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Abstract

This paper explores the nature of the interplay between body, mind, and electronic technology, in fine art. It outlines the embodiment theories of perception, and art, proposed by the philosopher and psychologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty. These theories emphasise the fusing of thought and action in creativity. They underpin the importance of considering embodied mind in human-computer interaction. A synopsis is presented of a current research project on creativity in digital fine art using an interlocking range of methods, which is funded by an Innovation Award grant from the Arts and Humanities Research Board in the UK. The creative process involved in the production of two digital prints is discussed. This indicates the important influence of geographical place, culture and events on the creative process in digital fine art.

VOICES OF SILENCE: digital fine art and the working process.

 Considerable debate exists on the interplay between minds, machines and electronic culture, to which I have contributed at several conferences
. A recurring theme in digital art is whether or not the human body and the material object will become redundant. Digital prints and sculptures can be conceived and made without the direct involvement of the hand using rapid prototyping technology. While this may be taken to reinforce an emphasis on the importance of mind in creativity, recent advances in haptic technology are being hailed as putting touch back into creativity. What can be recognised, however, is the leap in exploratory power which the computer provides, which will significantly influence creativity in the visual arts. 

Embodied Mind

A paradigmatic change is now occurring  in our conception of what it is to be a human being in the world, and how we come to understand things and act in innovatory and creative ways. Varela, Thompson and Rosch (1991) in their book 'The Embodied Mind', present cognition as embodied action. Likewise, Lakoff and Johnson (1999) in their book ‘Philosophy in the Flesh: the embodied mind and its challenge to western thought’  emphasise that the mind is inherently embodied. They stress that thought is mostly unconscious; and that abstract concepts are largely metaphorical. They discuss in detail how the body and the brain shapes reason, contrary to traditional Western Philosophy which sees reason independent of perception and bodily movement. The authors of these books acknowledge their indebtedness to the philosopher and psychologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty and his embodiment theory of perception. However, unlike Merleau-Ponty, they do not examine the importance of the interaction with materials and the role of technique in helping to shape consciousness.

 The Embodiment Theory of Perception (Merleau-Ponty, 1962) presents knowing and understanding as embodied action, and makes an important distinction between reflexive and pre-reflexive thought, the latter being seen as playing an important role in perception and creativity. Merleau-Ponty proposes that the visible unfolds and is concentrated by the body over time. The body does not find meaning pre-existent in the world but calls such meaning into existence by its own activity. The body has its world or understands its world without having to use its symbolic objectifying function,  '...to perceive is to render oneself present to something through the body' and 'consciousness is in the first place not a matter of 'I think', but of 'I can".(p 137) Meaning is not found pre-existent in the world, but called into existence by bodily activity, with inter-subjectivity resulting from the communality of the body. Equally, the embodiment theory does not negate the importance of reflection. Merleau-Ponty stresses that it is the unreflected which is understood and conquered by the reflective, and that left to itself perception forgets itself and is ignorant of its own accomplishments. In 'The Primacy of Perception' Merleau-Ponty (1964) considers that because we are temporal beings 'the idea of going straight to the essence of things is inconsistent---- what is given is a route, an experience, which gradually clarifies itself and proceeds by dialogue with itself and others' (p205) 

Scattered throughout the writings of Merleau-Ponty is an Embodiment Theory of Art, which he uses to support his embodiment theory of perception ( Haworth  1990, 1997 a&b). This views the artwork as ‘enriched being’ in its own right, as distinct from an analogue for an external truth or essence, as traditional aesthetic theory claims. It proposes that this enriched being is not produced primarily by intentional acts, the traditional view, but by the reciprocal influence of consciousness, the body, techniques and materials. It ‘gives gives visible existence to what profane vision believes to be invisible’ (Meleau-Ponty 1964 p166). Merleau-Ponty drew on the writings of modern artists and concluded that the painter’s vision is not a view on the outside, but a concentration or coming to itself of the visible. He claimed  ‘that modes of thought correspond to technical methods, and that, to use Goethe’s phrase, ‘ what is inside is also outside’’, (Merleau-Ponty, ‘Sense and Nonsense’ 1964 p. 59). As Merleau-Ponty indicates, we do not see the world, but see with the world. In artistic terms, different media with which we interact have different voices which play a part in the creation of enriched being, perception and consciousness. 

Research and Practice.

The fusing of thought and action in the theories of Merleau-Ponty highlight the importance of combining research and practice in innovatory ways. I have explored Merleau-Ponty’s theory of art in ‘research conversations’  with artists (similar to those now being advocated in the American Psychologist 2001, V 56, No 5, 445-452). I have also used a first person method (Varela and Shear eds ‘The View from Within’ 1999), in this case consisting of ‘listening to the voices’ emanating from the practice of digital fine art.

My ‘research conversations’, using the perspectives of Merleau-Ponty, have been held with internationally famous artists in-order to gain further insights into the creative process. The artists include the printmaker Michael Rothenstein, who can be considered a paradigmatic case for Merleau-Ponty’s Theory of Art. They also include the conceptual artist Sol LeWitt, whose statements emphasising the importance of ‘the idea’ would at first sight appear to contradict this theory.  An investigation of the working process of Sol LeWitt, however, shows support for Merleau-Ponty’s Theory, while also pointing to the importance of capitalising on randomness. These and other ‘research conversations’ I have held into the creative process in fine art support the view of cognition as embodied action, and emphasise the importance of both pre-reflexive and reflexive thought in guiding action. They show a search for viable alternatives, rather than a search for the ideal, and an intimate reciprocal influence between the person and the artwork in the various ways of probing the environment, (Haworth, J.T. 1997 ‘Beyond Reason: pre-reflexive thought and creativity in art’ Leonardo, V30 No 2,137-145). 

My first person method of investigation is concerned with the practice of digital art, which at some stage in the working process involves the computer, and in many cases commences with a photograph. The digital print medium, with its fine surface quality and potential to incorporate and transmute imagery, I find particularly attractive as a conduit for the idea of vibrant transience. This I explore while probing the pixels and listening to the voices emanating from the medium. The prints show an important influence of geographical place, culture and events. The work has been exhibited internationally. Examples can be seen at the Digital Print Award gallery at www.epson-co.uk/dpa
Current Project.

 Currently, I am engaged on a project combining research and practice investigating ‘Creativity and Embodied Mind in Digital Fine Art’. The project is funded under the Innovation Awards Scheme of the Arts and Humanities Research Board in the UK. It commenced in January 2002 and will last for one year. 

The problem to be explored in this project is the nature of the interplay between mind, body and technology in fine art. The aim is to bring into visibility the nature of the creative process in digital fine art. The methods of research are interlocking and include creative practice and reflection, literature and gallery research, interviews, workshops, and an interactive website. Each of these methods is important in its own right, but together they will help to provide cross checks to enhance the validity of the research. The theories of Merleau-Ponty underpin the  interlocking of the range of methods aimed at  allowing critical insights and products  to emerge, which can be put into the public realm to enhance understanding and  appreciation. 

Engaging in creative practice and reflection is important, as is undertaking the collection and analysis of the views of others through literature research, gallery visits and research interviews. Workshops are also a crucial element in the dialogue. Several academic disciplines now stress the importance of ‘communities of practice’ in shaping knowledge and understanding. An interactive website for Creativity and Embodied Mind will also help to facilitate ongoing group interaction in this area. Group interaction needs to include not only practicing artists, but also academics from a range of disciplines, teachers, students and others interested in the area. It is also important that the products of creative activity are put into the public domain, whether these are artworks, articles, books or other outputs.

Digital Prints.   

             Freedom and Constraint. As variations on an image can be produced extremely rapidly, then, inevitably, decisions have to be made on what to save or reject, in both the short span of a working session, and over the longer term. This can involve a ‘feel’ for the image, against an overarching concern, which itself may have taken years to emerge and be still unfolding. It will also generally involve a deep knowledge of the world of art. Thus both ‘actor centred’ and ‘veridical’ decision making are intertwined in the process of selection.

The very potential of the computer to enhance freedom for exploration contains within it the potential tyranny of continual choice, and  the dissipation of energy through multiple pathways of effort. It has often been said that the best of traditional printmaking is characterised by an economy of means.

Artists can apply constraints, intuitively or otherwise, in the  process of interaction with the digital medium. In my practice, this can occur for a particular range of prints where one has ‘settled in’  to using, say, a limited range of filters, with which one feels more comfortable, but for which one is still finding new potentialities.  At the same time this can be interlaced with rapidly trying out other filters, even if many results are not saved. Limits on digital storage capacity can reinforce the discipline of examining and reviewing images. And limits on the size of readily accessible printers can encourage work of a certain size, which may be appropriate for the particular imagery. At the same time the opportunity to explore the potential for larger images may enhance creativity. But this needs to recognise that images and marks are not the same at different sizes, and that while large format prints can be explored in the computer, the final test is in the proofing, which may suggest the necessity for initial mark making at a different scale with different tools and images.

                Two Prints. During the extended process of making digital prints in my studio, which also contains traditional print making facilities, notes are kept on the interaction with the medium, and on the development of the work and emergent meanings. An account of this follows in relation to two prints. The images can be seen at www.creativity-embodiedmind.com
                                                  [image: image1.png]


     

Figure 1 

The print shown in figure 1 is of the head of a belly-dancer. The origin was a  digital photo  I took of a dancer in a village square in Tunisia. The photo, one of several, included the full length of the figure. The costume of the dancer was of brilliant colours, including bright yellow, gold, green, Tunisian red, as well as white. The costume covered the body. It also included  a head dress. The original intention was to produce a print of the full figure. I have been interested in dancers for over thirty years, mainly through watching my children at dance classes, which included national dances in costume from several countries.

 The photo was scanned into a PC using a Power Look 11 scanner. The image manipulation package used is Adobe Photoshop, and also a graphics tablet. Invariably, the image is first adjusted using the autolevels and  the equalise function. The photo was cropped to focus on the figure. It was examined at different sizes, and one or two trial prints taken using both an Epson 3000 printer and  a Hewlett Packard DesignJet 500, which can give an image size of 58 cm wide. Heavy coated paper is used. Colour reproduction varies with the type of printer. The tone of the image on screen may have to be lighter than the image required. Small prints of the full figure did not have the visual impact associated with the dancer, and the vivid colour and tonal contrasts of Tunisia in January, though  the full figure is not an option which has been excluded. It may be revisited in the future as the image is stored on the PC and on CD. 

In examining variations in size of the figure, the impact of the colour and the visual qualities of the haughty features of the figure could be tangibly felt on the 19 inch screen, far more than in the original photo. The HP printer could, using a roll of paper, print the figure life size. The image was blown up to this size in the computer, and explored on screen. The head of the dancer came to have more interest than the full figure, even though this had not been the original intention.  The head was cropped and saved to work on. To get away from the very particular face and to make it a more ‘universal’ image, the posterise function  in adobe photoshop was  used. Gausian blur was then used to  model the head. Using Gausian blur not only models the features of the head, but also models the colours over a delicate range, giving, at the 58cm wide print size, a greater lightness, and less permanent appearance, while still making considerable impact. It resonates with the proud struggle of the village belly-dancer in Tunisia. The tones and colours on the head dress were too dominant and were changed. The contrast and variations functions were used to explore changes. The image was made lighter, and yellow and red were added, which featured strongly in the costume, but not in this part of the image. They are typical colours of Tunisia. The shape of the head was changed slightly so that the image would be 58cm x 85 cm, which was the best size to fit in the 74cm x 104cm wooden frame. The change appeared to emphasise the haughtiness of the dancer, which was acceptable.  It does not offend sensibilities, which have been influenced by the acceptance of the distortion of the figure in art. In the cropping and scaling of the image, considerable effort was made to save the green at the bottom left hand corner of the print, which seemed to add a sharpness and tension. Darker and lighter versions of  the image were printed at  this size. Each version was framed and looked at over a period of time.
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Figure 2 

Fragmenting Square (fig2) is post September 11th. It was done soon after the tragedy. The orange flames and dark brown smoke billowing from the white vertical twin towers silhouetted against a bright blue sky in Manhattan have been etched in the psyche through images on TV,  and through  photographs filling the  front pages of newspapers. While the print is not illustrative of tragedy, several of the elements in the work have some close connection with this.

Fragmenting square was ‘composed’ from four prints done separately, but which were related to each other. These are fading edge, fragmenting edge, broken edge, and falling square. A previous ‘edge’ print I had done consisted of vertical narrow stripes with edges slightly off parallel, and with colours  including browns, orange, red, yellow, blue, green, white and black. It had been a result of the  experience of the  stark contrasts and  intense glow of life successfully struggling to exist, and impress, in the Sonoran Desert  in Arizona. Fading and widening some of the edges seemed a demand of  both the  original edge print and the  September 11th tragedy.  It also seemed appropriate to introduce a single line fighting for existence against a broad band. Similarly, experimenting with fragmenting and breaking the smooth organic lines of the  original edge print  with a certain degree of violence, using the graphic pencil and the smudge tool to score and rub out areas, felt appropriate in a series of two other prints I worked on.  These explorations encompassed changes in size, and cropping and selecting aspects which appeared and insisted on being retained, at least temporarily. Some of the shapes had moved from lines, and bands to curves to semicircles, as the explorations rapidly moved through hundreds of images over sessions lasting several hours, over several days. The falling square series of prints originated from photographs  taken in Greece of the setting sun shining on a  windswept pool of water on the harbour front. The colour was a rippling gold,  in a diagonal, flanked by the dark grey cement. This naturally constituted an off-vertical ‘falling’ element. The ripple on the surface was explored in different formats in adobe photoshop, such as cutout, paint daubs etc. The square was chosen again, as the best shape for the composition. Each of the four prints: fading edge, fragmenting edge, broken edge, and falling square, were framed and hung separately.

A decision to explore the combination of  the  four squares into one print was based on previous prints done this way by myself and other artists, in particular Sol LeWitt whose work  has been extremely successful,  and with which I was very familiar. Initially, the combination of the four squares looked insipid when compared with each of the individual prints. Autolevels, equalise, and Gausian blur  were applied to the print. The  contrast function was then used to  greatly reduce the blurred edges, which were not feeling right for this print. This resulted in a more  ‘hard edge’ version, which while more traditional, still had  some modelling of edges in distinction to a  traditional cut out screen . Some areas were selected and the colours changed. The print is a very strong image partly in the tradition of works done with squares, and screen printing in the 1960’s onward. In many cases these carried forward the tradition of modernism that ‘universal’ truths in art, or fundamental pure images could be discovered.  However, the print is more in the tradition of the post modern age, which, particularly at the turn of the century, has rejected this, and instead introduced increasing uncertainty and focussed on relative rather than fundamental truths. September 11th has finally fragmented the modernist square.

Conclusion.

In considering  the making of these two prints, the creative process can be seen to involve an interaction between consciousness, the body, technique and materials, in which the print emerges. The artist is situated in a tradition of art, some of which he may be very familiar with. This tradition of art influences perception. It influences the way we see things and the possibilities we have for expression.  Any artwork is influenced by a conscious awareness of tradition,  even if it is fighting against that tradition.  The art work can also be influenced by the body situated in geographical place. Cognition and emotion are intertwined. Feeling influences seeing, as well as the reverse. Expression is also influenced by the tools and techniques that are available, and with the interaction with materials, with different potentialities and ‘voices’ emerging. This process of interaction and exploration generates and reveals possibilities and visual experiences, as well as speaking to initial expectations, whatever the extent to which these are articulated. The process of exploration becomes a vehicle for seeing which is influenced by the technology. This interaction extends into the world. Visual explorations undertaken with the computer can influence what one ‘sees’ in the world, what comes into focus and what demands attention, influencing what is recorded experientially, mentally, and digitally. In turn, this influences further explorations with the computer. Artistic vision is constantly reshaping itself in interaction with the world, including technology, geographical place, culture and events. 

These potentialities are both informed and appraised by communities of practice. In the end, art and creativity is not machine driven, rather, it is machine facilitated. The ultimate product depends on living in the world.
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