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I Cheye Carwyn Williams Mcfarland, declare that this dissertation has not been composed or in whole or in part in any previous application or degree. 

What makes art human?

‘How are you going to trap reality? How are you going to trap appearance without making an illustration of it? That is one of the great fights, of the great excitements of being a figurative artist today.’ (Francis Bacon www.mbartfoundation.com, 2017)

Much and most opinions on what can make art defined as ‘human’ depends upon the person who is viewing the work in question. Through research and case studies I will be focusing on Jean Paul Sartre ‘existentialism a humanism’. I will also be looking at Leo Tolstoy’s ‘What is art’ to define what art is. as well looking at Susan Sontag’s ‘Regarding the pain of others’ as an example of how imagery, can be manipulated which feeds into several elements of the thesis.

 Most of the work is going to consist of much what is in the book ‘A battle for realism’ By James Hyman, the period past the second world war where the imagery and depiction in art was permanently changed due to the scar of right fascism and genocide in the 1940’s.  Visual artists in question will be Alberto Giacometti, Frank Auerbach, Francis bacon, these artists will have 4 sub questions: materiality, intention of the piece of work, representation of subject and lastly empathy regarding art.




 In chapter 1 I will be addressing ‘Diego 1959’ By Alberto Giacometti, alongside Frank Auerbach’s ‘Head of EOW I’, Jean Dubuffet’s found made drift wood sculpture ‘Tete Barbue’ and how the effects of the materiality and subjectivity became so extreme after the effects of post war Europe and how the transfer of alienation and trauma became a main subject in that period, and how this relates to the question of art and being human. 

The second chapter will consist of Francis Bacons ‘Head I’ and how the depiction of animalistic-aura and horror became yet again another leading factor of what made this image human and real and discussing intentionality and subjectivity as well in the Painting. 

The third chapter will talk about the legacy of art, within the concept as humans we have the tendency from the very beginning to know our temporary state and that we’ve come to gradually accept it and through this we make marks on walls, caves or on canvas as a way of the object we’re working outlive us, the works discussed will be contrasting factors both within not only materiality but also in the ‘artists methodologies’, influence, subjectivity, the works discussed will be Eva hesses ‘No title’ sculpture work, and the ‘Lascaux’ cave paintings. 






To answer the question of what makes art human first, we have to answer what is art? First and 
foremost. The definition of ‘Art’ is ‘is something we do, a verb. Art is an expression of our thoughts, emotions, intuitions, and desires, but it is even more personal than that: it’s about sharing the way we experience the world, which for many is an extension of personality. It is the communication of intimate concepts that cannot be faithfully portrayed by words alone. And because words alone are not enough, we must find some other vehicle to carry our intent’ (Joseph Nieters, 2009) so this begs the question, if we know what is art and its purpose, what makes it inherently human? 



















Chapter 1:  Materiality 

Case Study 1

[image: ]
Figure 1: Diego 1959



Figure 1 Diego 1959 a portrait painted of younger brother of the artist sat in his studio in a cloud of milky like marks made over and around the subject, erased ghosts of paintings and mistakes done before gone repeatedly, the subject in the painting is staring directly at the viewer. The greys and whites of the makings of Diego, or what Alberto himself would describe as a ‘as a blur’.  

The subject and the gaze is integral to communicate with each other as humans as with the viewer and the painting, when talking to one another it is usually always deemed to view each other in the eyes as a act of not only politeness but because ‘we can read complex emotions from the eye muscles that is, whether a person is narrowing or opening their eyes wide’ (Jarrett, 2019) so looking at this painting in question we not only do we question what we are seeing but what we are, who we’re looking at, but being in itself.

With the being itself in mind we must talk about the experience of art as a process, and the making of an art artwork as such being a factor of honesty and reality, In Diego 1959 I’d argue the study of the subject is something of reality more than that of actual base reality, the showing of paint marks on paper the struggling of guessing and how to make a person through pigments on a paper and although the material ‘do not allow us to come into intimate contact with [their subjects]. They remain unreachable and can only be seen from the distance from which they were modelled or painted.’ The distance between the viewer and the subject is what comes into question, the transfer of “always mediating between nothingness and being”.
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Figure 2: Diego 1959 Displayed at Tate Modern, London. 

[bookmark: _Hlk152434661]The way in which ‘Diego 1959’ is displayed here in at Tate Modern London, again speaks more not only with the painting in question but in which it is perceived to the viewer of the painting. Encased in glass with a deep bevelled edged frame the painting of ‘Diego 1959’ again highlights the paintings disruption and isolation of the painting in question. The glass and deep sinking between the glass pane and the viewer it is almost not a question to the look of what we’re seeing in the window of Diego, itself but again to look at ourselves in the reflection of the object and painting in question. ‘’He was the first one to take it into his head to sculpt man as he appears, that is to say, from a distance.” (Anon, n.d)
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Figure 3: Head Of EOW I 1960








Figure 3: Head Of EOW I is a painting depicting Stella West a frequent subject in Frank Auerbach’s studies dating from the early 1950’s to the late 1960’s. The technique used to paint has become almost to the technique of sculptural qualities, pushing the dynamic and life of oil as a material to it’s almost maximum capability, this has become almost a statement of Frank Auerbach’s style and insight as an artist.

The commonality in which Diego 1959 and Head of EOW relate is in which they were created, whereas Alberto Giacometti depicted his work with what as a previous statement has been used as creating work with ‘from within a distance’. Frank Auerbach’s process is yet again, instead of relation of distance Frank Auerbach uses the succession of excess to evoke and amplify the experience of paint as a process or as Frank would put in his own words ‘‘what you feel when you touch someone next to you in the dark’.  Not only the emphasis of materials being the forefront of what makes these two much of the same vein, but ‘Giacometti and Auerbach have shared similar aims in their approach to portraiture, both using a limited number of models, and both trying to capture the essential nature of the person in front of them. Giacometti once summed up his aim as ‘not to reproduce reality, but to create a reality of the same intensity’. (Pallant House Gallery, 2022) which could be the same presence and route of what both painters are trying to evoke or make, they are speaking in their language of art.








[bookmark: _Hlk152872212][bookmark: _Hlk152875041] Another quote within the same vein between the works of Frank Auerbach and Alberto Giacometti, are the relation of that of distance in a painting, to display the ‘eyes swoop across a yawning excavation or into the hollow of an eye’ with the subject of the hollow emptiness of the socket of Diego 1959 and the same gaze and relation, excavation of that of much a like to that of also ‘Head Of EOW I 1960’. ‘Head of EOW I’ is again another display within the context of figuration in painting. The movement in which Frank Auerbach’s work is described as ‘expressionism’ but in my view this is but a limited description, much a like to that of Giacometti I’d describe his work as more over as ‘Post-war abstract figuration’ The work within both were made were in the short years after the second world war and both had gone beyond the points of just quantifying the depiction of what makes a being a real thing. Within context of the horrific events of the second world war, these works again pushed the narratives of the ‘Portrayal of figure’  ‘EOW I’ brings also into question within the context of why we paint the people we know or love, this circumstance brings into the relation of franks work and his subjects. For Frank Auerbach the experience of painting ‘subjects’ is more of a embodiment of essence and would frank call and describe as ‘one’s reaction to this human animal’ (Catherine, 2019) and not that of someone or something but to the bare essentials of what makes the essence of someone. 
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Figure 4: Head of EOW I In Tate Modern, London.

[bookmark: _Hlk152878529]Within context of viewing such work of ‘EOW’ as much with the relation of Giacometti being displayed both are in similar statements. Both are again amplified in the deep wood border to bring out the materiality and contemplation that can go into these paintings, the link both being more instead of just a blank square or rendition of what we’d call a ‘perfect’ or accurate depiction of what society could call a portrayal of a human being but instead these paintings encased in these windows and contained within are that of the accurate existence of a being, or as Jean Paul Sartre had quoted “man exists, turns up, appears on the scene, and, only afterwards, defines himself. If man, as the existentialist conceives him, is indefinable, it is because at first he is nothing. Only afterward will he be something, and he himself will have made what he will be.”  (Sartre, 1946)
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Figure 5:  Tete Barbue, 1959








[bookmark: _Hlk153129978]French Artist Jean Dubuffet’s sculpture ‘Tete Barbue’ (The bearded man) is another example of what art that is human. Jean Dubuffet coined the term of ‘Art brut’ which was the transfer of that of normal and academic art to the convention and prettiness of what art would usually be, ‘art brut’ is the opposite of this with the movement being described as ‘free from the constraints of academic training’ (www.nationalgalleries.org, n.d.). The free reigns of constraint and technique brings about uniqueness like no other when brought into a subject which within you have no basis of teaching you are known only from absolute experimentation, you are as much from stimuli and expectation as you could be within the act of creation which is what Jean Dubuffet was most fascinated in within the theory and basis of art brut.

[bookmark: _Hlk153129918]But how does the work of Jean Dubuffet’s Tete Barbue, explain that of a ‘human’ feeling, or expression? Let’s first analyse the work based on it’s materials and what it is made from, as a sculpture and as a piece of art. The work of ‘Tete Barbue’ is made from driftwood on a black stand on a small plinth, but with the addition of holes being burned into the sculpture to evoke a humanistic or subjective figure to the object. But a question of also why these objects or materials? Much similar to that of the Dadaists or Duchamp’s in particular ‘readymade’ with the ‘Fountain’ being a similar example the point being of why Dubuffet has used these materials is not only due to the honest and authenticity of the object in question, but to that of association of the objects in question ‘when an image is presented as a work of art, the way people look at it is affected by a whole series of learnt assumptions about art. Assumptions concerning beauty, truth, genius, civilization, form, status, taste’ Berger, J. (1972). 



What makes the materials as ‘honest’ or subsequently human are explained by the quote of john Berger is that the connotations of the materials used in within the works are brought within the connotations or assumptions of the objects or paintings in question from the viewer (us) humans, the artists discussed with Alberto Giacometti, Frank Auerbach and Jean Dubuffet all have a underlying experience and purpose within the connotations of the material as well as pushing them to their absolute extreme, what makes their art human is the honesty and tangibility of the materials and subject used in regards to the self and the viewer. 















Chapter 2:  Subjectivity 
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Figure 6: Head I 1948

Francis Bacons Head I was one of Bacons earlier work that pulled the famous painter into the trajectory of being one of the worlds most famous artists and painters, but why would it be argued his work be under the extent of that of ‘human’?  The work in which has been discussed has primarily been that of after the second world war (1945) the effects on this on the concept of figurative and art changed. Specifically, the portrayal of figures became very horrific, macabre, and dark what I think this could be linked to is the admission of guilt that became because of humanity at the time, within the context of death and genocide being the forefront of this. Even to this day in -



German culture there’s a definition to this collective guilt with the word being ‘Vergangenheitsbewältigung’ which translates to English to a "struggle of overcoming the past" (Wikipedia Contributors, 2023).  An analysis of the painting ‘Head I’ we are met with the blackness of canvas in a room and a figure of sorts completely reduced to that of a ear lobe on the left, a snarling screaming mouth on the right with a form of skin fading into the environment of ghostly additions of white sofa handles and white beaming fencing there is no apparent definition other than the teeth and ear, everything else is but a landscape of horrifying surrealism. In terms of relation to previous paintings the materials in which Francis Bacon had used for ‘Head I’ were of that of raw materials Bacon using ‘Dust, sand and Tempera paint’. As well as being painted on the backside of a primed canvas which Bacon instead of easily being able to apply the paint to a primed smooth perfect canvas, would use the backside of the canvases and use the unprimed backs of the canvases to create a more visceral and real image. Not only was the physicality of the materials that bacon used were something of experimentation, but Francis Bacon would also use materials from that of books and photographs, to use them to the degree of collage drawing over the people in the photo itself as not only a form of idealising the form of what a painting would look like, or even as an idea to put into a painting itself. 

[bookmark: _Hlk153221605]What makes Bacons ‘Head I’ a example of brutal real imagery is again, brought within the context of the colour palette he had used in ‘Head I’ consisted of blacks, greys, whites, yellows and a hint of red. Now what do these colours usually indicate or symbolise? The colour black is closely linked to that of ‘death, mourning, evil magic, and darkness’ so what we could take from this, within context of the background surrounding the figure in black, is that the figure itself is encapsulated by death itself, as-



[bookmark: _Hlk153233453]well as the figure itself slowly succumbing to the absence of light and becoming black, which could be a metaphor or a theory that the figure itself is alive and fading to the elements of the room that surrounds it. The elements of the viewer, and the painting, themselves brings me on to the concept of phenomenology and the process in which we interact with the art of ‘Head I’. ‘Head I’ in the time it was made in again was in the same time frame as the other artists spoken about in this essay after the second world war, but as a viewer now in the 21st century they works of Francis Bacon are quintessentially that of horror, when you are met within a room with a work that is ‘Head I’ you are not met with the presence of a painting, you are met with only the essence of something close to the element of a being, as within the same context with all the works discussed, but Francis Bacons is that a ‘representation of life, my own life above all, which has been very difficult. So perhaps my painting is very violent, but this is natural to me’   which brings to the point of what all the works discussed are within the concept of making art, all the artists discussed are making art within themselves without an inherit explanation anything apparent, but as of another feeling or release of emotion or to understand the object withing which we are seeing with the critique of tangibility and naturality. 

Back to the concept of the natural world all of which is absolute in the aspects of Francis Bacons work, and why does it relate to the subject of humanity in the subject of art. In art the objective is to create forms of which that could be indicative to that of a naturalness, much of what we put down to paper is that of having elements of senses: smells, touch, sight the basis of what we are as humans are underlying these elements which brings me on to the subject of permanence and creation of art, and the aftermath of it being made, which is the legacy.



Chapter 3: Legacy.

The comparison I want to make between two works I want to discuss are the Lascaux Cave paintings, and Eva Hesse’s ‘No Title’ Installation and the context within why both works were made in terms of materiality, Intention and how they are both intrinsically linked although vastly different in which the works were made but both have the premised idea of what would be temporality, and how the experimental materials relates to the artists in question. Not only the act of experimental materiality being a contribution to the works in which the use of narrative driven symbols being a reoccurring theme in both works which have deeper meanings which go beyond the surface appearance. There is also a leading area of subconsciousness, with the cave paintings being a collective recollection of the mind and beliefs, as well as Eva Hesse’s being a subconscious theme but within the context of the self, emotions transcending to more subconscious layers and theories. 
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Figure 7:  Lascaux Cave Paintings, 15000BC

 The ‘Lascaux cave paintings’ created in 15000BC, long before the concepts of majority of we’d consider the premise of the idea of what we could call ‘art’ today, but the premise of discussion within the Lascaux paintings is the time in which the works were made, and questioned within the concept of legacy and why it relates to the question, of what makes art human. Hannah Arendt mentions in her study in the Stanford Encyclopaedia of philosophy that - ‘Remembrance alone, the retelling of deeds as stories, can save the lives and deeds of actors from oblivion and futility. And it is precisely for this reason, Arendt points out, that the Greeks valued poetry and history so highly, because they rescued the glorious (as well as the less glorious) deeds of the past for the benefit of future generations’, (d'Entreves, Maurizio Passerin, 2019). 





This relates to the work in question due to the question of the premise of the work, the work in question weren’t to display an act of aesthetics it wasn’t supposed to do anything than re-occur a story or narrative within the subject was trying to tell stories, but not only with the act of using vocabulary as a means of translating something with which we do now throughout conversations and texting, the act of creation which has been done has completely solidified into the cave itself with other pigmentation through the raw material of animal blood or scraping the cave itself with rocks to embed a colour or engraving to solidify the story in which they wanted to portray. But this also brings into question, although these works have been here for over ‘17,000 years’  the importance of which we feel the need to record the past the human condition and how even although aren’t totally within the same scope of what the lives they’ve lived within today, they are embedded within our culture as a form of ‘ritualistic intent’ and to understand not only the view of art in our culture to look to other cultures but to use art as a medium to understand that of history and nature.  The purposefulness and site specificity of the work as well as a higher implication the creation in which it’s in is a cave to work in this situation intends a degree of a purposeful act than that of something that would be outside, the act of it being inside an cave in itself is a act of protection against the outside world, to be viewed as something significant or recognised, to go into the environment would be a form of that of a modern exhibition. 
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Figure 8: ‘No title’ 1970

Born in January 11th 1936 Hamburg, Germany to a family of Jewish descent and eventually fleeing nazi occupation she had emigrated to America in New York city in 1936, where she had studied in the Pratt institute then later on in her life she went to the Yale university school of art and architecture, studying under a influential minimalist artist Josef Albers which would become a big influence on her work years to come.





 Eva hesses work studies the exploration unconventional materials such as: Latex, fiberglass, plastics within her work of sculpture and instillation, it is said that her process and exploration in these materials were a more emotive or expressive tactility in that of what had previously been seen in the works of minimalistic work. The nature in which Eva hesses work revolves around in which regards to the ‘human’ can be brought into multiple factors, the first one being her use of the emotional depth of ‘No title’ the way in which she can communicate and manipulate her materials have been described as ‘simultaneously graceful and chaotic’ (Whitney Museum of American Art, n.d.) which can be allocated or related to what we’d call an imperfect ‘quality’. Not only do the manipulation and consideration of materials being used provoke a sense of a ‘human’ quality,  but a big part of Eva Hesse’s work studies the concept of tactility and sensuality the materials used in her work (Fiberglass, latex) have a huge implication and a way of wanting to invite the viewer into the space of the work, which also not only works within the senses of sight but, the human capacity for human touch and connection. Another implication of which Eva Hesse’s work relates to the ‘human’ is the case of vulnerability, the materials used in ‘No title’ were ‘Latex, rope, string, and wire’ (Whitney Museum of American Art, n.d.) all materials which could be described as ‘fragile’ and ‘vulnerable’ when in contact with the viewer and the art, which French Philosopher wrote Maurice Meurleu Ponty wrote, ‘Our relationship with things is not a distant one: each speaks to our body and to the way we live’ (Merleau-Ponty, 2004).






‘No title’ is again a display of Eva hesses work within her process of how the work itself is made within the containment of a space and how it interacts with the viewer and the space, due to its three dimensionality but also the degree in which it is hung in 13 places, brings to a point of not only the viewer taking into consideration of the lower view, but the higher view and perspective of the work, which not only brings a new perspective to viewing art but also an intimate one.

In summary both the Lascaux cave paintings and Eva Hesse’s ‘No title’ sculpture, have left a form of legacies and influence in art as a whole both of which were Eva Hesse’s use of materials being that  of a minimalist attitude, and has complexities of intimacy and vulnerability within the context of the ‘human’ psyche and the human interaction at mind the Lasaux also has the degree of the ‘human’ element but in the context of archaeological and anthropomorphic all of which the basis of which art had mostly came from. So In the context of the ‘human’ both are intrinsically linked with the human aspect in mind, from that of storytelling and recording and one of materiality and insight. 










Conclusion
In conclusion within the artists discussed Alberto Giacometti’s ‘Diego 1959’ is considered a ‘human’ piece of art due to it’s aspects of the dynamic of the viewer and the painting in question whether through the way it was displayed in an exhibition, within the glass window plane and us as a viewer being reflected off of it. And also within the aspects of introspection and leading themes of psychological depth not only between who we are seeing, as what they are but in as such, an essence of a person being perceived. The notification also of the work, is that the process of which the painting was being made, the gestural marks and intense scrutiny of the subject within a distance from Giacometti when he paints, also speaks volumes within our process of seeing the making of a painting in front of us. 

Frank Auerbach’s painting ‘Head of EOW I’ work, is to be considered a similar experience within the same field of Alberto Giacometti’s ‘Diego 1959’ within the context of the portrait being that of essences but with different nuances, even though regarding both artists using paint as a medium. The first one being that ‘Head of EOW I’ the brushstrokes are slathered and pilled on to the canvas in which Auerbach works on bringing a element of gestural and intimacy within the process of thick paint and impasto as a medium, bringing ahead not only for the paint to look like paint but as of ones own or someone else’s skin. The work also indicates that of time, not only within his process of reworking the painting over months at a time, but also within the experience of looking at the work, you are firstly met with paint on the canvas but the more you look there is a figure of someone not just paint, this brings not only to think of the materiality of the painting itself but to also us as human beings. 



Jean Dubuffet’s ‘Tete Barbue’ work is based on the ideology of raw and unconventional aesthetics, with the nods, influences of extreme distortion and displacements with the input of childlike and primitive elements, as a means not only again to question the aesthetics of ‘beauty’ of within the subject of art but within also the aspects of texture, depiction of the everyday humanity of art, the experiences of the human mind and psyche, these qualities of the sculpture in question not only choose to convey what as humans we deem as ‘art’ but also ‘Tete Barbue’ conveys the richness and deep depth of the human experience.

  On the topic of the human experience and how art is human, we have Francis Bacons painting ‘Head I 1948’ which due to the works leading factors of naturalistic and animalistic undertones within the concept of this figurative painting, have evoked and amplified the meaning of the human psyche and being within, to not only remind ourselves that we are not just humans ourselves but primitive beings at the heart of it. Bacons work also bases on the absurdity and abstract figuration much a like to the previous artists that have been talked about, but have in a different nuanced way within the context of violence, anxiety and tension within the work Bacons work brings more than just essences of the figures but the actions of trauma or violence in this case, which in context of the viewer isn’t just an introspective and contemplative one but one of shock and expectation. Another example would be the Lascaux cave paintings, and Eva Hesses ‘No title’ sculptural installation both studying the concept of not only the content of what’s within the work is hung and seen but also the contents of what they’re using in the discussion of materials. Eva hesses work again mostly studying the process of materiality, touch, and vulnerability within her practise.



Alongside and much similarly of Eva Hesses work, the Lascaux cave paintings which has a leading factor to not only record the human experience but to also depict it in storytelling how we as humans interacted within thousands of years ago so not only as a question and viewing into todays culture and understanding of the humans culture but as well as: ritualistic significance, the connection to daily lives, technicality of art a skill, the role as a form of communication, expressive artistic intent and lastly the use of symbolistic and natural language from within the concepts of art.

So in summary the humanity of what makes art human is it’s capacity to express complicated questions and emotions to facilitate not only visuality but to express communication and connection, exploration, embodiment of human culture, reflection of the history of the times we are in and that of human nature itself, addressing future and past ethical dimensions of what has happened and how we can re-address it and finally the process in which why and what we make as art as a means to something.
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“man exists, turns up, appears on the scene, and, only afterwards, defines himself. If man, as the existentialist conceives him, is indefinable, it is because at first he is nothing. Only afterward will he be something, and he himself will have made what he will be.” 
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one’s reaction to this human animal’ (Catherine, 2019)
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