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Kyle D. Jordan

The Role of the Artist
As an artist, I’ve taken a stance on the role of artists in society.  I believe artists are visual philosophers.  As image, object, situation and/or sound makers, we propose questions and/or create experiences to investigate various aspects of the human condition.  Aside from a natural inclination to create, artists choose to make art for a multitude of purposes, all of which contribute to various philosophical discourses.  Some works of art take the intellectual route of addressing and critiquing grandiose sociological ideas like truth, beauty, the real and/or other aspects of life; whereas others may focus on the examination of formal qualities like color, shape and a number of other form-based issues.  In either regard, both types of artists address something that already exists in a pre-established discourse.  Sometimes the exploration of a discourse can expand upon it, other times it may reject it, but never does “nothing” happen.  This is because in any response to a pre-existent discourse, a new perspective is always born.  But more than anything, much like philosophers, artists investigate questions and issues of cultures and societies, though they rarely provide answers or solutions. I believe it is the job of the artist to create images, objects, situations and/or sounds that provoke thought in, or at the very least get a reaction out of, the viewer.  Furthermore, I believe artists should make art that critiques ideas while subsequently offering new perspectives on the ideas they are critiquing.

According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, a philosopher is “an expounder of a theory in a particular area of experience” ("Philosopher About Our Definitions: All Forms of a Word (noun, Verb, Etc.) Are Now Displayed on One Page." Merriam-Webster. Merriam-Webster, n.d. Web. 10 Apr. 2013.)  In other words, philosophers propose ideas based on personal experience(s).  This is precisely what artists do when they create works of art.  However, not all artists create work that is intended to be apparently philosophical.  Many artists make art with the intent of refuting the participation in such deep thought, or neutralizing the artist’s position in the philosophical discourse, but as stated earlier, even routes such as those can subsequently perpetuate a philosophical understanding of said works, and therefore the human condition. 

For instance, if an artist consciously chooses not to make work that is rooted in theory, the artist is still making something that can, and most likely will, be theorized, because one can assert that there is a theory to the negation and/or absence of theory.  The reason for this is beyond me.  It could be that since we live in an age in which a common conception is that “everything has already been done,” we now operate in a perpetual mode of retrospect in which merely thinking is often seen as the equivalent of “doing.”  It is conclusive for me to say that there is a theory to the negation of theory because theory in itself is rooted in ideology, as are the negation of theory and all other ideological constructs, and for that reason, the negation of theory can be critiqued and theorized.  This point not only contributes to my argument that artists are visual philosophers, but it furthers it a step to say that artists operate as visual philosophers; or at the very least contribute to the philosophical understanding of their subject matter, even when they don’t choose to be, or choose not to be.

Paul McCarthy is a perfect example of an artist who does not strive to address philosophical discourses in his work, yet ends up doing so anyway. McCarthy is known as the “bad boy” of the art world.  His work often employs elements of humor through hyperbolic gestures, images, and performances within a Fluxist, Happening, or Body Art context as a means of critiquing social standards and consumer culture.  In developing an understanding of McCarthy’s work, or the work of any artist, it is imperative that one considers the impossibility for artists to create work that does not respond to some aspect of a particular culture.  After all, artists express their interpretations of experiences and/or information through materials and/or the simulation of experiences, much like the role of the philosopher as mentioned earlier in the definition of a philosopher, which acknowledges philosophers as expounders of theories in particular areas of experience.

My first time encountering McCarthy’s work was in my sculpture 1 class during my sophomore year at Otis.  I remember hearing his name and generating one of my more ignorant thoughts - “the guy from the Beatles?”  However, I later came to learn that he is actually one of the more influential artists and progressive minds of contemporary art.  It was after watching his 1995 video Painter that the concept that “the critique can be the creation” presented itself to me.  Painter is a performance video of McCarhty’s in which he hyperbolically acted out the tropes of the modern artist.  Scenes in the video depict McCarthy undergoing actions that reflect stereotypical conceptions of a painter’s decision making process, application of paint, and a number other conventions projected, predominantly in Western culture, onto artists.  The performance entailed large-scale paint tubes, brushes, and canvases, making it near impossible for McCarthy to benefit from the intended functions of these objects.  Scale plays an instrumental role in creating and emphasizing Painter’s sense of satire (Roberta Smith (May 15, 1998). "Art Review: Work on the Wild Side, Raw, Rank and Morbid").  Essentially, the larger the tools of the painter are, the more absurd the painter looks while using them.

 
The aforementioned idea that “the critique can be the creation” later developed to “the critique is sometimes the most valid creation,” because it is often the most informed.  This is to say that the clarity of a new idea holds more weight when it is the reaction to a preceding idea.  The literal definition of a ‘critique’ is “to examine critically” or  “review” something ("Critique About Our Definitions: All Forms of a Word (noun, Verb, Etc.) Are Now Displayed on One Page." Merriam-Webster. Merriam-Webster, n.d. Web. 10 Apr. 2013.).  That being said, it is the examination of something that provides the examiner with an insightful understanding as to what it is they are examining.  Once an understanding is established, a new, more informed idea flourishes.  In other words, the act of critiquing an idea or object offers a sort of ideological evolution to ones interaction with said idea or object; and any creation thereafter is made with an in-depth consideration, regardless of the consciousness or sub-consciousness of the decision maker, of its subject matter.  It is in this sense that McCarthy’s satirical critique of the Western tropes of painters is highly philosophical.  But the philosophical nature of his performance is contingent on the fact that the convention he mocked was already an established trope in modern society, because without a subject to examine, there is no critique.
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Figure 1McCarthy, Paul. Painter. 1995. Photograph. N.p.
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Figure 2McCarthy, Paul. Painter. 1995. Photograph. N.p.
McCarthy’s work has a postmodernist approach in the sense that it investigates the contemporary modes of thought and social practices in a fashion that deconstructs the “norm.”  Postmodernity was predicated on the notion of questioning.  It came to be as a reaction against the conventions of modernity, which valued traditionalism and an idealized social image.  However, the postmodern thinkers and artists felt that the reality of life needed to be portrayed, not the illusions.  As a result, a paradigm shift occurred that prompted people to constantly investigate ideologies that had been established by institutions and governing bodies, and create new social images that were closer to the actualities of life.  Being a successor of the postmodern movement, McCarthy’s work not only acknowledges the postmodern mode of thinking, but it takes it a step further and exaggerates the actualities of society as a means of really driving the point home. This way of working addresses a multitude of topics.  First, you have the initial commentary on the social trope in question, which renders said trope as the subject matter.  Then comes the expression of the artist’s interpretation of the subject through her/his creation.  And finally, it questions the matter-of-fact quality imposed upon the subject matter by traditional ways of thinking.  This serves the purpose of offering subjectivity to modes of thinking, which in turn denounces the idea that absoluteness can be applies to notions of the good, truth, and the real in a society of differing perspectives.  Furthermore, it says what was once the standard is no more, because there are alternative ways of creating, thinking, experiencing, and living. 

Everything about McCarthy’s work stands in opposition to western civilization’s conception of traditionalism.  The ideological basis of his work operates on the standard of having no standards.  An “anything goes” approach such as this is instrumental in eradicating pre-conceived notions and ideologies about what is good, true, and real.  A lot of McCarthy’s early work was based on the situation McCarthy created, and the response the work received from its audience.  This work was noted as “Happening” art, because everything that happened in the situation constructed by the artist became the art.

McCarthy’s Happening performances had no overt premise of proposing a philosophical idea or critiquing the state of the human condition.  These works were intended to create a situation in which the audience’s experience and reactions to the performance are just as significant as the performer’s initial actions.  Take, for example, McCarthy’s 1974 performance, Hot Dog.
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Figure 3Hot Dog. 1999. Photograph. Phillips, New York.
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Figure 4Figure 2McCarthy, Paul. Painter. 1995. Photograph. N.p.
 In this particular performance McCarthy gathered a group of his peers in a room and aggressively fed himself numerous hot dogs.  In addition to the barbaric action of ongoing consumption, McCarthy bound bind his mouth to disallow the escape of any food. In turn, McCarthy is bound to his consumed as he intakes more food, which subsequently denies him the opportunity to distance himself from what he has consumed, which then makes him sick.  This performance works as a metaphoric critique on consumer culture and the nature of the spectacle connected to it.  As consumers absorb products, the desire to continuously consume grows until they receive so much product that they become trapped by their own actions.  What the consumer once perceived as a positive act becomes negative once the effects of gluttonous consumption are realized and considered.  It’s quite contradictory in the sense that the consumer has become consumed as a result of their will to consume.  Even when overwhelmed, the consumer must keep accepting the product, or accept defeat. What I find most interesting about this piece is that the viewers have been placed in a position of consumption as they observe the performance, which in turn perpetuates the cycle of the spectacle.  The sociological critique that can be inferred from Hot Dog contributes to my point of the artist as philosopher.  Not only has McCarthy produced a disturbing image; he has produced a situation that reflects a connection between the conceptual and formal qualities of the performance (Levine, Cary “You Are What (and How) You Eat).  The idea of gluttonous consumption is clearly addressed, and hyperbolized with tongue-in-cheek undertones to become art, as oppose to simple factual action. It is at points like this one, when the conceptual and formal elements of an artwork reside in harmony, that objects or experiences transcend the spectrum of aesthetics and becomes something philosophical and relative to the broader aspects of life.  I believe that is when art is made.
Marcel Duchamp is another artist whose work functioned philosophically.  The general approach of Duchamp’s ready-made work served the purpose of denouncing the traditions of the art institutions.  Instead of adhering to the stereotypical method of an artist creating an art object in solitude in her/his studio for an extended amount of time, Duchamp popularized the notion of creating the context of the art object by using objects that already existed.  Meaning, Duchamp, as well as other Dada artists, appropriated objects from life and presented them as the works of the artist.  To many, this may come off as a lazy way of creating work, but once the traditional notions of the role of the artist are considered, one can infer that this method of creation does not serve the purpose of producing an aesthetic object, it produces a mode of thought that is intended to question perception.  That is where the “art” occurs.  
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Figure 5Stieglitz, Alfred. Fountain. 1917. Photograph. Private Collection, New York. [image: image6.jpg]R ’\077‘; =




Figure 6Marcel Duchamp, Fountain, 1917/1964, glazed ceramic with black paint, San Francisco Museum of Modern Art
Marcel Duchamp’s 1917 sculpture, Fountain is a piece that helped to formulate my position of the artist as a philosopher.  Fountain is a ready-made work that consists of a standard 1900s urinal with an “R. Mutt” signature, placed on its side.  This piece, or at least the perception of it, is highly philosophical in the sense that it raises the question of ‘what is art?’  It presents what is seemingly trash, a non-operative urinal, within an art institution and proposes it as ‘art.’  I find this piece particularly significant because it deals heavily with the ideas of context and perception.   It is once the viewers see the urinal within the art context that they begin to question their understandings of what art is.  It was surely made, or re-contextualized, by an artist - so does that make it art?  And if it is, at what point is an artist not making art?  This dialogue that questions what constitutes something as art subsequently led me to question ‘what constitutes an ideology as truth?’  For instance, does a collective agreement on a particular subject make the point on which they have agreed true, or can ideologies ever be true?  These are examples of some of the questions Marcel Duchamp’s work brings to the table.  Once people begin to ask questions about their understandings of a subject, they often consider the history of their understandings and make new conclusions about the subject.  This is how paradigm shifts occur.  And this is one of the many ways in which art and artists can operate and contribute to society philosophically.
As a creator, I make images and objects that provide my audience with what I intend to be both engaging and though provoking experiences.  Though, it is not my job as the artist to force-feed the viewers of my work with my ideas or answers to the questions I pose.  I am simply here to facilitate the equation and pose a perspective, which I have thoughtfully conceived through personal experiences and research.  Though the experience from which I pose my perspective is personal, it is not limited to the self, as the experience is one born out of the human condition. 

Ascend (2012), an outdoor sculpture I made is a piece that lends itself to the overtly philosophical and experiential realm of art.  The sculpture consists of four fifteen-foot ladders that converge to a point at the top.  The ladders are positioned in a pyramid-like shape against one another. In the construction of a typical ladder a twelve-inch distance between each step is employed.  However, in the construction of Ascend, the first step has a twelve-inch space from the ground, but every step thereafter increases by three inches exponentially.  Meaning, the second step has a fifteen-inch space, the third has an eighteen-inch space, and so on.  The fact that the ladders converge to a point render them atypical, though they still function as ladders on the psychological level that prompts viewers to want to climb them.  And at the very top of the sculpture is an oversized gift box clothed in conventional wrapping paper with a bow atop.
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Figure 7Kyle D. Jordan Ascend 2012.  Wood, metal, & gift box
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Figure 8Figure 7Kyle D. Jordan Ascend 2012.  Wood, metal, & gift box
 A central idea in the conception of this piece is the notion of achieving the truth.  The gift box at the top of the sculpture becomes symbolic for the idea of truth in this matter.  Like truth, the contents of the box are unknown, yet the point of interest.  The secrecy of the gift box’s contents is established in the opaque quality of the gift box.  The western cultural understanding of gift boxes is very specific and crucial to the communication of the concept.  Boxes that are attractively dressed in wrapping paper and topped with a bow have positive social implications.  They alert the viewer that they are in the presence of a present; something free and possibly useful or entertaining. The fact that what is inside of the box is unknown renders it exclusive, only to be awarded to the victor who climbs the sculpture to achieve it.  However, the journey is not an easy one as trickery has been employed in the construction of the ladders.  It is because all of the ladders converge to a point and possess steps with exponentially increasing distances that one has a tough time climbing the sculpture.  As the participant climbs one of the ladders, the distance between the two vertical beams closes in and reduces the space available for one to place their foot.  Furthermore, the constantly increasing height between each step adds to the challenge of reaching the destination and receiving the object at the top of the sculpture. 

An implication of Social Darwinism is also established in the construction of this sculpture.  As in Social Darwinism, Ascend posses a competitive undertone in that there is an implied common goal for four participants to try to achieve.  Based on the idea of natural selection, which essentially postulates that there are possibly biological adaptations that occur in some organisms, and “If such do occur, can we doubt (remembering that many more individuals are born than can possibly survive) that individuals having any advantage, however slight, over others, would have the best chance of surviving and of Procreating their hind” (Darwin, Charles, 1809-1882. “On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection, or the Preservation of Favoured Races in the Struggle for Life”)?   Granted, the gift box sitting atop the sculpture is not as drastic of an issue as life or procreation.  It does, however, have similar implications in the sense that it is the object of interest, and is intended to be desired by the viewers, much like life and procreation.  The four ladders converge to a singular point and create a pyramid-like shape, specifically to both allude to hierarchy and allow an element of competition to enter into the equation.  In the journey to the object of desire, an experience based on the idea of survival of the fittest is created.  The one who can either mentally or physically overcome the obstacles to achieve the goal is seemingly the victor, though the task is not an easy one.  But it is once the person reaches the top that they realize that the importance of this piece resides in the strenuous, if not impossible journey, not the goal.  I believe such an experience is one that can alter one’s perspective, and hopefully generate question as to what the purpose of the journey was, if not solely to experience it.

I find that the notion of truth, possibly philosophy’s most grandiose issue, operates in a very similar way.  There are billions of humans all experiencing this thing called life.  No one knows exactly how it came to be, but evidence of its actuality can be seen in our very existence.  As we ask questions and postulate theories of various religious, scientific, or spiritual sorts, we experience a journey towards something that is extremely attractive, yet seemingly impossible to achieve.  Furthermore, we do the best we can to get closer to this notion of truth by sharpening our minds, bodies and/or “souls” and using past examples and experiences as data in this eternal question. 

Other images I make/have made are intended to offer the viewer information with which they feel familiar, while simultaneously disrupting that sense of familiarity through the interjection of content that is seemingly unrelated or oppositional to the original image.  In summation, I have made imagery that deals with typical notions of major ideologies, such as Christianity, and juxtaposed those images with imagery that, once considered in relation to the original image, prompts a sense of disconnect in the viewer.  However, the images I pick are not at random, they are carefully selected after undergoing a deal of research.  For instance, Eosturmonath Issue (2011) 
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Figure 9Kyle D. Jordan Eosturmonath Issue 2011.  Silk screen & Inkjet Print

suggests a relationship between the Christian holiday, Easter, sexuality, and historical Pagan practices in Northern Germanic regions. The informative purpose of this image is to give the viewer all of the necessary tools to question whether or not there is a relationship between these very different ideas.  I do not intend to present any information as factual evidence, rather clues to a possibility.  The soul purpose of this method of appropriation is to offer new perspectives to social matters that most believe they already have a general understanding of.  Once one feels as though they have a grip on a concept, I intervene and make them question what sexuality has to do with religion, or why an archaic text is juxtaposed on an issue of Playboy. 

This idea of offering new perspectives seems to be a trend in art since the aforementioned postmodern movement.  I find that many contemporary artists are producing work that exploits the illusionary qualities, or challenges pre-existing notions of art and how it is “supposed” to function.  Many contemporary works tread a line of liminality in that the artwork does not submit itself to be one thing, nor the other.  Examples of this can be seen in paintings that adopt sculptural elements, or photographs that look like paintings.  Llyn Foulkes, an American artist, is an example of an artist who does not subscribe just to painting, though he is noted as a painter.  A lot of his works of art incorporate found materials onto the surface of his paintings, creating a dialogue between what is present and what it depicted as a way of playing with the idea of the real, and thus the perception of the viewer.  At this point, the piece pushes a new boundary of art that places it outside of the confines of just being a painting, as well as just being a sculpture, but somehow being both.  The creation of this type of work reflects a general disposition with past understandings of art.  And much like philosophy, this form of boundless creation comes from a place of reflective acknowledgement of what came before it, and seeks to expand upon those horizons by implying the question, “Why can’t a painting be more than a painting, and a sculpture more than a sculpture?”  

The psychological effect of questioning one’s own understanding of something, especially something with which one already feels familiar, does something greater than any amount of overt teaching can do.  It allows the audience member to view the world in a spectrum greater than simple dichotomies.  One’s conceptual understanding of matters of life can exit a place of black and white, and enter the realm of black, white, and endless shades of grey.  This is why I believe the role of the artist is philosophical.  Artists synthesize personal experiences and project them into the public discourse to provide viewers with experiences that offer new perspectives on social and natural matters.  It is for this reason that the experience one has with a piece of art can be more thought provoking than any amount of reading.  For me, art lacks a certain didactic quality that is offered in text.  The viewers’ interaction with a work of art is not so much about being fed information in a particular way; it’s more about having information present, and allowing the information to become subject to the viewer to produce the best experience possible.  If establishing a subjective perspective on an objective matter, and engaging it in a publicized sociological discourse isn’t philosophical, then I ask – what is?
