uses a visual language;  every visual language connects with a wider ‘way of seeing’ (Berger 1972); every ‘way of seeing ‘is predicated on a wider philosophy of the world  (Appx 18).
‘S’ draws attention to ‘place’, not just the siting of the work but the significance of place as where history, social, political, economic, ideological, local, personal and other forces all come together in ways which shape our individual and societal lives. ‘Place’ underlines the importance of context and the politics of any action. Any and all our actions become ‘political’ once they are placed within the wider context. (Appx 19).
The question is whether ‘painting, philosophy and place’ (their meanings expanded as above) provide sufficient ‘keywords’ / key concepts around which to bring together an overview of the practice and theory of art, a conceptual framework / paradigm for understanding, exploring, reading and making images in this our ‘age of images’ (Dixon 2020).
Such frameworks, paradigms and the nature and role of ‘theory’ have been at the heart of C20th epistemological debate, running across the different disciplines of philosophy, critical theory, science and social sciences.  In general, ‘theory’ develops frameworks of thinking, ‘paradigms’, ways of seeing, philosophies, useful in so far as they explain things, enable things to be done, increase knowledge and understanding, avoid blinkering and limiting these gains, and, are open to development and improvement. It is also agreed that all ‘paradigms’ have their limits, at which point they are replaced (through epistemological breaks) by entirely new theories, frameworks and paradigms. This is reflected in the history of philosophy, of scientific theory and indeed of art.  Change happens when the limitations of something are all too obvious and/or when people ‘thinking outside the box’ and/or technological changes introduce and enable new ways of seeing and proceeding. (Appx 20)  Case-studies in the world of art would include: rebellion v the Academies, the different ‘–isms’ of modern art, artists v the ‘art establishment’ of private or museum ‘ownership’. (Appx 21)
‘Modern’ times and theory have cast aspersion on ‘metanarratives’ which try to explain everything and have instead turned to four distinct though overlapping ‘paradigms’: the ‘chaos’ paradigm; what Lyotard describes as ‘the post-modern condition’ of relativism where ‘anything goes’; the neo-liberal free-market / free-society paradigm and the various pragmatic ‘socialist’ versions of this; and the critical theory paradigm. Key theorists of the latter include Althusser and Derrida: Althusser developing a structuralist framework which allows for almost infinite complication to reflect the real complexities of the world; Derrida developing a critical method which forever focuses upon the assumptions, contradictions, silences, edges and exclusions of the established ‘way of seeing’.  Both are genuinely open and therefore enabling frameworks which, nevertheless, avoid chaos, relativism and the myths of the neo-liberal and pragmatic socialist paradigms. (Appx 22)
Within the world of art, two key theorists best reflect these ‘open’ ways of framing practice and theory: Berger’s practitioner paradigm, combining drawing/practice with conversations (with philosophers, artists, all things art-related, all things life-related, across all time); and Groy’s concept of art ‘In the Flow’ (everyone an artist/image-maker at a time when it’s the creation and consumption of images which is art, not the art already created, the ‘dead’ art ‘put in museum/gallery mausoleums’). (Appx 23)
This then brings together the key purposes of this essay: the search for a structuring and enabling framework to bring together and situate / make sense of everything, including the ‘everyday’, the ‘local’, the ‘lived’ and the ‘daily practice’ of both making and consuming images and thinking about this within the wider contemporary and historical contexts. 
The resonance of the three images suggested an intuitive, visceral connection with my wider thinking. Their interconnectivity with so many, if not quite all, aspects and issues of the worlds of art, images, critical theory and wider social, political, economic and existential contexts, pointed to a possible frame-working value. The appendices generated along the way now act as holding-pens in which to gather all manner of related ideas, writings, art-works etc., to keep these ‘in the flow’.  The whole activity is open and ‘enabling’ rather than ‘closed’ or simply illustrative. 
A final question for the future is whether or not this framework of ‘painting, philosophy and place’ genuinely proves useful, enabling and open to development. Or whether this is a ‘looking-back’ which, while momentarily making sense, will be immediately ‘outdated’ and ‘assigned to the dustbin of history’ by what happens next? (Appx 24 re the different perspectives of Benjamin and Groys). 
If this framework does prove to have mileage, a longer study could then address the following question:
‘Painting’ involves (whether consciously or unconsciously) taking up and working a philosophical and political position in response to ‘place’ ie the total, everyday, personal and political world context. The critical challenge will always remain: ‘How to avoid painting your way into a dead-end corner?’ 
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‘Ingrid is a hybrid’ Ryan Moules (photograph)
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‘Llanwrtwd Fforestfach: Returned Parquet’ Tim Davies (Site specific project, Belize)


PPP bibliography (seeking to checklist all relevant reading over three years, many of which have revisited via notes made on past reading)
NB excludes works on explicitly political art, works on individual artists and works not yet revisited. Next step will be to align works to the ‘appendices’ developing (see below).
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List of appendices referred to and being developed to marshall reading and thinking arising from ‘Painting, Philosophy, Place’ 

1) Changing notions of ‘image’ in history of western art
2) Key functions of images in life and society
3) Art / image-making ‘s connection with philosophy
4) Increasing complexity in life/society, technology, our understanding, the art world 
5) Paradoxes:  viewer>artist; object>subject; image >artist; concept>artwork
6) Objects and images have ‘material’ power (including alienation)
7) The end of metanarratives and the ‘Postmodern condition’ of confusion / relativism
8) Art achieves unprecedented variety of form and content
9) Need for visual literacy and the emancipated reader
10) Increased engagement in image making as well as consumption requires emancipated practitioners
11) Problems with this ‘high’ > ‘mass’ culture model and with visual / political literacy
12) The 3 images……and their connectivity
13) The 3 images……’interviewing artists’
14) Conversation the key concept / practice
15) The full gamut of ‘art-critiques’ and ‘ways of reading’ art
16) The ‘everyday’ and ‘place’ as key concepts in understanding life and society
17) Painting / drawing is everything / anything / with anything
18) Visual language as ways of seeing / exploring / thinking / philosophy 
19) ‘Place’ is ‘political’. Everything is political when placed in context.
20) Paradigms and theory
21) Paradigm shifts in the history of art
22) Althusser and Derrida : open paradigms
23) Berger and Groys : open art paradigms
24) Benjamin’s ‘looking backwards into the future’ and Groys’ ‘everything is already history’
 
25) Resonance 
26) Appropriation and collage as ‘conversation’




Appendix 13:  RM’s photograph and interview. NB The following text was shared with RM as setting for the questions below. Below this there follows (a) explanation as to why the interview took this form rather than a more ‘standard’ form; (b) brief notes on RM’s response, how this reflected on the interview’s design and contributed to my ‘conversation’ with RM’s image.

					————————

Read literally, this presents a posed-at-length studio portrait photograph of a turn-of-the C19th/C20th elderly, middle-class woman staring thoughtfully to the side of the camera; a conventional painterly pose often applied to women but also associated with class and intellect.
RM’s version of this photograph is degrading from one side and the image is therefore at once surviving and being threatened, raising issues of ephemerality, the passage of time, loss and the loss of recording images, the loss of memories, the failure of photography to act as memory.

Read with greater attention to the process of this work’s creation, this is a conceptual exercise and construct: not just a photograph showing the degrading of a ‘photograph of an original photograph’ (unless the original has been used) but recording a particular moment in this process, before the woman’s face is obliterated and to achieve the effects listed above. One image/object has been replaced with another; a seemingly straightforward studio portrait with an art-work taking us beyond functional photography to raise wider issues of photography, art and life; replacing what was probably a family momento not for public display, with an artwork which has been displayed; replacing a past-time image with a contemporary image and reading; replacing a moment with a momento mori. Careful attention has been given to:
· the timing of the photograph (before the degradation affects the portrait image);
· what sort of portrait-image might best achieve the intended viewer-response;
· a degrading process suggesting ‘natural’ ageing (analogous to damp, mould, lichen) resonant with our notions of memory naturally failing, as opposed to an act of wilful destruction or iconoclasm;
· a figure whose death was more likely ‘natural’ than the outcome of violence or social-class;
· black and white resonance of the grainy, frail nature of memory;
· an image in line with the representation of nostalgia and the elegiac.

These ‘process’ issues raise questions for the viewer to consider: 
· why does this image and these effects resonate?
· what are my views on time passing, memory, history etc.?
· how do the conventional ‘resonances’ of this work link with these views? Do they ‘feed’ and influence my views or do they need challenging? 
· And what about ‘nostalgia’ and the elegiac? Are these just part of the contemporary paradigm? Do these need challenging? 

There are technical questions which could be asked, though secondary in importance.
· Does the piece have a title?
· Who was this woman? Was this image a personal momento? A historical figure of importance? Anonymous?
· Did the degrading process continue? Are there a series of images?
· How was the degradation achieved?

There are also more interesting ‘medium’ questions.
· Would/could another medium have brought together all these questions? A painting? A site-installation?  What about a ‘moving’ ie film/video image?
· Is this photograph ‘worth a thousand words’? Does it achieve something which text would find more difficult? 
· How does this work relate to the context of ‘digital’ images replacing ‘analog’?
· How does this in turn relate to digital records and ‘memories’ lasting beyond the capacity of analog ‘traces’? 

NB. None of the above readings and questioning of this work constitute a ‘full or final response’ to this work. Moreover, whatever the artist’s thinking and intentions were, viewer-responses will differ between and will change over time…..(death of author syndrome)
 

Questions to artist:

Is there anything you can tell me which might add to my response to and understanding of this piece of work?
Possible prompts:
· Any personal association affecting this work?
· Any influence upon you?
· Lessons learnt from this piece which influenced any of your later works?

Or do you have a different reading / interpretation / viewpoint which you’d want to put to me? 


Notes on the design of this interview.
The ‘death of the author’ model (Barthes / Foucault etc) underscores the greater role of the viewer (and their construction) over that of the author / artist in determining the ‘meaning’ and resonance of a work. All three artists selected for this project also assert their preference for letting their work ‘speak for itself’.  This was one key-issue which this essay set out to explore. Hence the nature of the interview questions posed above, and the reason other questions (e.g. more artist-biographical and artist-intention questions) were not asked. 
Appendix 15 will list the wide range of interpretative / response frameworks viewers can bring to a piece.  Appendix 14 will focus upon the particular importance of ‘conversation’ between viewer and artist (and between artists themselves – see Berger 2017). As stated in this essay, the advantages of my selecting works by ‘local’ artists (i.e. artists I could converse with directly) are considerable and highly desirable. 

Notes on RM’s response to interview (in bullet points)
· Positive response to my reading of the work
· Provided work’s title and explained the personal ‘great grandmother plus special story’ origins / ‘meaning’ of the image and its treatment.
· Confirmed / added further detail to my reading of the nature and purposes of the treatment of this image (unfixed and therefore degrading print from analog negative – Barthes’ umbilical cord / indexical trace)
· Added to my ‘reading’ by discussing the restoring of the image and subject to the ‘lived time’ of viewer as opposed to ‘eternal’ time of photographs and ‘works of art’.
· Introduced me to two new pieces of writing useful to my own quest.
· Indicated how this particular piece sits within his own development and trajectory as thinker and artist.

The interview confirmed the value of the approach I had adopted and underlined the value of ‘conversation’. Untested is what would happen if I had developed / proposed a ‘reading’ of the image with which the artist totally disagreed. Would this have caused the artist to rethink their ‘no-comment’ position? (Include in Appx 14)
Another challenge is now to test how this model ‘transfers’ to ‘not-local’ / deceased artists? 
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