Morris 2

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Daniel Morris

A Work of Art in Itself

A man in a tuxedo walks in from stage right of the crowded Carnegie Hall towards the single piano in the middle of the stage.  A hush falls over the audience in anticipation of the following act.  The pianist dramatically flails out his coat tails as he sits on the bench of the piano, facing stage left for the audience to see his magnificent actions.  An object is pulled out of the inner jacket pocket.  The audience strains to see this ordinary kitchen timer.  It is set to four minutes and thirty-three seconds.  Setting the timer upon the piano, the pianist proceeds to sit for the duration of the clock timer.  This is 4'33" by John Cage and this is art (“Definition”).

What is it that makes this art? Is it the fact that this particular piece was “composed” by John Cage, the professor of music at Harvard (“Definition”)?  Could it be that the majority of people does not have a clue as to what it means, why it was made, or what the crap it is, even though they pretend to understand so as to not look uncultured?  Could it be that it is art because people tell them that it is because they do not really know what art is?  What makes it so “a 600-pound block of chocolate could be an artwork while another such block would be merely 600 pounds of chocolate” (Graves)?  In my opinion, there are three main criteria to determine whether or not a work is a work of art or just an object.  First of all, it is necessary that the work be an expression or reflection of some aspect of life or society.  Life is a very vague and abstract thing that our feeble human mind is incapable of comprehending.  It is so vague that even the absence of life, death, is an aspect of life, and, therefore, a work about death is till a reflection or expression of life.  Life in itself is impossible to define without subjective, debatable criteria.  There has been much debate about whether or not a virus is alive.  This does not limit the definition by any stretch of the imagination.  The second necessary criterion for art is that it must be on purpose.  Accidents, even beautiful ones, cannot be called art because art has to be purposeful.  A tree blossoming in the spring is not art, but a painter painting this beautiful event is, or a photographer photographing it is.  The difference here is that the blossoming is more or less an adaptation of the tree to meet the ever changing demands of the world.  The “artists,” on the other hand, took the conscious effort to permanently capture this beauty.  This conscious effort is what separates the “artists” from the tree, the art from natural beauty.  So would say that the tree blooming is part of God’s purpose and is therefore art as well.  But, I have never seen God paint a picture, or compose a melody.  It is difficult for a supernatural entity of debatable existence to perform any of these tasks.  The third criterion is necessary, although it does not seem so at first, but upon deeper inspection of it, it is deemed to be necessary.  This third necessity is that, although the audience does not always see it, there has to be meaning behind the work.  Going back to the chocolate blocks, the work of art has a meaning behind it; “one could always, on the hypothesis that one was dealing with an artwork, ground an interpretive hypothesis” as to why it was made and as to what it means (Graves).  The problem with this idea is when you consider the works of art that have no meaning for the purpose of either showing that life has no meaning or rebelling against the idea that art must contain symbolic meaning.  In fact, there can be art whose sole meaning is to show that art does not have to have meaning to be considered art, but this is a meaning in itself.  That is not to say that a painting or a song or a sculpture can be made without meaning.  For example, if I was to take a sheet of paper and draw random lines on it just for the hell of it, this does not mean it has meaning.  This is not more artistic than the blossoming tree.  It is not art.

To evaluate the effectiveness of this definition of art, let’s test it.  For the sake that it has already been mentioned and explained, lets use 4'33" by John Cage.  For clarity, I must point out how, although it is debatable as to whether or not this is music, it is agreed upon by the majority of people that it is art.  This piece has a couple of possible reflections and expressions present within it.  First, just as John Cage tried to experience absolute silence by making an anechoic chamber, it could be that it is a reflection of either the silence that sometimes seems to accompany us (“Definition”).  It could as be a satirical reflection of how busy and noise filled our lives are.  It could be a reflection upon society’s uneasiness that usually accompanies silence; how it makes people restless to sit in silence.  Regardless of which of these reflections or expressions you choose, there is one.  Therefore, it satisfies criterion number one.  There is no doubt as to whether or not this was created on purpose.  To prove this, all I have to do is to point out that it was created for a purpose, and must, then, be created on purpose.  It is impossible to create something for a purpose, to fill a void of need, without creating it on purpose.  Both of these take conscious effort by the creator to make this work come into being. The second criterion is proven.  The meaning of this piece, which is common in most works of art, is related to the expression or reflection of life or society in which it was created for.  Basically, in general, the aspect of life or society that is reflected or expressed in a work is the meaning in the work.  This is not always the case, but, for the vast majority of art, it is.  In the case of 4'33", the meaning in the work is, in fact, the reflection of expression of life or society.  Criterion number three is down.  This is conclusive evidence that 4'33" by John Cage is a work of art.

Now it is time for the debatable.  This “thing” that is debatable as art is not a tangible object.  I shall attempt to determine whether or not an individual’s life is a work of art.  Let’s go through the list.  It is difficult for someone’s life to not be a reflection or expression of life since it is a basic axiom that life is life; just as in math one could say that x = x or y = y.  It is self-evident that a person’s life is life.  The first, and only easy criterion, is down.  But, is the creation of life purposeful?  There is no doubt whether two animals mating is on purpose or not, but just as the tree blossoming is not art because it is merely displaying one of its adaptations for survival, is the creation of life nothing more than an adaptation to survive?  It is easily said that an animal does not have to mate for it to survive, but it must mate in order to continue its gene pool.  This is a highly debatable question, but since it is my paper, I shall tell you what I think.  Yes, an animal mates to continue its own gene pool, but it is not necessary for its survival as an organism and, in no way, prolongs its survival.  So because of this, I say that the creation of life by parents is a purposeful act, and not an accident.  One more left.  Philosophers throughout history have debated whether or not there is a meaning to life, and if there is, what it is.  One of the purposes for religion is to add meaning to life, in addition to explaining the meaning behind it.  Many denominations of Christianity imply the meaning of life is to be good so you will go to heaven instead of hell.  The Jewish beliefs of biblical times have no mentioning of an afterlife.  For them, the purpose of life is to obey YHWH because they love the god know as YHWH All sects of Buddhism, be it Theravada, Mahayana, or Tibetan, believe the ultimate goal is to reach nirvana, or enlightenment.  People of the Hindu faith are trying to have their atman become one with Brahman, the god of creation.  For the non-religions types, some try to obtain as much possessions or material wealth as possible.  Others just try to be happy.  No matter whom you are, your life has a meaning, even if you refuse to see it or do not understand it.  People are still debating as to what the meaning of life is, but that is not to say that there is not one.  This meets the last of the criteria.  So, according to my criteria, each individual’s life is a work of art.

Not only were they tested against a recognized work of art, but they were tested against a debatable work of art as well.  My criteria held firm in their place.  That is not to say that these are the only ones that can be considered when determining whether or not a work is art.  In addition, I realize that my definition is very vague and very broad.  I did this on purpose because I believe that art is a very vague and very broad term.  It applies to more than just the paintings, sculptures, and music that a person would usually think of when they try to define art.  What this means is that my definition of art not only legitimizes the art of the Twentieth Century, such as the Modern or Post-Modern movements, but it also leaves room for more advancement in the arts community.  It allows for art to evolve further.  
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