The Power of Imagination – Dissertation Proposal 


[image: ]My three key words are simplicity, observation and perception. Why not imagination? Because imagination is beyond critical thinking, it is the engine house of thought, be it creative, critical or merely perceived without response. All art is the product of an imaginative process, much of science is founded in imaginative leafs of the mind, where one thinks of relativity, black holes and, above all Quantum Theory and Quantum Gravity. Then to simplicity. The German philosopher Gottfried Leibniz believed that mathematical unities form the basis of all beauty regardless of any subjective perceptions. Immanuel Kant relied as much on the subjective as the objective and that we have to create beauty from two. Is this a simple view? In contrast to Leibniz it is. The notion of mathematical unity underlying beauty has a profound effect on the observer as a theory, but it is Kant’s understanding of beauty as combination and eventual evaluation of the thing observed, and he or she who observes, which wins the day in most human judgement. Why? Because Kant, the creative genius of the modern ground rules of philosophy gave us a simple explanation. “Common Sense” plays a far greater role in Kant’s thinking on beauty than it does in his other great works, although this does not negate their enormous influence. I shall explore Kant’s views in my dissertation when I discuss his ‘Critique of Judgement’. Is there an artist the like of Immanuel Kant? We look for imagination, simplicity and, above all, a new brilliance that sets a new standard. No one, and nothing, has come closer to this as the drawings of Raphael. As much as Kant set new standards for philosophical thought, Raphael set new standards for draughtsmanship, standards that have guided artists for four centuries. Kant was a “simple” man who led a relatively “simple” life and yet produced layer upon layer of philosophical thought that in its finished “simplicity” has probably not been equalled to this day. The simplicity lies in the determination that Kant brought to his task. The simplicity that Raphael brings in his drawings is the determination, the knowledge of and the mastery of the human form in all its twists and turns, we have with the forms and partake of their indicative movements. Nothing can match the impact of ‘The Heads and Hands of Two Apostles’. Nothing can match the supreme mastery of technique that this drawing exhibits. Here are two faces and four hands that hold all the beauty of youthful grace and all the angst of aged decline. I shall explore much more of the work of Raphael in my dissertation. 

At its deepest foundations, everything in life is simple. Imagination takes hold of simplicity and layer upon layer drives diversity into a new unity. All and everything can be broken down so easily, it takes a genius to add imagination and it takes imagination to master the transparency of thought to word or perception to brush or chalk and then to paper. Kant and Raphael were such masters.

[image: ]Observation is my second key word. On first thought it is hard to tie imagination with observation, but both are intertwined with each other: that which is not observed is imagined, that which is imagined cannot be observed – except, and most importantly within the mind of the person who is using his or her imagination. The role of the artist is to tie these two strands together and to present to the viewer a picture that has been driven by imagination and detailed by observation. The result is not reality as we commonly know it: it is a product of the reality that is infused with enough imagination to make us sit up and wonder. Most artists have this ability, and there are many who have joined these two mental and physical processes together. There is an English artist who perhaps exhibits this power in its most dramatic form. JMW Turner stands in the forefront of this ensemble. His works bring a new style to English painting, his later oil paintings have a vibrancy, a dynamism that heralded a new era in art. He lived at a time of great change in the social and economic life of Britain. The essence of industrial England is perhaps most perfectly caught in his ‘Rain, Steam and Speed – The Great Western Railway 1844’. The emergence out of the swirling mist of a fiery “engine” seemingly bearing down on a frightened hare running for its life: a steam engine heralding a new era, a rather frightened but bold ‘rabbit’ quickly moving out of the way. This is observation and imagination combined and it is truly dramatic. Turner, brilliant landscape painter though he was, wanted more than what he could see all around him. In this picture, we find the essence of the New Age with all its force and power, and yet a warmth which gives hope that all is not lost to history and “progress”. Someone once said that Turner’s late oil paintings exhibit maximum effect with minimum effort. There is more than a grain of truth in this remark, those few brush strokes, that observant and imaginative mind give us one of the most iconic paintings in the British canon.

Painting and observation. Thought and observation. All writers are observers, their words are based on what they see and, more profoundly, on what they hear. Why choose Oscar Wilde as a true example of Observation? Simply because he distilled human action, thought and words into laughter as no other writer, certainly in the modern age, has ever done. His dramatic humour leaves one with a sense of wonder at the ability to turn everyday matters into ‘chuckles’ that have echoed through theatres and through the hearts of readers since his day. ‘Lady Windermere’s Fan’ and “The Important of Being Earnest” cannot be matched for that deep insight into the absurdities of human life which gives us hope that all is not “doom and gloom”. They are the product of a mind that has sharply observed all that was going on in everyday life, in ‘Society’ as he experienced it and the knowledge that the ‘society’ that he moved in was much the same as any sector of society in the land. That he could read minds, feel the emotions and experience all the sufferings of those not in ‘society’ is so brilliantly evidenced in his heart – rending “Ballad of Reading Gaol”. Thrown into a cauldron of unhappiness and misery, his brilliant observational mind could turn such despair into a work of art. He saw, he knew, he felt, he suffered and through all those observances he triumphed.

Monet is my artist of perception. Nietzsche is my thinker. Perception – what it is to see, to hear, to touch, to taste –it is all the senses. Without thought and interpretation it is limited; with thought and imagination it can turn the ordinary into the extraordinary. How does impressionism fit into context? There is no deep thought or imagination in Claude Monet’s impressionist paintings; they are thought to be a new way of painting in that they convey an “impression” of what is seen. Turner’s influence is manifest, but in intellectual terms it is far removed from Turner. It travels much deeper into the mind of the artist. Turner’s brilliance lay in his mastery of the art of painting, in the dynamism of colour giving movement to objects and starting his viewer’s minds into a sense of wonder – nowhere better expressed than the previously discussed “Rain, Steam and Speed”. Monet and impressionist painting is different. It is about perception. The landscape does not “move”, the people do not move, nor is there indicative movement. It is mainly about the ‘feelings’ that arise within the mind of the artist. Is perception feeling? To a great extent it is, first sight, immediacy of thought and there is no better way of expressing that feeling than to put paint onto canvas. The artist gives you his impression of what he sees; he gives us an insight into his mind and how this affects his immediate appreciation. Of course there are elements of the subconscious mind in these early, and largely pleasant, works. In my dissertation I shall explore the darker side, perhaps a deeper side, in the works of artists and thinkers of the twentieth century.

[image: ]Of all Monet’s works it is perhaps ‘Sunrise’ which exhibits the totality of his talent – it’s the one I like the most! The stillness of the morning, the warmth of the new sun reflected in the water, the impression of a small “flotilla” of little boats not moving, yet moving ever so slowly in our minds – not in the mind of an impressionist! Add brilliant shades of night and promise of early morning. One cannot look at this painting without seeing the mind of Claude Monet. Is what we see a mirror image of his mind? We can be content with what we see is what he sees. He would have said “make and feel what you will – this is my perception”. 

Friedrich Nietzsche may seem a rather strange choice within the context of perception. But of all the great thinkers he is as interesting as to the perception of others on his work as much as the penetrating perception which he brought to philosophy. I shall explore this “duality” of perception in greater detail in my dissertation.

Son of a Lutheran pastor, he was long remembered for “God is Dead”. He is still remembered for this declamation, but we have come to accept that there is far more to his philosophy than this clarion call to the unbelievers.

Nietzsche rejected Christianity and its moral values because they claimed to be God given, and thus to him invalid, because there is no God and there are no ‘gods’. He did not reject moral values: if we wish to live the moral life we have to re-evaluate our value standards, create new values and follow them as a product of the human mind. “Be Yourself” was his starting point and this led him to believe in the concept of the heroic figure who leads, who commands the lesser mortals over whom he rules. Thus, was the Nietzscheian “Superman”, born to rule, to encourage human endeavour to its highest extent. This led to a belief that Nietzsche advocated and proposed a ‘Hitler’ type dictator without any scruples determined to destroy the weak, those whom he hated and those who opposed him. There is some truth to his view but it does not do full justice to him. He proposed a new set of values based on the true facts of humanity as he perceived them. The ‘will to power’ is so fundamental in Nietzsche’s perception of human beings, and certainly so if we are not weighed down by false, God-given, commands. He saw the will to power as a great source of strength which could further Man’s role as a purposeful doer in the world. Such is Nietzsche’s perception of the basic truths of human existence. It certainly influenced the march of dictatorial power which came in the twentieth century: but it was an honest philosophy based on what he perceived to be the true make–up of human beings and not on God-given notion of goodness through sacrifice. The perception of Nietzsche as the theorist, the advocate and the forerunner of fascism, Nazism and all the other evils of this world is indicative of the dual nature of perception. The perception of the artist and thinker, and the perceptions of those who partake of their works form a vital, highly powered, part of the human psyche. Perception is a powerful two-way process; I shall go more fully into this duality in my dissertation as well as going more fully into Nietzsche’s ‘Birth of Tragedy’ and ‘Thus Spoke Zarathustra’.

Summary

I have taken three words and examined their meaning and worth through the work of various artists, philosophers and writers. It is obvious there is compulsive fluidity between the three chosen words. There are no “stand alone” words or thoughts in life but, as we have seen, there can be “stand alone” expression of Imagination, that are “photo like” in their distillations, their mental origins and in their executions. Where lies the divide? Where lies the power of originality? Where lies the divide the imagination and originality – if such a divide exists! These are the questions I shall ask in my dissertation, examining in more depth the works of those contained in my proposal plus any other creative artists, of all disciplines that add to the debate.  
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