IS IT ART? 1 & 2
Notes by Marilyn Mason

The first session on Thursday 2nd October will consider how we define things, look at some pictures, and raise some questions. Can we together arrive at a definition of art that includes all the things we want to and excludes the rest? Or is it all hopelessly subjective, just a matter of taste, with no right answer to some of these questions, and no true definition? Can things be art for me but not for you?  Is it just difficult to find a true definition; do we have to agree to differ, or settle for the not quite satisfactory, while suspecting that there may be a good, but out-of-reach, definition? Some specific questions that may come up:
· Can any definition include both the Mona Lisa and Martin Creed's latest work at the Tate? Does it have to? 

· Why is it that fakes and copies, however skilfully done, are not considered art, when multiples, some prints, and works done by artists’ assistants (e g Damien Hirsts) are? 

· Why aren’t paintings by children or chimpanzees art, even when they are imaginative and original and look quite like paintings by Jackson Pollock or Howard Hodgkins?

· What’s the difference between art and craft – why, for example, are some ceramics considered art and some not?

· If art is about generating emotional responses, can we distinguish between aesthetic emotions induced by artworks and those induced by, say, a beautiful sunset or starry night?

· If art is all about conveying the intentions and feelings of the artist, how much do we have to know about these to have the “correct” response?

· Does being an artwork depend on us and our responses, e g do they stop being artworks if they are no longer aesthetically interesting, or become artworks if we begin to appreciate them as such? Or are they artworks irrespective of what we think or feel, just waiting for us to discover them?
· Does art stop being art if it is seen as just an investment, a financial transaction? Or it is part of a religious or traditional ritual?
· Should we be more concerned with deciding whether artworks are any good? 

The second session on this topic, on Thursday 6th November, will be an opportunity to have read and thought a bit more between meetings, and then try to come to some conclusions. Some of the many existing philosophical theories and definitions will be considered, and we may have come up with others. Don’t worry if you missed the first meeting – we will recap and hear ideas that emerged in the first meeting before moving on. 
There will be some pictures of artworks on display at both meetings (preview a draft at http://www.e-voice.org.uk/kingstonphilosophycafe/assets/other/is-it-art-slide-show/), but do bring along your own examples too, the more controversial the better. 

Some (non-essential) reading and preparation 
Go and see Martin Creed’s Work 850 - athletes running through the Duveen Gallery at regular intervals - at Tate Britain, or look at http://www.martincreed.com/contents_850.html, where there are also links to news and reviews. While you’re there, browse other contemporary exhibitions: the BP collection or the artists short-listed for the Turner Prize.

Books
Some good, readable introductions to the philosophy of art:

Nigel Warburton The Art Question (Routledge, 2003) (reviews at http://www.artmonthly.co.uk/harris.htm or http://www.open.ac.uk/Arts/philos/art-question.htm)   
Cynthia Freeland But is it art? (Oxford, 2001)
Ian Ground Art or Bunk? (Bristol, 1991).
Also
Tom Wolfe The Painted Word  

If you've ever wondered why the label is more interesting than the artwork, this is the book for you! "The author derails the great American myth of modern art in a scathing, witty, uncompromising critique of American art from the 1950s through the 1970s." 
EH Gombrich Art and Illusion, a classic text on the visual arts

Walter Benjamin’s essay The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproducton (1936), can be read at   http://www.marxists.org/reference/subject/philosophy/works/ge/benjamin.htm  

A note about definitions at http://www.e-voice.org.uk/kingstonphilosophycafe/some-possible-topics/definitions/  
