Mid-term Exam

Perception, Week V

Some ideas about the short answer questions...

1. Claire Tourneau and Lily Briscoe as figures of the artist

They both have unusual powers of perception - eccentric, like Claire going "off the grid". Like a filmmaker, Claire is a natural at focusing carefully on what she's seeing, which is the essence of the process of making the new kind of movie Dr. Farber's camera makes possible - it requires the ability to focus completely on what one's seeing, letting everything else go, especially in the second stage. (Maybe this is an image of the editing process - first you look through the camera, then you look at everything again, and this second step gets rid of everything that was purely personal and distracting in the first seeing, leaving what was really there to be seen.?) At the end, she has the highest score ever on the visual discrimination test. She's also good at seeing with the heart - as the Japanese eye doctor says, the one thing he's learned is that the heart and the eye don't see the same. So, on this take, mere sensitivity to appearances isn't enough to make an artist, somehow one has to see the emotional truths carried by appearances as well.  She's also driven by desire - she starts out falling, she ends up addicted to images of her dreams, which seem to be images of herself as a happy child, in the world of innocence that's she's lost... She doesn't make anything of her own, though, so if she's an artist I guess you'd have to say she's a failed artist. Gene has to provide her with the distanced view of her experience which saves her.

Lily also has unusual perceptions - she doesn't see as others see. She also combines an ability to register the truth of how things look and to combine it with the truth of feeling and the heart - she's perhaps the only character capable of understanding all the other characters truthfully. Mr. Ramsay and Mrs. Ramsey can understand each other, and Mrs. Ramsay relates emotionally to many of the other characters, but her perceptions are all tied up with her own feelings; she's "short-sighted"; she doesn't have the distance and judicious capacity for observation (the Mr. Bankes side of Lily's character.) The big difference between Claire and Lily is Lily's capacity to work, to create objects, and to raise her perceptions into full awareness and resolve her conflicted feeling through the creative process. Claire is inventive (consider all those costumes), but her creations don't seem to work in this sort of reflective, self-discovering way.

2. Gisalo and Lily's painting

Both work with memory, and with emotions about loss and death and absence, summoned up through sensory experience (images in Lily's case and remembered places in gisalo performances). However, they're really different otherwise. Gisalo is performed for an invited crowd to show off the performer's talent; Lily's painting's so private she can hardly bear to have it seen, and it doesn't matter if she has no audience for it ever provided she has "her vision". Gisalo's described by Feld as a craft process - following known procedures like "hardening" and "turned over words" to produced a targeted result - weeping in the guest. Lily's painting's what Collingwood calls art proper; it gradually raises her initial powerful but murky feelings into full awareness and composes or harmonizes or brings her conflicted feelings together into some stability and peace.  The gisalo artist focuses on his audience's particular memories and feelings (especially those of the invited guest who's the target; Lily works exclusively with her own.

3. Disequilibrium in Piaget and Irwin's work

Disequilibrium in Piaget arises when you encounter a situation or problem that you cannot deal with successfully using your current schemes - its verbal representation is a contradiction, like the long thin pencil and the short fat pencil that are each both bigger and smaller for the child who doesn't yet have any more complex schemes for size than "big" and  "little."  Irwin's work systematically exploits your perceptual mechanisms (its schemes or structures for organizing and transforming and making sense out of raw visual data) by presenting you with spaces that are full of visual contradictions, shifting gestalts, ambiguous and irresolvable phenomena - scrims that are volumes and also thin screens, etc. (Like the hole in the top of the Skyspace that's flat and a volume of white stuff, that has a wall going up from the edge that is and isn't there and somehow fuses into the volume of stuff so it can't really be there because it doesn't have any top edge even though it does seem seems to be going up on the sides from the black rim...) However, in Piaget disequilibrium leads to development - the emergence of more complicated differentiated schemes built out of the current partially adequate ones, and those new schemes can transform and conserve in the new situation, solve the problems, etc. Irwin does his utmost to make any synthesis impossible. He doesn't want a conceptual one, through "Rorschaching" the picture and deciding that it's "about" some concept; he doesn't want it to be resolvable perceptually. The goal is to leave you experiencing the disequilibration, stuck in paradox and ambiguity, and hence with a heightened sense of the functioning of your normally unconscious perceptual processes.

You might go on to think about disequilibration and development in a different sense of the phrase "Irwin's work" - seems appropriate that this question should offer a little ambiguity, no? On this track, Irwin's career developed through the progressive emergence of contradictions - making a painting that wasn't a painting, having an edge that wasn't an edge, etc. Each time he resolved one of those through a new more sophisticated way of successfully synthesizing the conflicting visual mechanisms involved, a new kind of problem emerged. (This is less tidy, probably, but also an interesting analogy..)

4. Children's perceptions in City of Lost Children, Blake, and To the Lighthouse

These three works offer rather different views of innocence. In Blake, as always, there are at least two contrary views about this reality - children as seen from innocence and as seen from experience. From innocence, children are seen as perceiving (and therefore inhabiting) a fully humanized world, like Piaget's account of childhood animism. Pet lambs appear in human form, with human feelings and understandings; we are lambs and lambs are us. The world is perceived as benevolent, and it is too, insofar as adults are working to maintain a protected bubble around innocence. From the ironic viewpoint of experience, some children are naive and ignorant, foolishly believing oppressive deceptions like the idea that the "wise guardians of the poor" really love orphans; or they are cynical and wised up, like the chimney sweep who says adults "make up a heaven out of his misery", meaning they invent it, and they build a comfortable world for themselves on the profits from his work. The children in City of Lost Children are a mix. Really little kids, like Denree, are just bundles of immediate desire - he just eats anything that looks good and bites what feels bad. Their dreams, free of Krank's nightmares, are the immediate fufillment of desire - Santa comes down the chimney with a big bag of presents for you! On the surface, the older children percieve the world as miniature adults - tough little criminal cynics, at least when dealing with the world of grownups (but looking after and caring about each other at heart). Minette, at least, really lives in a world colored by dreams and Romantic fantasy under her surface. Thus she sees herself in the mirror as a glamorous possible wife for One, and is willing to sacrifice everything for the chance of that. (And the movie clearly presents that as the right way to be...) Children in To the Lighthouse mostly live in their own private worlds, like everyone else. They're quite different from each other - James a mix of his mother's subjective perception (one of that great clan whose perceptions are completely suffused by feeling) and of his father's objectivity (James the Just on his bench). Rose is in love with sensous beauty - her mother's jewels and the fruit arrangement - a potential artist; Andrew has his father's distaste for exaggeration and the wash of emotion, and would rather be by himself on the beach. They do perhaps perceive more intensely overall than adults and live in the moment more - Nancy peering like a god into the tidepool, or James roused to murder by the interruption of his intimacy with his mother, but that aren't a single sort of creature.

5. The moment in To the Lighthouse and presence in Irwin...

Moments in To the Lighthouse are rare occurences; most experience is chaos and flux and irritation and failure of things to fit together or cohere... everything conflicts, people and feelings and ideas and what one wants for dinner and what one gets. Once in a while, as if by grace (though sometimes after considerable work of some kind on something like the dinner or the painting or the sailing to the lighthouse) a moment of intense perception arrives. Memory is made of them, at least in part; art is one activity that produces them. Sometimes they are like experiences offered the audience by some kinds of art - moments in which things stand still, are harmonized, rest in peace, cohere. Mrs Ramsey has one at the dinner party, and has them sometimes when the steady rhythm of the lighthouse beam stroking the floor floods her with the feeling that Life is enough. Creating art is one way of arriving at such moments - Lily has one when she finishes her painting, but Mrs. Ramsay helps create them in daily life, too. Other moments are ones of freedom, openness and possibility - when the social self or the ordinary logical Piagetian categories for sorting experience drop away and anything seems possible, like the moment on the lawn when Cam catches the ball or the moments when Mrs. Ramsey feels as if the dark core of the self is completely free and can go anywhere. Presence in Irwin seems more like "beauty" in Hillman - it's a kind of undivided awareness of the world which is potentially available all the time, if we simply attended to the world that's available to perception more fully and didn't attend to competing distractions so much and so often. For quite a while, Irwin made art that tried to engage the viewer in this sort of awareness of the moment of direct perception through a sort of via negativita - discarding one thing after another that wasn't essential - subject, edges, the frame of the museum and exhibition, etc... Eventually he arrived at a point where he thought that the artist and the art work were not really essential to the experience of presence either - though it seems as though he still thought that at least most people would still need to be awakened to this possibility and have a chance to get familiar with it in the special clarified situations art offered before they'd be able to sustain it moment to moment amid the confusion of the ordinary world. However, he seems to think you can live with this sense of perceptual presence all the time, not just in rare moments that need to be stored up and treasured in art or memory.

6. Dialectic in Snow's account of Vermeer and contraries in Blake

Snow argues that Vermeer's painting are built around the balancing and harmonizing of oppositions at all levels of the experience. He reads the opposed traits of objects like open and closed baskets symbolically, as evocations of human impulses like receptivity and defensiveness. He discusses the postures and expressions of the humans shown as embodiments of similar oppositions, continually stressing Vermeer's attainment of syntheses. Even in the early pictures, as he reads them, Mary and Martha don't display two separate and opposed attitudes - both are contemplative and both are active. In a late picture like Artist in his Studio, both the detached distance of the artistic process and the desire for the image one dreams of and longs for are brought together and harmonized in the scene. Blake's motto, on the other hand, is "Without contraries is no progression!" As the devil says in the Marriage, Jesus, the embodiment of the poetic genius, says that he came to separate the sheep and the goats, and whoever tries to unify them seeks to destroy art. So mostly he works by intensifying these conflicting impulses and ways of seeing. He divides his own complications up into separate voices and gives each one it's fullest clearest particular expression; then sets them against each other like complementary colors, to heighten and intensify each by the contrast. There is a moment in the Marriage where the two embrace and become friends, and he does say that the prolific and the devouring need each other, but they seem to need each other *as* contraries, not to need to progress to some state where each is some sort of moderate, balanced, well-tempered union of both like Snow's readings of Vermeer's images.

7. Angels in Blake and Mr. Ramsay

Angels in Blake's Marriage are a kind of parody of the conventional pious Christians of his time, seeing their religion as requiring personal modesty and humility; obedience to one's betters and to the laws restricting impulse; the control of desire, creativity and imagination by reason; and perceiving the universe as a giant clockwork machine set in motion by a God who simply lets everything run in accordance to natural laws, as if He disappeared after starting the machine... (Blake also thinks some of this is hypocritical - that warning others they must be humble and restrain themselves expresses a secret desire for imposition and power.) Mr Ramsay certainly has a lot of these "angelic" traits, but he isn't just that. You might say that in Woolf the dialectical play of oppositions happens not only between characters, like Mr. and Mrs. Ramsay, but also within each of them. Mr. Ramsey is rational and analytic; he does believe the world runs according to blind inhuman mechanical causation; he does insist that you shouldn't allow yourself to exaggerate or color the facts of the world with your own feelings and fantasies and wishes; he is "the devouring" limit to the prolific, creative, fecundity of Mrs. Ramsey's fountain. But he also loves children and dogs; is besotted with Mrs. Ramsay and her beauty after years of marriage; has very little ability to restrain or control his gusts of feeling and desire (even though lots of them are not very admirable); is "the least hypocritical of men...

