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Proposed question for independent inquiry:
Nostalgia and Memories: How does what we experience affect how art is understood and appreciated?


To break my question down into main three sections I have chosen three keywords to explore. These words are escapism, nostalgia and narrative. In this proposal each keyword and the way it influences and interacts with art will be explored and outlined.  Through this, we will examine the work of artists and theorists such as Salvador Dali, Pablo Picasso and Sigmund Freud; each of whom are known to represent these key terms in some way or form. Furthermore, I will use this research to form a practice that is fitting to work alongside my independent research project.


Escapism
The world is filled with horrors that are seen and shared all over the globe every day whether on social media, the news or physically in person. After everything humans experience it should not be surprising that a release from this is desired. Among the central components of the essay will be the exploration of the relationship between escapism, art therapy, and surrealism. The American Psychology Association defines the term ‘escapism’ as “the tendency to escape from the real world to the delight or security of a fantasy world.” (APA Dictionary of Psychology, 2014). This fake reality can be seen as a coping mechanism which for some might be an essential aspect to making it through day-to-day life. Many people read books, listen to music and meditate to reduce stress (Fort Behavioral Health, 2019), however, there are many that use art to represent how they feel as without this medium many people would struggle to truly represent themselves. Art therapy is defined by Lisa Nelson (2017) as “a form of psychotherapy involving the encouragement of free self-expression”. Later in this proposal, I will discuss the art movement that represents the core values of escapism, and therefore art therapy, best: Surrealism. Whilst Surrealism is wholly seen in a positive light due to its base as a creative source, its contrast is seen in art therapy which is based on the possibility of healing through art. Art therapy and its connection to escapism will be discussed in the essay as a point that comes from a point of view that people use art to literally escape reality. According to Ulman (1980, p.94), art therapy “-allows the artist or his audience to find momentary happiness, to escape from life’s grim realities, and to find a means to temporarily relieve instinctual pressures.” through this that the connect between art therapy and escapism can clearly be seen. It is important to note that momentary happiness is defined differently depending on the audience as it is often found that quite disturbing imagery is created during art therapy. Exploring further into this imagery as a subtopic would be supportive in my research as “it is therapy- an open invitation to delve into the unpleasant or disturbing realm is an expectation” (Yandrisovitz, 2022).

Academics on art therapy, such as Margaret Naumburg, have found that art therapy “bases its methods on releasing the unconscious by means of spontaneous art expression” (Ulman, 2001, p.17). In the case of escapism, the ‘unconscious’ is the desires of the dream world that artists such as Salvador Dalí, heavily represent in their art. In line with this, the essay will discuss Sigmund Freud’s theory that “the dream is in every case a wish-fulfilment” (Freud, 2000, p.406). According to this logic, art that is based on the unconscious represents the psychological wants that artists wish for but do not outwardly speak about. The essay will argue that this is because dreams have opened the doors to escapism in art, meaning it is important to understand how audiences who do not understand the symbology behind certain dreams will experience the art differently to audiences who relate to what they are seeing. As seen in figure 1 below, Dalí has painted a limbo covered in limp clocks which is non-existent in real life which is because Dalí has “turned his painting into a projection of the unconscious” (Zeri et al., 1999, p.2). Surrealism is “-a path between imagination and reality” (Abdel-Khalek, 2015) which heavily relates to the art that Dalí produces as his muse is often expressed as a dreamworld. The essay will refer to Freud’s theory of dream in order to discuss the fantasy behind Dalí’s paintings and to gain a deeper understanding to what is being understood versus the meaning that was originally meant.
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Figure 1) Salvador Dalí, The Persistence of Memory (1931)


Nostalgia
	When thinking of the past, a feeling of sentimentality is normal, especially if it was a time when life felt wonderful. In the Cambridge Dictionary (2019), nostalgia is defined as “a feeling of pleasure and also slight sadness when you think about things that happened in the past”. Despite nostalgia being a feeling, it is important to emphasise how “-it differs from other forms of subjective experience that also draw heavily on memory” (Davis, 1979, p.74). This is because unlike experiences such as recollection and recall, nostalgia has an emotional association. Therefore, in the essay nostalgia will be discussed as a form of consciousness as understood by Alfred Schütz’s On Multiple Realities (1945). In this journal, Schütz claims that there are seven realities that are true when it comes to daily life. The main reality that will be discussed in the essay will be third, “The tensions of consciousness and the attention to life” (Schütz, 1945, p.537). In this point, Schütz explains that the everyday life that is lived consciously (not through dreams) is called “wide-awakeness” (Schütz, 1945, p.537) which leads to nostalgia being a detachment from reality. The distinction between nostalgia as a form of consciousness rather than a feeling should be made in the essay because if experiencing nostalgia is pinned down as feelings, they are easily dismissed, whereas if they are seen as forms of consciousness, they can be perceived more clearly.

	At the same time, academics discuss a principle known as rosy retrospection, which is “-a cognitive bias that causes people to remember past events as being more positive than they were in reality.” (Shatz, n.d.). This bias is important to note in the essay because what different members of an audience have experienced and how they think of that experience can change what the audience think of an art piece. Rosy retrospection is similar to time perspective which is defined by Baikeli et al. (2021) as “the unconscious cognitive representation of time that humans create about life experiences according to their time orientation”. However, the difference between both terms is that time perspective is seen by viewing past mistakes as a positive learning experience rather than as a bias towards the past.  This will be an important subtopic in the essay as it explores how time affects out understanding of art but is applied in the opposite of way of rosy retrospection. Therefore, art enjoyment and understanding are influenced by two conflicting effects of time as it passes. Furthermore, this shows how crucial a human’s experience can be when evaluating how experiences affect how art is viewed. 

	Nostalgia is best understood through the art movement known as Romanticism which is defined by the Tate (n.d.4) as a “Term in use by the early nineteenth century to describe the movement in art and literature distinguished by a new interest in human psychology, expression of personal feeling and interest in the natural world”. From this definition, it is easy to see why many artists that were described as Romantics were drawn to painting landscapes. J. M. W. Turner is an artist who falls into this category and was well known for how he captured nostalgia in his oil paintings. Furthermore, Turner specialised in landscape paintings, which creates nostalgia due to “displaced nostalgia… [a] yearning of a place that one has never experienced” (Naguib, 2020, p.109-123). The essay will discuss how one of Turner’s most treasured creations The Fighting Temeraire, as seen in figure 2 below, was “-almost wholly a work of imagination” (Egerton, 1995, p.10) and the impact that this information changes how the audience views the painting.  On top of this, the essay will also consider the emotion Turner created for the painting, paying close attention to “-his strong emotion through impasto, brushstoke and choose of color” (Yip, 2015)
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Figure 2) J. M. W. Turner, The Fighting Temeraire, tugged to her last berth to be broken up (1839)


Narrative
Throughout history, one concept above all others has survived within art, a concept taught to people of all ages and timeless in application. That concept is narrative. Narrative is a continuous and self-contained story told within art, be it in book or picture form. Narrative art is defined by the Tate (n.d.2) as “-art that tells a story… depicting stories from religion, myth and legend, history and literature”. In modern narrative art, many artists use their ability of story telling to make commentary on the world. In the essay, it will be discussed how narrative art often deals with political and social topics that require an artist’s background information to fully grasp. As an example, see figure 3, Picasso’s (1937) painting Guernica which is primarily known for its powerful anti-war message as it is based on the Nazi bombing of Guernica. Imagery can be found within the painting such as bull whose tail forms smoke rising out of a window. Despite all the symbology found in the painting, Picasso avoided committing his symbolism to a single interpretation:
...this bull is a bull and this horse is a horse... If you give a meaning to certain things in my paintings it may be very true, but it is not my idea to give this meaning. What ideas and conclusions you have got I obtained too, but instinctively, unconsciously. I make the painting for the painting. I paint the objects for what they are.
(Stoner Productions Inc, 1999)
The audiences understand Guernica differently than Picasso because of semiotics, which Hébert (2019) defines as “-the study of signs”. It will be discussed in the essay how use of semiotics can influence an audience’s understanding of art. This is important to answering the proposed question because to understand how an audience sees art you must understand why they perceive it in a certain way.
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Figure 3) Pablo Picasso, Guernica (1937)

In my essay, it will be Important to discuss different ways feeling in art can be conveyed. Formalism is defined as “-the study of art based solely on an analysis of its form” (Tate, n.d.1). This means that there is a focus purely on the visual aspects rather than hidden meanings that are presented in narrative art. Art critic, Clive Bell (1958, p.17) states, “-lines and colours combined in a particular way, certain forms and relations of forms, stir our aesthetic emotion”. Aesthetic emotion is what an audience may experience when seeing an art piece that has unique characteristics which can be seen below in figure 4. The essay will discuss how Mondrian’s use of geometric lines and primary colours are a prime example of Bell’s theory of significant form. Significant form the idea “-that the form of an artwork or forms within an artwork can be expressive, even if largely or completely divorced from a recognizable reality” (Tate, n.d.3). The essay will cover how significant form interacts with an audience’s perception of understanding and appreciation of art.
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Figure 4) Piet Mondrian, Composition with Red, Blue and Yellow (1930)


Conclusion
	Finally, these three key terms have concluded in my chosen question because they all relate to how a person's subconscious affects their appreciation of art. In this context, the term "subconscious" refers to any feeling, thought, or inclination that one has without conscious choice.
In terms of escapism, this proposal examined how it is used as a coping mechanism for people's subconscious. Similarly, this proposal described how a person's subconscious approach to art interacts with and contradicts that of escapism. Through escapism, this proposal also explored the boundaries of what is meant when we use the term ‘appreciated.’ This is done by investigating how art, specifically escapist art, can be used to benefit those undergoing art therapy. The third observation from escapism is how our experiences influence both our art and our perception of art, in the sense that the subconscious influence of dreams may distort, change, and focus a person's comprehension of a certain piece to the point what they remember did not truly happen at all. 
This proposal discussed another way a person’s subconscious affects their understanding and appreciation of art through nostalgia. This proposal specifically looked at how a person's own subconscious can influence how they remember their own memories, whether it's to make them seem more vivid or less so. Through research, I found that nostalgia has an impact on people’s memories, and it effects on how they engaged with and took in art. The value of using nostalgia within the piece itself and the way artists can manipulate their audience by inspiring feelings of nostalgia, was the second effect of nostalgia on a person's appreciation of art that this proposal examined. 
This proposal examined one way which a person's deeply held political and social views can affect how they perceive art, either positively or negatively, regarding narrative. This proposal's examination of narrative also included an examination of the significance of symbolism, which once more brought the proposal's central theme of the interaction between the subconscious and art back into focus. Finally, in order to better understand how an audience views art, this proposal looked at formalism, which contends that most works of art only convey meaning that is explicitly expressed by their form and not by any hidden meanings. 
In conclusion, the three key terms are all fundamentally related to how we interact with works of art as viewers, which is why it is crucial to discuss each of them in relation to my question about how our experiences influence how art is understood and appreciated.




Practice
To go along side my proposed question for inquiry, my practice for this project will be creating a set of prints that tell a narrative. For my narrative, I want to tell the story of a person growing up with the first print being a memory from when they were a small child and the last print being them as an elderly person showing the previous prints as pictures to a child. Figure 5 depicts a few concepts I developed based on this narrative, with a focus on how I want to make the prints when the individual is younger hazier to reflect how it is a memory and not something that is happening in the moment. The practice ties to the theory directly through the feelings it will elicit in the viewer based on their life experiences.  This is because an older person may relate to the nostalgia of through at old photos, whereas a younger person is still actively experiencing those emotions due to their youth.
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Figure 5) Nico Wayles, Concepts for proposed practice (2023)
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