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Functional Art – Can I eat my corn flakes out of this?

This essay looks at the difference between function and non-functional art and the blurred lines in-between them. It explores when art is functional, the meaning behind the artist’s intent and when it becomes non-functional due to various circumstances. We will look at works of Andy Warhol, Salvidor Dali, George Ohr and Bettey Woodman and how their works differ in terms of functionality. The function discussed here is concerning the physical function of the work of art and how it is used.
Socrates claims that “all things are good and beautiful in the relation to those purposes for which they are well adapted, bad and ugly in relation to those for which they are ill adapted” (Xenophon, 370 bc). So, what Socrates appears to be giving is a conception of what beauty is: being well adapted to its purpose.
Keeping this in mind, all art is beautiful as it was made for a purpose, whether it was made only to be viewed or it was specifically made for a functional purpose. In these times, we live in a society where products are mass produced for a purpose, and we tend to lose our appreciation for the beauty in its function. Whereas art made for a functional purpose gives people the same appreciation as viewing a work of art in a museum or gallery sealed behind glass and can only be viewed, not touched or used and can only be appreciated for its visual beauty and the thoughts it provokes. But can you eat your cereal from it in the morning? Or drink your coffee or tea? 
When looking at the meaning of functional art, it describes the combination of bringing together the aesthetic beauty with a practical function, art that is used physically for a purpose, often in ordinary ways and in some cases not as the artist has intended. According to Roger Scruton, “knowledge of […] function can play a role in our perception of, and hence our aesthetic appreciation of, [an] object” (Parsons & Carlson, 2008). Functional art is a wide ranged concept which can include simple items such as a spoon, cups to drink tea from, sofas and chairs, tools, and clothing. A functional work of art may be a piece that is used daily, a go to item a person may prefer above a plain mass-produced product or item made for the same purpose. 
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Figure 1 lion man oldest religious relic (Bailey, 2017)
Items for the worshiping or honouring of deities have been in use since the recorded history of religion such as ceremonial knifes for religious executions, and urns for burning incense and the idol of the Lion man dating back 40,000 years (Jennifer, 2024). It used to promote self-expression for both the artist and the person using it, catering to a person’s style and taste or as a social standing. It is thought that surrounding yourself in functional art promotes a sense of well-being and enhances happiness. In theory anything that has a physical function can be made into functional art. It can take a form of extreme beauty, size and form or to something as simple as a small painting of a fly inside a urinal used to help direct the flow (see figure 2). 
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Figure 2 Painted fly on urinal
The line between functional art and non-function art is blurred. Some may say that looking at a piece of art such as a painting of Christ on the cross provokes and emotional response, to the possibly of finding religion or to become more pious. These could have been the artists intention, so it has served a function. Others will say functional art is used in a physical way, to fulfil a particular use that a more common or mundane object would while still able to fulfil and provoke the same responses as you would from the painting on the wall, combined with a utilitarian purpose. It can also be used to keep cultural heritage’s alive, keeping in touch with the past such as with tea ceremony’s, recording family’s history or culture, or keeping traditional methods of doing things such as cooking or making cloths. Others may include quilting or weaving, adding the next generations style to the family’s history. It can be used to tell story’s or play games. Function art has existed since the beginning of man, tools or weapons marked with the tribes or hunters’ signs and totems, charms for good luck or to ward off evil and ceremonial wear, up to more modern objects such as electric lamps. We use functional art from the day we are born when placed into a decorated basinet to the coffin or urn we end life in. They will always be there as long as we can imagine and create.  
Andy Warhol painted a picture of a can of Campbell’s soup, and it was regarded as a great work of modern art. While the original design for the advertising of Campbell’s soup is a functional work of art. Comparing the two does blur the line between functional and non-functional art. Did Andy’s painting increased sales of Campbell’s soup? Campbells finally did realise the value of Warhol’s work, and went on to fund an exhibition of his art at the Metropolitan Museum of Art (Peers, 2022). Warhol may not have intended his painting to increase Campbells sales, yet if it had this would then make his work functional.
Arguably we would consider the Mona Lisa to be a non-functional work of art. It hangs on the wall, cannot be touched, used or handled. It is only allowed to be viewed. But what if we fold it into a paper airplane and throw it across the room? Or if we take Micheal Angelo’s David and put it in front of a goal box in a football game? It may block a few shots. Does that now mean that these pieces of art are functional? Their function has been changed from the artist intent. The Mona Lisa has been physically changed; it is still a work of art but its function has been altered. It is now an artistic paper air plane to be physically thrown. While David has not been physically altered, using it as a goalie has changed the intended use. It is still a sculpture, a work of art, but now it is being used to block shots on goal physically. The teams’ fans may enjoy see the sculpture but they would be distinctly unhappy that it is being used as their team’s goalie as it would be grossly inappropriate and unsuitable for the purpose as it would be the same for the Mona Lisa.  
[image: Functional Sculpture]
Figure 3 - The Mae West Lips Sofa on display at the Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen in Rotterdam, the Netherlands (2017) (Attewell, 2023)

When museums collect works of art, there will be pieces that were originally made for the purpose of being used. Now they are behind glass, roped off and are not to be handled or used. Does this now mean functional art is now non-functional? An example of this is Salvador Dali’s May West Lips sofa where it was commissioned as a functional art piece in a living room. It now resides in Rotterdam in the museum Boijmans Van Breuninger while another version is kept in the Dali Theatre and museum in Spain (Attewell, 2023). They are not used as a functional art sofa and not allowed to be sat upon, losing the functionality. Hypothetically, someone could buy it and decide to use it again for the reason it was originally made but this is unlikely as the value would exceed the practicality of using it as regular piece of furniture risking damage and wear. This brings up the issue of when does Functional art becomes non function because of its value or does it just limit the accessibility of the art to only the very rich who can afford to use it for its original intended purpose. The contributing factor in this is due to the rarity or uniqueness of the art, the material it is made from, the fame of the artist and whether the artist is still alive and the prospect of no other works being made, or the piece has been commissioned as a one of a kind.

Some functional art has taken the artwork to the extreme, where the functionality has been lost. This does not mean it is any less a piece of artwork, but arguably the functionality is still lost due to now it is inappropriate for the original function.  The work has not lost its beauty due to its loss of function as Socrates states that it is “bad and ugly in relation to those for which they are ill adapted.” The work is as the artist intended and so it has changed in how its perceived as no longer functional art but as a sculpture so it is still well adapted to it purpose and therefore still beautiful. 
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Figure 4 Ceramics by George Ohr (Johnson, 2015)
George Ohr’s ceramic artwork is an example of how the functionality has been lost pushing it beyond where some objects including bowls and cups. Ohr has folded, fiddled and squeezed the walls to such an extent that the open bowls were in effect closed and any remanent of functionality has been lost (Ohr O'Keefe Museum of Art, n.d. ). This art has clearly not been made for function; they are pure aesthetics. Ohr has taken the functionality from a cup or bowl and now it is no longer a cup or bowl, it is a sculpture. It no longer has value as a cup, but its value is now as a sculpture. If we go back to Socrates idea of the relationship between function and beauty, when Ohr removes the physical functionality as a cup or bowl, it is still functional as sculpture in creating emotions or thought. It could be argued that his works never had physical functionality to begin with.
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Figure 5 Betty Woodman Kimono Vases: January” or "Kimono Vases: 2," 1995.
Betty Woodman began her career with the aim in creating and selling beautiful, functional objects to enhance for use in everyday life. Later in her career she was influenced by Italy and its culture and traditions, while she was still producing functional pieces, her works while in Italy became more daring and experimental, incorporation looser ways of working with clay creating new forms on a larger scale.  “Woodman began to shift away from functional objects altogether, instead using function and the history of ceramics as the subject of her sculptures. Her exaggerated, almost absurdly proportioned vases, soup tureens, napkin holders and other transitional works covered in richly-colored glazes referred to domestic objects but were not necessarily meant to be used” (Woodman Family Foundation, 2026).
Woodman realised that she did not have to conform to the general expectations of what the objects should be. While she continued to create functional pieces, she pushed the boundaries of functionality – working in larger scales, changing handles and bases, making pieces that can be functional but functionality was not her intention. These pieces, though useable, were not practical. She is creating pieces that represent a functional work of art.

What does it mean for a sculpture to represent a cup but not be a cup? For example, this violin made by Delft earthenware (see figure 6) cannot be played. It is a decorative object, therefore cannot be considered as a physical functional art even though is looks as a violin should that does not mean it is a true violin, it is at its base a sculpture. 
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Figure 6 - DELFT EARTHWARE VIOLIN PHOTO FROM RIJKS MUSEUM

What does it all mean? Why is it hard to define functional art? All art has a function (in that it can be appreciated for its aesthetics) but not all art has a physical function. Art that is handled, used, played with, climbed, sat, hung, eaten from, or other any physical use sets it apart from other forms of art. 
Is the art work still being used as the artist has intended? Has it become so precious that it is no longer sensible to use? Is it now locked away behind glass in a museum? Many works may still be functional but that may not be the artist’s intention. The line is blurred and it is the current owner’s decision to use the work as the artist intended or they may find another use, or just put it on a shelf to be admired.  To decide if a work of art is functional involves looking at the physical functionality of the work of art. Can I sit on it? Can I play with it? Can I eat my cornflakes from it? Having, owning and using a physically functional work of art can bring a sense of well-being, a connection to the object, an aura that, it could be argued, is not found in the more conventional machine-made commodities. When creating a physical functional work of art, as a ceramicist I can appreciate how the artist may feel knowing he has created something that is more than just visually stimulating. To have it handled, used and enjoyed over and over again must give him a great sense of pride and satisfaction, even if it is just for eating cornflakes from.
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