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ABSTRACT 

 

 This study is a multicultural aesthetic inquiry  into the  "Plexus Black Box," a community-

based international art project.  

 Plexus, an international movement of artists and community intellectuals, has played a 

seminal role in the conception and realization of numerous large, international,  interdisciplinary,  

collaborative,  cross-cultural,  multi-art events, which are an unexamined part of the contemporary 

history of art.   

  The collaborative art project under study, "Plexus Black Box," is related to a series of art 

events held in several communities around the world, beginning in 1982,  engendering a spirit of  

cooperation and bridging the gap between universities and local communities. 

 The focus of  Plexus  is to raise the consciousness in the world community about the 

interdependencies of the arts,  the well-being of individuals,  and the reconciliation of cultural 

differences,  through  the extension and interaction of  collaborative art events, bringing the 

community and the academy closer together,  and  linking the notion of  "art" - as a culture-bound 

aesthetic experience -  to  the concept of  "well being" - as a multicultural paradigm enhancing the 

quality of life in the community.    

 The inquiry  provides an aesthetic interpretation of "Plexus Black Box" as well as a 

comprehensive historical account of  Plexus activities.  

  The researcher,  an "insider" of the project,  applies David W. Ecker's model of "The Artist 

as Researcher: The Role of the Artist in Advancing Living Traditions in Art,"  within the current 

issues raised by Kenneth L. Pike and  Marvin Harris in Emics and Etics.  The Insider/ Outsider 

Debate.  

Following John Dewey's Art as Experience perspective,  "the artist as researcher"  presents 

an emic or  an "insider" aesthetic  understanding of  "Plexus Black Box," combining emic 

procedures with hermeneutic and deconstructionist interpretational methods. The inquiry offers not 

a "formal aesthetic" analysis of the object of the study but opens the possibility of  an "insider" 

understanding of  "Plexus Black Box" as a community-based art form.  

The researcher applies the "double writing" model employed by the deconstructionist 

Jacques Derrida in Margins of Philosophy,  and as "an insider" conducts a  participatory 

hermeneutic inquiry following the interpretational historical perspective employed  by Hans-Georg 

Gadamer in The Relevance of the Beautiful and Other Essays,  and by Alfred Schutz in  Reflections 

on the Problem of Relevance,  to accomplish such a hermeneutical task.  



At this time, in  a multicultural world, where different values and cultures clash,  and  

individual and cultural identification are of paramount concern for all,  the study outlines an open 

art model to grasp possibilities of global participation, by building bridges among individuals, 

communities and institutions.   

 The assumption of the study is that a more participatory process of understanding  of 

community-based art experiences should be invaluable  in developing local and global alternative 

strategies for the reinforcement of mutual respect necessary to cohabit with diversity, and enhancing 

the advancement of art as a paramount universal human resource for the well being of humankind.  
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PREFACE 

 

 The researcher as an "insider" of the Plexus Black Box project offers in the following 

chapters his aesthetic inquiry as a contribution to multicultural understanding,  but in a larger sense,  

it is an inquiry based upon all "insider" accounts of the experiences related to the many emerging 

issues raised by contemporary artists from the so called margins of the Artworld.   

The model of ñthe artist as researcherò outlined by David W. Ecker supplied the methodology by 

which the researcher articulates his multicultural aesthetic inquiry as a pluralistic narrative made up 

of many "emic" understandings, with no privileged position. 

 Combining hermeneutical and deconstructionist strategies,  this aesthetic inquiry strives to 

overcome the outworn notion of "autonomous art" by means of a more complex interdependent 

vision of art.  Thus situated within the current modern and postmodern debate, the inquiry 

challenges the hierarchical Western notion of  "Artworld."  The study challenges the current notion 

that artistic identification is conferred on the artist by the ñArtworld.ò   

By claiming a community-based artistic identification,  the study grounds art in the experience and 

in the local knowledge of "insiders." 

 The multicultural aesthetic inquiry,  following a hermeneutical process of moving from 

misunderstanding to understanding,  presents contingent (but not analytically necessary) aesthetic 

characteristics of ñPlexus Black Box,ò  within its community-based environment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER I 

THE ORGANIZATION OF THE STUDY 

 

Introduction 

 Plexus started its activities in 1982, in the Chelsea neighborhood of Manhattan.  It was at 

once an idea and a place, founded by two architects, an art critic and the present researcher in the 

role of cultural organizer.  Over a period of fourteen years Plexus evolved to its present status as an 

international collaborative effort with the intention of bridging the gap between the community and 

the academy.  The notion of well-being emerged as the link between art and the community.  Plexus 

since its beginning was conceived as an interdisciplinary and multicultural project committed to the 

achievement of a heightened understanding of alternatives enhancing human experience. Over these 

years Plexus aim was achieved through the organization and documentation of large international 

collaborative arts events.   

 In its events Plexus encouraged, among all participants, face to face dialogue and creative 

and critical interaction.  It continues to do so today.  In Plexus events,  artists,  scientists,  and 

audience,  representing various cultures and ideologies,  traversing separations of language,  

discipline,  place,  and individual differences,  managed to create a complex multicultural art 

environment,  intentionally bridging the gap between the community and the academy.  Plexus 

events, involving on some occasions hundreds of artists and scientists, coming from different parts 

of the world, were fully financed by the participants themselves, without grants or market support. 

 During its years of activity, from 1982 to the present, Plexus has evolved a framework for 

global art projects moving into a multilateral information network, and possibly contributing to the 

development of an art movement expressly appropriate for a multicultural international complex 

society.  But it would be difficult to label Plexus or group activities under existing art categories,  

especially because Plexus members intentionally resisted definitions. 

 In order to deal with such a complex series of events,  the researcher identified "Plexus 

Black Box" as the subject of this study,  because it encompassed all the events.  "Plexus Black Box" 

was conceived in 1989 in Rome by the participants of the event  1992 Cristoforo Colombo: Viaggio 



nel Pianeta Arte.  The idea was metaphorically to "freeze"  Plexus and its activities within a "black 

box," for the need of the historical survival of the movement, in order to be preserved for art history. 

 "Plexus Black Box" materially consists of records and relics of Plexus history and 

performances.   Many records consist of compiled images made as frames of reference or "quotes" 

of other records.  Over the years Plexus events have built one upon the other.  Each event takes 

place in its own present but it is made up of past concepts and activities while it projects its own 

various parts into the future activities of Plexus.  

  "Plexus Black Box" is designed as an international travelling event,  joined by local and 

international communities of artists and scientists.   The project under study is a community-based 

art project,  situating art in an expanded community and relating to broader heterogeneous 

multicultural environments. 

 "Plexus Black Box" encompasses  an unending story of  attempts made to build bridges with 

institutions not always ready for it.   "Plexus Black Box" is a conscious act of recall of the struggle 

of the artists in the community,  who are running ahead toward their own future.  While the study is 

about the past and is thus historical,  it is also about the future and thus hermeneutical.  In the words 

of Heidegger: 

Being futural gives time,  cultivates the present and allows the past to be repeated in how it 

is lived.  With regard to time,  this means that the fundamental phenomenon of time is the 

future.  In order to see this without selling it as an interesting paradox, each specific Dasein 

must maintain itself in its running ahead.  In so doing it becomes manifest that the original 

way of dealing with time is not a measuring1. 

 By "freezing" Plexus within a conceptual black box,  they are in effect defending their own, 

individual and collective, artistic and cultural identities, and the cultural survival of the group.  

Through documentation,  the Plexus concepts, people and events are linked together.  Therefore the 

nature of  Plexus and in particular of  "Plexus Black Box" is like a chain, its concepts connected 

together and ultimately representing one total persistent purpose:  the linkage of art to the 

community and to the notion of well-being. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1  Martin Heidegger, The Concept of Time, trans.William McNeill, (Cambridge: Balckwell, 1992) 14E. 
 



Statement of the Problem 

 Because the researcher was part of the group which founded Plexus and is still an active 

participant of it, one may ask how an insider can conduct an objective inquiry. 

 One should quickly note before rushing to an answer, that the most secure scientific 

knowledge is nevertheless grounded in intersubjective beliefs supported by evidence publicly 

accessible.  Thus the supposed methodological problem is resolved by having "insider" accounts of 

events intersubjectively validated as a constituent of the ongoing art project under study. 

  The researcher conducted a hermeneutical multicultural investigation of the primary sources 

of the study as "insiders" views of this ongoing art project, in order to investigate how in a critical 

aesthetic discourse they were related.  The researcher approaches the task through a field survey of 

all existing and available Plexus sources which he knew by his "stock of knowledge at hand" as it 

was pointed out by Alfred Schutz.2   

 Given the large number of participants, records and relics of the project under study,  

dispersed in many places without any inventory, the first step was to identify the primary sources. 

One source was people. As an "insider"  of the project,  he applied the model of "the artist as 

researcher" proposed by David W. Ecker.3  Only recently "insider" interpretations as emic accounts 

have begun to be recognized by the scientific community.  This "insider" claim to validity is still 

contested as the current controversial debate between emics and etics points out.4 The emic model,  

consistent with the model of the "artist as researcher" as well as with the community-based identity 

of the project under study,  provides a unique "insider" understanding of  "Plexus Black Box",  

supplied by members of that community  in which the project is placed, as community-based art 

collaborative effort.  Further,  an etic method, reinforcing the "objectivity" of the study,  is 

employed  by the researcher by following a series of phenomenological hermeneutical strategies of 

interpretation as reported in the chapter III.  Emic accounts are presented in Chapter IV,  within a 

                                                           
2Alfred Schutz, Reflections on the Problem of Relevance, (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1970) 66.  

 
3David W. Ecker, "The Artist as Researcher: The Role of the Artist in Advancing Living Traditions in Art" First 

International Symposium on Living Traditions, eds. Boyd White and Lynn M. Hart ( Montreal: McGill University, 

1990). 
 
4Thomas N. Headland, Kenneth L. Pike, Marvin Harris, eds, Emics and Etics.  The Insider/ Outsider Debate, (Newbury 

Park:  Sage Publications, 1990) 



"bifurcated writing 5" format.   This "bifurcated" format is the "double writing"  employed by 

Jacques Derrida.  (See figure 1.) 

 The researcher's  "double reading" format allows the "outsider" interpreter to perform at the 

same time his hermeneutical task of reading together the "insider" recollections of Plexus 

participants and,  at their margins,  the emic insights provided by the researcher. 

   Derrida uses this double writing as one of the models of his postmodern thought strategy to 

overturn the Western hierarchy of the text.  The researcher applies it  to offer  to the "outsider" 

reader all emic understandings together with the researcher's own interpretation,  placed at their 

margins, with no predominance of a single central point of interpretation. 

 In Chapter V,  an "insider" overall narrative of the history of "Plexus Black Box" by "the 

artist as researcher"  provides a reflexive historical account of the project under study.  In the last 

Chapter VI,  a multicultural aesthetic interpretation of  "Plexus Black Box," is derived by the 

researcher from his "close reading" of all "insider" understandings presented in Chapters IV and V.  

His interpretation is made not as a conclusion,  but as an open and critical aesthetic discourse which 

has the aim to move a misunderstanding of the interwoven aesthetics of "Plexus Black Box" to its 

understanding as an open art form related to the complexity of contemporary art,  within and outside 

the postmodern debate. 

 

 

                                                           

5Jacques Derrida, Positions, trans. Alan Bass, (Chicago:  The University of Chicago Press, 1981) 42. 

 



 

 

 

 



Delimitations of the Study 

 Because the project under study is an ongoing activity,  the artist as researcher chose to 

conclude his inquiry with the event  A Contract to be Negotiated, Columbus Egg: The Living Plexus 

Black Box of  "The Voyage of the Elisabeth," which took place on November 12, 1993, at the 

Rosenberg Gallery of New York University.  There through the packaging of the artifacts on 

exhibition relating to previous Plexus events was symbolically sealed in two containers, collectively 

named "Plexus Black Box."  This "Box"  provided a temporal closure. 

 Due to the large number of Plexus participants living in different parts of the world, the 

researcher delimited his field research to the collection and interpretation of recollections only of 

those identified from records and relics of the project sealed at the Rosenberg Gallery, and who 

participated in more than one event.  

 No attempt was made by the artist as researcher to make a formal analysis of the art works in 

this study. 

 

 

Definitions 

 The following definitions will provide an initial grasp of the focus of the research: 

Actual interest:  is a form of relevance;  the determination by the subject of the conditions under 

which the task of translating the unfamiliar into familiar terms is to be considered as solved;  it 

depends on the circumstances and the situation within which the problems have arisen,  and also 

upon the system of problems to which the specific one pertains.6 

Aesthetics:  is a field of  study which is understood to include all studies of the arts and related types 

of experience from a philosophic,  scientific,  or other theoretical standpoint,  including those of 

psychology,  sociology,  anthropology,  cultural history,  art criticism,  and education.  "The arts" 

include the visual arts,  literature,  music,  and theater arts.7 

Art:  is a projection of the participant's own culture-bound aesthetic experience. 

Community:  is a social context defined by its participants. 

                                                           
6Alfred Schutz, Reflections on the Problem of Relevance, (New Haven and London: Yale University Press 1970)  28. 
 
7From the definition of the term "aesthetics" published in all issues of the Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism. 

 



Community-Based Art Education:  is a participatory effort to build a community which is infused 

with the arts.  The essential difference between Discipline Based Art Education (DBAE) and 

Community-Based Art Education (CBAE) is that DBAE operates from "top down," presumably 

people in higher education know enough to set the categories,  the methods,  the subjects-matters,  

the contents and the objectives for all modes of education.  This puts art education in the hands of 

the professors.  CBAE presumably operates from "bottom up,"  the meaning of bottom does not 

refer to lower but it means more basic,  in the sense of community,  which would of course include 

art professors as members of the community.8  

Emic:  is an "insider" account,  description,  or analysis expressed in terms of the conceptual 

schemes and categories regarded as meaningful and appropriate by the native members of the 

culture whose beliefs and behaviors are being studied.9 

Etic:  is an "outsider" account,  description,  or analysis expressed in terms of the conceptual 

schemes and categories regarded as meaningful and appropriate by the community of scientific 

observers.10Familiarity:  is something inherent to the already experienced things we speak of as 

familiar to us;  the habit of the subject in recognizing,  identifying,  and choosing actual experiences 

under the types at hand in his actual stock of knowledge.11 

Interpretative relevance:  is a form of relevance, in virtue of which something is constituted as 

familiar by coherent types of previous experiences with which it might be compared.12 

Living Traditions in Art:  is a domain of aesthetic inquiry  whose subject matter is located by its 

participants in terms of its qualities of significance to them .13   For the purpose of this investigation 

                                                           
8 David W.  Ecker,  notes, Summer Institute on the Living Traditions in Art, New York University, November 15, 1993. 
 
9James Lett, "Emics and Etics:  Notes on the Epistemology of Anthropology" in Emics and Etics.  The Insider/!Outsider 
Debate, eds.Thomas N. Headland, Kenneth L. Pike,  Marvin Harris (Newbury Park: Sage Pubblications,  1990) 130. 
 
10James Lett, "Emics and Etics:  Notes on the Epistemology of Anthropology" in Emics and Etics.  The 
Insider/!Outsider Debate, eds.Thomas N. Headland, Kenneth L. Pike,  Marvin Harris (Newbury Park:  Sage 
Pubblications, 1990) 130-131. 
 
11Alfred Schutz.  Reflections on the Problem of Relevance (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1970) 25. 

  
12Alfred Schutz.  Reflections on the Problem of Relevance (New Haven and London: Yale University Press.  1970) 36.  
 
13 David W.  Ecker,  notes, Summer Institute on the Living Traditions in Art, New York University , November 15, 
1993. 
 
 



only a nominal definition is appropriate given the diversity and complexity of artistic activities of all 

the cultures involved.  

Multicultural Art Education:  is a participation in the artistic activity of another culture for the 

purpose of understanding it on its own terms.14  

Reflexivity:  is a capacity of any system of signification to turn back upon itself,  to make itself its 

own object by referring to itself:  subject and object fuse 15. 

Stock of knowledge at hand:  is the sedimentation of various previous activities of our mind,  and 

these are guided by systems of prevailing actually operative relevances of different kinds.16 

 

 

 

The Need for the Study 

 Plexus has generated since 1982 numerous art events which are a significant but as yet an 

unexamined part of the contemporary history of art. Today there is no a comprehensive account of 

Plexus.  More than 500 artists from all over the world have participated in this ongoing art project, 

yet there has been no scholarly examination of these art activities.  

In times where in individual and cultural identification are of paramount concern to all ethnic 

groups and with small countries emerging after years of suppression to grasp the possibilities of 

global participation, this multicultural interpretative study seems of particular significance.  In a 

multicultural environment, where different values and cultures clash, the study of the multicultural 

aesthetic aspects of "Plexus Black Box," as an international community-based effort,  should prove 

to be invaluable for understanding how members of different cultures may communicate in spite of 

their different languages, and their cultural/political separations. 

 "Plexus Black Box" is an example of an art form that reinforces the individual while 

collaborating in group events.  Contributions by artists coming from a vast mix of cultures,  many of 

                                                           
14 David W. Ecker,  " Cultural Identity,  Artistic Empowerment,  and the Future of Art in the Schools,"  Design for Arts 
in Education  January-February 1990: 15. 
  
 
15 Barbara Myerhoff and Jay Ruby, Crack in the Mirror: Reflexive Perspectives in Anthropology   
(Philadelphia:  University of Pennsylvania Press, 1982)  2. 
 
 
16Alfred Schutz.  Reflections on the Problem of Relevance (New Haven and London: Yale University Press. , 1970) 66.  
 



them at the "margins" of the Artworld  are of a very disparate nature,  yet the thematic underlying 

structure accommodates them all.   

 By creating alternative channels of communication among cultural and ethnic groups,  by 

bridging the academy and the community,  connecting centers and  margins,  Plexus has provided a 

ground for individuals of different fields and cultures to make original contributions in the 

development of a international identification having its beginning in a community-based art project. 

 There is a great need to understand the characteristics of an art project of this kind, made as 

an open art form that relates specifically to the needs of our times.  Plexus events have brought 

scientists,  humanists,  artists, and audience together in one place from all over the world,  as 

multicultural participants,  crossing separations,  categorizations,  and classifications.  The cross-

disciplinary nature of Plexus is directed against specialization and fragmentation. 

 The concept of the project under study and of the activities of Plexus can assist in the 

creation of a new multicultural environment for learning in art education, as Angiola Churchill 

states in Art for Preadolescents: 

Because of the specialisation and fragmentation in our society, it is important that we 
integrate all aspects of education in order to strengthen the underlying unifying elements and 
ensure communication.  No discipline can any longer afford to be insular, although this does 
not imply that its special quality will be sacrificed and lost in a vague amalgam of learning.  
Gradually--one hopes not too gradually--concepts new and unfamiliar to many educators--
informality, new roles for teachers, shared power with children and the community, the 
necessity for creative expression--will be absorbed into our institutions and lead public 
education out of its present impasse (407). 

 

 The purpose of the project under study is to reinforce dialogue among individuals,  separated 

communities of different cultures,  classes, and  genders,  from different parts of the world, and 

create an improvement of the well-being of humankind, context-bound within the interdependent 

"fragile" and critical community-based environment in which each one of us lives and works.  The 

significance of a study of this kind of project is made by its collaborative attempt to raise the 

consciousness in the community about the interdependence of art and well-being, a critical issue for 

the survival of humankind in its current critical path.  Plexus has organized several international 

events on the theme of the "well  being in the XXI Century," see documents in the appendix D.                                                                         

  This study attempts to respond by a careful cultural and artistic interpretation of the 

emerging interest in the issue of cultural identity and multiculturalism through the "artist in the first 



person."  This study clarifies how "the artist in the first person" was able to preserve in Plexus 

her/his sense of individuality while being a member of a collaborative effort. 

 "Plexus Black Box" evolved in many places, but grew, mainly in the art communities of 

New York,  Rome, Dakar,  Cagliari (Sardinia), and Amsterdam.  In each of the locations mentioned 

the activities developed according to the specific characteristics of the locations and the cultural 

aspects of that particular community.  As a consequence the invention of new forms and ideas arose 

in the activities developed. 

 John Dewey claims in Art As Experience the interdependence of art and environment: 

 

The first great consideration is that life goes on in an environment; not merely in it but 

because of it, through interaction with it.  No creature lives merely under its skin; its 

subcutaneous organs are means of connection with what lies beyond its bodily frame, and to 

which, in order  

to live, it must adjust itself, by accommodation and defence but also by conquest.  At every 

moment, the living creature is exposed to dangers from its surroundings, and at every 

moment,  it must draw upon something in its surroundings to satisfy its needs.  The career 

and destiny of a living being are bound up with its interchanges with its environment, not 

externally but in the most intimate way (13). 

 Lucy Lippard in her Mixed Blessings: New Art in a Multicultural America underlines the 

difficulty of making multicultural exchanges bridging center and margins: 

The subject of the relationship between perceived center and margins in the United States is 
both unavoidable and curiously unapproachable, veiled as it is by the rhetoric of democracy 
and liberal "multiculturalism."...  Ethnocentrism in the arts is balanced on a notion of 
Quality that "transcends boundaries" - and is identifiable only by those in power.  According 
to this lofty view, racism has nothing to do with art; Quality will prevail;  so-called 
minorities just haven't got it yet.  The notion of Quality has been the most effective bludgeon 
on the side of homogeneity in the modernist and postmodernist periods, despite twenty-five 
years of attempted revisionism. (7)  

   Plexus events were created by artists and scientists interacting together and with the 

environment.  They had in common the need to experiment with new forms of communication, able 

to traverse disciplines and cultures. 

 McFee and Degge in Art, Culture, and Environment: A Catalyst for Teaching raises the issue 

of the need of art and science interaction for a better understanding of the human environment: 

The long-standing division between science and art is one of attitude.  We learn to identify 
with one more than the other, know more about one than the other.  The knowledge, 
associations, and comfort we find with what is familiar tend to make us uncomfortable, 
alienated, and often distrustful of the other.  Both science and art are attempts to understand 
humanity and environment, and both give us valuable, useful information.  In art education 
they have to be used together (322). 



In response to this need, the project under study focuses on the need to increase interactive dialogue 

between artists and scientists in order to assist in bringing well-being and reconciliation to diverse 

communities. 

 Jonas Salk underlines this need to bring together artists and scientists in his The Next 

Evolutionary Step in the Ascent of Man in the Cosmos:  

 Could we bring biologist and humanists together in one place for the enhancement each 
could have upon the other and thereby further guide the course of human history ?  How 
long could we keep the epistemology of science and the epistemology of human experience 
apart without jeopardising our future through failing to realise the importance of science and 
art have for each other? (238)  

From the early 60's through the late 80's,  artists as well as scientists have significantly challenged 

their perspectives about the nature and purpose of their artistic or scientific method.   

 A significant question,  of course,  has to do with the artistic identity of "Plexus Black Box," 

the extent to which its related records can be considered  works of art,  and the emergence of a 

Plexus art as an art form.  Various emic responses to this question are presented in chapter IV.  This 

study should serve to elucidate and to bring better understanding to the artistic processes which have 

characterized "Plexus Black Box." 

 The structure and concepts of  "Plexus Black Box" is analysed as an emerging form of art 

expression, one which is more democratic and appropriate for a multicultural art world, one in 

which voices not usually heard, at the margins of the Western modern aesthetic theories,  now have 

an opportunity to speak.  The main characteristic of "Plexus Black Box" is that it is like an 

accumulation of ideas on a theme created in communities about subjects of interest to them, with 

materials of all kinds that the artist claims appropriate for her/his expression and where the ordinary 

standards of "modernism" or any other "ism",  claimed significant by the established art world,  are 

not taken into consideration.  As a result there is a crossing of the traditional boundaries of 

criticism, existing art definitions, labels and art categories.  Plexus works of arts  

were exhibited outside the frames and  realms of museums, galleries and other conventional and  

commercial institutions.  They were addressed more to create participation in terms of life and 

social issues than to address "art for the sake of art."  While in the 60's and in the 70's artists chose 

to break art making conventions, the artists of Plexus in the 80's were also turning their backs on 

traditional art expression. Not only was their art not traditional, but also not saleable and outside the 



realms of museums, galleries and other conventional and commercial institutions.  Many events of 

Plexus took place in communities or at historic sites where social crimes had been perpetuated.  

There the records and relics of Plexus were packaged as works of art,  in the form of multi-media 

installations and postmodern ritual art performances.   Since 1986, Plexus is promoting  the opening 

of an Art World Bank in Goree-Dakar, next to the historical House of the Slaves.   In recognition of 

its efforts the minister of culture of Senegal in a letter to the researcher states: 

I would like to express to you my satisfaction for the "heureuse" (positive) project that you 
have started in direction of the dialogue of cultures and a better understanding among all 
people of the world.  

 The community-based art project under study underlines the need to fight against the slavery 

of the ñismsò in art through a new open participatory art paradigm made by the artists of  the 

community.  Suzi Gablick foresees this new kind of model of artistic participation, on which Plexus 

is formulated, in her The Reenchantment of Art : 

 

I believe what we will see in the new few years is a new paradigm based on the notion of 

participation, in which art will begin to redefine itself in terms of social relatedness and 

ecological healing, so that artists will gravitate toward different activities, attitudes and roles 

than those that operated under the aesthetics of modernism (27). 

 

 

Method 

 The researcher employed the model of "the artist as researcher" as it was presented by Ecker 

in "The Artist as Researcher: The Role of the Artist in Advancing Living Traditions in Art," and in 

particular as it was articulated during his graduate courses and seminars at New York University on 

"Living Traditions in Art."  The first sequences of procedural steps outlined by the model are: 

reading the primary sources in the literature;  writing an annotated bibliography;  studying examples 

of medium or genre in museums;  knowing insiders of the field;  developing files of articles,  

newspaper clippings,  reproductions, etc.;  writing a glossary of technical terms;  writing an outline 

of the proposed field research;  asking for critiques by insiders and outsiders of the field;  re-writing 

and revising the outlining of the field research. As it is described by Ecker in "The Possibility of a 

Multicultural Art Education": 

 
As artist-researchers their field research typically involves observation of artistic activity in 
its cultural setting,  interviews with artists, participation in the activity if possible,  recording 



of events on tape or film, taking notes during or following events,  and so on, until they have 
the knowledge,  skills,  or critical judgments that advance the art in some way. (15) 

 As an insider, and in order to accomplish such a task of describing a large quantity of 

information collected by him since 1986 as part of his field research,  "the researcher as  artist" kept 

his notes in a series of chronological logo books.  Keeping notes as an "insider" account was not a 

simple task.  

 Malinowski pointed out in his controversial A Diary in the Strict Sense of the Term: 

I also thought about problems of keeping a diary.  How immensely difficult it is to formulate 
the endless variety of things in the current of a life.  Keeping a diary as a problem of 
psychological analysis is:  to isolate the essential elements, to classify them (from what point 
of view?), then, in describing them indicate more or less clearly what is their actual 
importance at the given moment, proportion;  my subjective reaction, etc. (247)  

 Starting his field research, the researcher first examined all Plexus sources available, dating 

back to 1982. Among those were records, relics and interviews with participants in Plexus events. 

He then identified and organised in a chronological order the primary sources of "Plexus Black 

Box."   

 The procedures for historical researches described by Barzun and Graff in The Modern 

Researcher (165-166) were used by the researcher to organise various documents within a 

chronological categorical inventory made by records as intentional transmitters of fact, and relics as 

unpremeditated transmitters of fact.  His need for accuracy made him double-check all sources that 

he used,  through verification research procedures such as comparison copies with sources,  one of 

the fundamental ways of verifying complex facts, together with disentanglement,  identification and 

clarification procedures,  to verify the attribution of a name to a source,   described  by Barzun and 

Graff (109-144). Verification procedures were useful to double control the outline of a 

chronological and categorical inventory of Plexus primary sources.  Following verification 

procedures he identified and organised records and relics from Plexus events made from 1982 to the 

present,  related consistently to the study,  identifying if there was an underlying theme or themes,  

unifying them into a single non stop event.  Various documents related to several different events 

are being studied as part of one single stream of the project under study. 

  The researcher contacted all available Plexus participants, within the delimitation of the 

study, to ask their recollections.  To them the researcher sent a letter requesting their participation,  

see copy in appendix B, and by phone he solicited their recollections.  Few participants answered 



with their written recollection.  The gap was filled by the researcher who managed to record their 

oral recollections and make transcripts of them.  Applying the model of  "artist as researcher",  he 

made room for suggestions and criticism by arranging for having sent the transcriptions to the 

participants before presenting them in this dissertation.  By turning his experience into a narrative 

discourse,  he followed and modified in part the field procedural steps described by Edward M. 

Bruner in Ethnography as Narrative:  

First we tell the people why we are there, what information we are seeking, and how we 
intend to use the data.  We do this directly, by explaining our project and by our behaviour, 
by the questions we ask and the activities we attend.  As the people respond to our questions, 
we begin the ethnographic dialogue, the complex interactions and exchanges that lead to the 
negotiation of the text.  In the second telling we take this verbal and visual information and 
process it, committing it to writing in our field diaries.  This transcription is not easy.  There 
is necessarily a dramatic reduction, condensation and fragmentation of data.  In the third 
telling the audience consists of our colleagues, who provide feedback as we prepare our 
materials for publication and here the story becomes even more prominent.  There is, of 
course, a fourth telling-when  other anthropologists read what we have written and 
summarise it in class lectures and in their own publication. (147 -148 ) 

 The researcher,  aware that he had to cast his multicultural investigation with the 

community-based nature of art project under study,  modified the 3rd etic telling step of Bruner by 

inserting first the emic move of bringing back to the sources the data collected from them,  in this 

case to the community of Plexus participants,  to be emically validated by their verification.  Only 

after he accomplished this emic step did he feel sure to move forward, following  Bruner's etic step 

to bring the data to the scientific community.  

 Bruner acknowledges narrative ethnographies as coauthored works between the 

anthropologist and his informants. The researcher did the same following Bruner's acknowledgment.  

He recognizes the coauthorship of all Plexus "insiders" who have shared with him their experiences 

and contributed with their emic understanding to make this multicultural study feasible.  Bruner 

points out: 

Our ethnographies are coauthored,  not simply because informants contribute data to the 
text,  but because,  as I suggested earlier,  ethnographer and informant come to share the 
same narratives.  (148) 

Bruner further in dealing with the question of the coauthorship and of the sharing participation 

between insiders and outsiders,  within their emic and etic distinction, raises the problem of the 

separation of identity between subject of the research and the object of it, which deals directly with 

the researcher's problem of this study: 



We wonder if it is their story or ours.  Which is the inside and which the outside view,  and 
what about the distinction between emic and etic?...Some scholars make a sharp distinction 
between the ethnographer as subject and the native peoples as the object of an investigation.  
To the extent that we see the ethnographer as an outsider looking in,  the privileged stranger 
who can perceive patterns not apparent to those within the system,  then we further magnify 
the separation between anthropologist as subject and indigene as object.  We have long 
recognized that it is difficult to obtain an accurate description of the object,  to know the true 
nature of the outside world....We have recognized a problem with the subject,  the 
anthropologist,  but this tends to dissolve into details of personal bias,  individual personality 
traits,  and selective perception-after all,  we are only human.  We also have dealt with 
subject-object relations in another way,  by suggesting that the object of our ethnography is 
constituted by a Western mode of thought,  by our language,  and that we have created the 
category of the native or the concept of the primitive.  (149)   

 The emic accounts by Plexus participants are reported in chapter IV and are used as primary 

sources of this multicultural study.    

The methodological problem of interpreting "insider" narratives made by Plexus participants was 

managed by combining emic and etical procedures presented by Kenneth L. Pike, and Marvin Harris 

in Emics and Etics.  The Insider/Outsider Debate.  For Pike an "emic" unit is as follows: 

An emic unit, in my view,  is a physical or mental system treated by insiders as relevant to 
their system of behavior and as the same emic unit in spite of etic variability.  (28) 

He further describes several features of an  "emic" unit:  

Appropriateness of an emic unit includes the feature of its relevant occurrence in relation to 
the total cultural pattern of an individual or  

society (e.g.,  involving the purposes of a person in relation to the set of philosophical 
presuppositions shared with his or her culture).  And such a patterned whole is itself a high-
level emic unit (e.g., an emic world view,  or the structure of an individual's activities and 
attitudes as related to a discipline such as anthropology).   (29) 

 

The researcher follows the claim by Pike that it is possible for an insider to apply both emic and etic 

procedures. 

 

I view the emic knowledge of a person's local culture somewhat as Polanyi views bicycle 
riding.  A person knows how to act without necessarily knowing how to analyze his action.  
When I act,  I act as an insider;  but to know,  in detail,  how I act (e.g., the muscle 
movements),  I must secure help from an outside disciplinary system. To use  the emics of 
nonverbal (or verbal) behavior I must act like an insider;  to analyze  my own acts,  I must 
look at (or listen to) material as an outsider.  But just as the outsider can learn to act like an 
insider,  so the insider can learn to analyze like an outsider.  (33-34) 

Marvin Harris argues,  in dealing with the validity of Pike's claim of the feasibility of insiders 

becoming outsiders and of outsiders becoming insiders,  as follows: 

I have always stressed the feasibility,  indeed the tactical necessity,  of training participants 
to carry out etic observation.  And like Pike,  I regard the ability of the outsider to talk,  
think,  and act like an insider (as judged by insider) to be a hallmark of an emic account.  
Perhaps what Pike is getting at is the distinction between observers and participants as 



mutable categories.  If so,  I would disagree on the ground that observers constitute a 
scientific community whose status is not normally altered by learning how to talk, or act like 
the people they are studying.  Normally,  what happens is that they simply become better 
observers.  (77) 

John W. Berry, in Emics and Etics. The Insider/Outsider Debate,  presents the data collected with 

different emic and etic procedures as not part of a rigid dichotomy, " but often present the same data 

from two points of view". (87) 

The researcher as an "insider" employed a reflexive double mirror attitude to try to gain the 

necessary etic and emic detachment from the object of his study.  This attitude is clearly described 

by Myerhoff and Ruby in A Crack in the Mirror: 

Without the acute understanding, the detachment from the process in which one is engaged, 
reflexivity does not occur.  Merely holding up a  

single mirror is not adequate to achieve this attitude.  The mirrors must be doubled, creating 
the endless regress of possibilities, opening out into infinity, dissolving the clear boundaries 
of a "real world" (3). 

   The researcher following this horizon used both perspectives in managing the field research 

of this study.  He methodologically started as an "outsider" organizing with an etic behaviour the 

research and of its field,  then as an "insider" he moved to an emic understanding made as a relevant 

shift of paradigm providing a solution of the problem stated in the beginning of the dissertation. 

 As a consequence of the general crisis of the contemporary scientific thought, this shift of 

paradigms in ethnographical inquiries is described in Anthropology as Cultural Critique.  An 

Experimental Moment in the Human Sciences by George E. Marcus and Michael M. J. Fischer as a 

crisis of description and of representation: 

The two related characteristics of this crisis are,  first,  disarray in attempts to build general 
and historically comprehensive theories that would subsume all piecemeal research,  and 
second,  a widespread perception of a fundamentally changing world for which tried-and-
true "base" concepts that have served empirical research,  such as class,  culture,  the social 
actor,  among others,  no longer work as well.  The consequences for the individual scholar 
have been twofold.  First,  he has assumed responsibility for defining the significance of his 
own particular projects the general theoretical umbrella of justification of the field no longer 
adequately does this.  Theory and purpose in research are thus far more personalized,  and 
this defines the experimental quality of both ethnography and other related kinds of writing 
in contemporary genres of cultural criticism.  And second,  cultural critics focus in on details 
of social life to find in them a redefinition of the phenomena to be explained in uncertain 
times,  and thus to reconstruct fields from the bottom up,  from the problem of description 
(or really of representation) back to general theory which has grown out of touch with the 
world on which it seeks to comment.  (118) 

 During historical times having had a crisis of representation,  like the contemporary period in 

which we live and under which "Plexus Black Box" has originated,   there is a shift of paradigms.  



This shift occurs when they are insufficient to deal with the crisis, not offering a secure solution of 

the problem at hand which eludes dominant theories and paradigms.  Paradigms then lose their 

authority and legitimacy.   

 Thomas S. Kuhn in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions points out that the crises are "a 

necessary precondition" for new theories to emerge and challenge scientists to confront themselves 

with "anomalies" and to provide answers to contemporary questions raised by the cultural crisis of 

our times and the shifting of paradigms.  The historical paradigm's role is pointed out by Kuhn as 

follows: 

 

Previously,  we had principally examined the paradigm's role as a vehicle for scientific 
theory.  In that role it functions by telling the scientist about the entities that nature does and 
does not contain and about the ways in which those entities behave.  That information 
provides a map whose details are elucidated by mature scientific research.  And since nature 
is too complex and varied to be explored at random,  that map is as essential as observation 
and experiment to science's continuing development.  Through the theories they embody,  
paradigms prove to be constitutive of the research activity.  They are also,  however,  
constitutive of science in other respects,  and that is now the point.  In particular,  our most 
recent examples shows that paradigms provide scientists not only with a map but also with 
some of the directions essential for map-making.  In learning a paradigm the scientist 
acquires theory,  methods,  and standards together,  usually in an inextricable mixture.  
Therefore,  when paradigms change,  there are usually significant shifts in the criteria 
determining the legitimacy both of problems and of proposed solutions.  (109)   

   The researcher changed his methodological field procedures at hand by moving from an etic 

perspective to an emic closer to the nature of a multicultural study and in particular to this study and 

of the "insider" identity of the researcher.  This shift of perspective also changed his view on 

"insider" sources.  This change of mode is clearly described by Kuhn as follows: 

Led by a new paradigm, scientists adopt new instruments and look in new places.  Even 
more important,  during this revolutions scientists see new and different things when looking 
with familiar instruments in places they have looked before. It is rather as if the professional 
community had been suddenly transported to another planet where familiar objects are seen 
in a different light and are joined by unfamiliar ones as well. (111) 

  Following this emic understanding "the artists as researcher" started to become more aware 

of the relevance of the "insiders" accounts.  Plexus tribal talk provides an "insider" sense of 

understanding, which sometimes from an "outsider" understanding is not understandable.  Ecker in 

The Artistic Process as Qualitative Problem Solving points out the relevance of "insider" accounts. 

A close examination of the shop talk and the work of the studio will provide certain data 
about the process of constructing an art object.  These generalisations will be expanded to a 
level of abstraction inclusive of the immediacies of any given artistic production.  I will call 
the latter qualitative problem solving.  It is my contention that careful study of what painters 
do when ordering their artistic means and ends, as well as to what they say they are doing,  



will provide the bases for significantly improving our generalisations about education in the 
arts (284).  

The analysis by the researcher of this complex of understandings,  from different inside and 

outside points of view,  of the "Plexus Black Box"  was considered a problem-solution-problem 

continuum with the artistic process from which it developed.   Ecker further points out: 

By extending this analysis of qualitative relationships it is conceivable that the history of art 
could be viewed as a record of the highest achievements of man's qualitative problem 
solving behaviour.  If this conception of the art process as a problem-solution-problem 
continuum is warranted by the qualitative evidence of art history,  much of the shop talk 
between artists is verbal evidence.  For shop talk is largely a by product of their mutual 
problems of painting or sculpting.  The words incorporated into this shop talk have common 
sense meanings,  or,  rather,  sense common to fellow artists (285). 

 The researcher,  since 1986,  following as an insider the artistic process from which in 1989 

"Plexus Black Box" originated,  kept a phenomenological approach in writing his notes as it is 

described by Ecker in Introduction: Instituting Qualitative Evaluation in the Arts: 

First, we attend as completely and as fully as possible to the object or event presented.  
Second, we write out a full description of the experience we just had.  Third, we edit what 
we have written to indicate what upon further reflection we consider to be the essential 
character of the experience (14). 

The researcher was conscious of the fact that such a continuous inquiry on Plexus and on 

what in Plexus he was doing as Plexus 23s, which was his "insider" identity as Plexus international 

coordinator as well as a historic founder, was interfering with the natural process of the Plexus art 

project.  In the beginning of Plexus networking artistic development each participant chose a 

number of individual identification.   Historical founders chose this individual identification code 

number in order to underline the individual identity of the artist in the context of the group.   

The researcher as an insider was aware of the correlation between object and subject as well 

as of relevant interferences in scientific investigations made by the same investigation tools. 

 Idhe points out in Experimental Phenomenology. An Introduction how object and subject are 

deeply correlate: 

In traditional philosophies, a distinction is usually made between object and the subject that 
knows the object.  Husserl transformed this distinction into a correlation of what is 
experienced with its mode of being experienced.  (42) 

The artist as researcher was aware of the need to have at the beginning of his inquiry a 

radical suspicion of the immediate validity of his methodological interpretative approach,  as it was 

pointed out by Gadamer in The Hermeneutics of Suspicion: 



Our efforts at understanding can be seen from the point of view of the suspicion that our first 
approach - as a prescientific one - is not valid and that consequently we need the help of 
scientific methods to overcome our first impressions.  (58) 

The researcher as interpreter,  and in the case under study he is also an insider,  has his own 

historicity which points to a specific angle of interpretation,  "an interpretative participation,"  as 

Gadamer states in The Hermeneutics of Suspicion.  Interpretation as a process of "participation" is 

determined by a widespread and ongoing cultural processes of understanding,  made by 

approximation and the overcoming of errors,  in which the identity of the interpreter is always partly 

constitutive of this hermeneutical process of understanding as Gadamer states: 

"Participation" is a strange word.  Its dialectic consists of the fact that participation is not 
taking parts, but in a way taking the whole.  Everybody who participates in something does 
not take something away, so that the others cannot have it.  The opposite is true:  by sharing,  
by our participating in the things in which we are participating,  we enrich them;  they do not 
become smaller, but larger.  The whole life of tradition consists exactly in this enrichment so 
that life is our culture and our past:  the whole inner store of our lives is always extending by 
participating (64). 

No method can transcend the interpreter's own historicity.  Even if we can achieve distance,  

Gadamer argues that "we actually interpret an interpretation".   

 In The Relevance of the Beautiful (68),  he claims that "interpretation" points in a specific 

direction, rather than to open to any other variety of directions.  Each interpretation is placed within 

its own historical context, a world made by a particular time and space. 

 In Reason in the Age of Science,  Gadamer describes the historical shifting in hermeneutics 

as a theory of interpretation since when it was applied "as a technique for overcoming difficulties in 

troublesome texts."  

What has to be held up as a first determination that will do justice to modern hermeneutics 
in contrast to the traditional kind is this notion that a philosophical hermeneutics is more 
interested in the questions than the answers - or better,  that it interprets statements as 
answers to questions that it is its role to understand.  That is not all.  Where does our effort 
to understand begin?  Why are we interested in understanding a text or some experience of 
the world,  including our doubts about patent self-interpretations?  Do we have a free choice 
about these things?  Is it at all true that we follow our own free decision whenever we try to 
investigate or interpret certain things?  Free decision?  A neutral,  completely objective 
concern?  At least the theologian would surely have objections here and say,  "Oh no!  (106)  

 

He further describes the endlessness of the task of the hermeneutical procedures in 

approaching the interpretation of a text: 

This first step of hermeneutic endeavor,  especially the requirement of going back to the 
motivating questions when understanding statements, is not a particularly artificial 
procedure.  On the contrary,  it is our normal practice.  If we have to answer a question and 



we cannot understand the question correctly (but we do know what the other wants to 
know),  then we obviously have to understand better the sense of the question.  And so we 
ask in return why someone would ask us that.  Only when I have first understood the 
motivating meaning of the question can I even begin to look for an answer.  It is not artificial 
in the least to reflect upon the presuppositions implicit in our questions.  On the contrary,  it 
is quite artificial to imagine that statements fall down from heaven and that they can be 
subjected to analytic labor without once bringing into consideration why they were stated 
and in what way they are responses to something.  That is the first,  basic,  and infinitely far-
reaching demand called for in any hermeneutical undertaking.  Not only in philosophy or 
theology but in any research project,  it is required that one elaborate an awareness of the 
hermeneutic situation.  (107) 

Further he clearly points out that the elaboration of this awareness of the hermeneutical 

situation at hand requires the insight understanding of its endless process: 

The elaboration of the hermeneutic situation,  which is the key to methodical interpretation,  
has a unique element to it.  The first guiding insight is to admit of the endlessness of this 
task.  To imagine that one might ever attain full illumination as to his motives or his 
interests in questions is to imagine something impossible.  In spite of this,  it remains a 
legitimate task to clarify what lies at the basis of our interests as far as possible.  Only then 
are we in a position to understand the statements with which we are concerned,  precisely 
insofar as we recognize our own question in them....The task of understanding is not merely 
that of clarifying the deepest unconscious grounds motivating our interest but above all that 
of understanding and explicating them in the direction and limits indicated by our 
hermeneutic interest.  (108)  

The idea of the validity of the scientific method is by Gadamer in Reason in the Age of 

Science challenged: 

It was especially the idea of method,  or of securing the path of knowledge in accord with the 
guiding ideal of certainty,  that brought a unified meaning of knowing and knowledge to the 
fore.  This meaning no longer stood in the taken-for-granted context of the tradition of our 
earlier knowledge of the world. (156)  

The researcher,  dealing with his own lived experience of "Plexus Black Box"and with those 

of other Plexus insiders,  performed an ongoing first-hand understanding of the complex of 

questions raised by this study. 

 Don Ihde describes in Experimental Phenomenology. An Introduction a series of operational 

rules to be followed in the first level of a phenomenological investigation.  

 
The first operational rule, then, is to attend to the phenomena of experience as they appear.  
A parallel rule, which makes attention more rigorous, may be stated in Wittgensteinian form: 
Describe, don't explain.. (34) 

 Idhe points out as second rule the delimitation of the field of experience: 

What is important to note at this juncture is that one must carefully delimit the field of 
experience in such a way that the focus is upon describable experience as it shows itself. 
(35-36) 

 The third rule for Idhe is the horizontalization of all phenomena as "'equally real' within the 

limits of their givenness." 



This procedure prevents one from deciding too quickly that some things are more real or 
fundamental than other things. (37) 

 Idhe introducing the second level of a phenomenological investigation by looking for the 

essential features of the phenomena, referred not just as particularities, presents the fourth 

hermeneutic rule which is "Seek out structural or invariant features of the phenomena." (39) 

So far, I have been discussing phenomenological reductions , those methodological devices 
that clear the field and specify how it is to be approached.  (41) 

 In "Aesthetic Inquiry" by Ecker, Kaelin et al., the phenomenological procedure of the 

"epoché" is pointed out as a device for "distinguishing relevant from irrelevant statements about the 

nature of the aesthetic object." 

 
American phenomenologists, in particular Kaelin, have interpreted Husserl's epoché as a 
technique for establishing relevance in statements of criticism.  As Husserl developed the 
technique, practicing the  
"phenomenological epoché" entailed the suspension of what he called the "natural attitude."  
This latter term is used to refer to the life conditions of ordinary humans relating to the 
objects of their natural environment, interpreted either through the categories of common 
sense or of scientific explanation. (583-584) 

Ecker and Kaelin describe the epoché technique as able to allow the subject to suspend his 

natural attitude in describing an object and to attend merely to the "qualities of the object in 

question as they appear to one's conscious attention," introducing in this way John Dewey's notion 

of "felt quality of the immediate." 

 
Therefore, by "bracketing out" all the non-phenomenal characteristics of the appearances of 
the natural object such as its species, any of its supposed causes, or putative explanations 
associated with its existence, one is left with what John Dewey referred to as the "felt quality 
of the immediate."... 
The function of the epoché is to close off all irrelevancies that may occur to an appreciator 
as he attends to the qualitative base of the aesthetic expression before him.  To practice the 
epoché, one is enjoined from referring to the properties of the object qua physical or to any 
other associations which his perception may invoke, but which are not controlled by the 
qualitative structure he perceives.  (584) 

 In Phenomenology as a Way of Illuminating Dance Maxine Sheets-Johnstone points out that 

the hermeneutical phenomenological approach is a mode of inquiry valid for what concerns "to trace 

out foundational connections at the heart of the phenomenon"(142) such as beginnings, endings, and 

passages referring to the history of art.  She further argues: 

 
To do a phenomenological-hermeneutical study, one must be in touch with actual lived 
experiences of the phenomenon one is investigating and with the beliefs, attitudes, and 
values surrounding those experiences;  it is through an analysis of first-hand accounts of 
beliefs, attitudes, values, and experiences that foundational changes in thinking and praxis 
are revealed.  (143)   



The researcher, in order to grasp as such  foundational change, followed the hermeneutical 

and phenomenological methodological procedures pointed out by Alfred Schutz in Reflections on 

the Problem of Relevance,  shifting continuously the focus of his attention,  going back and forward 

from the margins of his pre-known kernel of an insider of the project,  in order to overcome the 

doubt of the reliability of first impressions.  As an insider already  with the "stock of knowledge at 

hand" of "Plexus Black Box,' he intentionally and continuously changed his way of looking to the 

sources,  as within an hermeneutical circle,  performing an ongoing dialectic process,  from 

misunderstanding to understanding,  from the idea of the whole to the perception of the parts of it.   

Schutz defines a "stock of knowledge at hand" as follows: 

 
[It]  is the sedimentation of various previous activities of our mind,  and these are guided by 
systems of prevailing actually operative relevances of different kinds.  These activities lead 
to the acquisition of habitual knowledge which is dormant, neutralized,  but ready at any 
time to be reactivated (66). 

Schutz refers to interpretative methodology as the "proper determination of what is 

interpretationally relevant with respect to a previously prevailing topic" (129).  As the sedimentation 

of various previous activities of his mind, the stock of knowledge at hand of the researcher as 

interpreter determined a system of interpretational,  topical and motivational relevances,  which as 

Alfred Schutz introducing the notion of "stock of knowledge at hand", has its roots in the 

sedimented experiences of the interpreter, and upon which depends the process of understanding 

from misunderstanding. 

The system of relevances of the artist as researcher, which as Schutz points out,  prevailing 

at any particular autobiographical moment, set guides for actions by which decisions of the 

investigation were made and which, in turn, determined the horizon of the thematic field of the 

research, by bringing in marginal material from the background. 

Motivational relevances lead to the constitution of the "interest" situation, which in turn 
determines the systems of topical relevances.  The latter bring material which was horizonal 
or marginal into the thematic field, thus determining the problems for thought and action for 
further investigation, selected from the background which is, ultimately, the world which is 
beyond question and taken for granted.  These topical relevances also determine the level or 
limits for such investigation required for producing knowledge and familiarity for the 
problem at hand.  Thus, the system of interpretational relevances becomes established, and 
this leads to the determination of the typicality of our knowledge. (66) 

The artist as researcher in the preparatory procedures, as a necessary condition to challenge 

his first effort at understanding,  in order to grasp as such  the living act of his experience, 



performed a series of artificial voluntary acts of reflection to explore intrinsic relevant structures 

which create several "provinces of reality" within "Plexus Black Box" was experienced. 

 
Although experienced as a unity, what I am doing is not one single activity;  it is rather a set 
of heterogeneous activities, each of them taking place in its own appropriate medium.  This 
set of activities is itself structured into theme and horizon....It is the predominance of the 
theme which creates the apparent unification of this set of activities, and it bestows the main 
accent of reality upon the realm of theoretical contemplation....(10) 

The researcher as his first step to identify what was thematic,  following Schutz,  selected in 

a serendipitous way one of the Plexus activities or provinces,  in order gain full attention, if only 

momentarily to start his reflection. 

 
In truth we are always living and acting simultaneously in several of these provinces, and to 
select one can merely mean that we are making it so to speak our "home base," "our system 
of reference,"  our paramount reality in relation to which all others receive merely the accent 
of derived reality - namely,  they become horizonal, ancillary, subordinate in relation to what 
is the prevailing theme. (11) 

 

 The artist as researcher, as an insider of the project under study, applied his "stock of 

knowledge at hand" by selecting as first "home base"  the province of Plexus 23s,  which is the 

identity under which the researcher  as an "insider" operates in Plexus.  It allowed him to assume the 

"counterpointal structure" and the "artificial split" of the unity of his personality, necessary to 

accomplish such a task as it is described by Schutz. 

 
It is this "counterpointal structure" of our personality and therewith of our stream of 
consciousness which is the corollary of what has been called in other connections the 
schizophrenic hypothesis of the ego -  namely the fact that in order to make something 
thematic and another thing horizonal we have to assume an artificial split of the unity of our 
personality.  (12) 

The researcher started from the "actual interest" of Plexus 23s his performance of the 

analysis of the system of relevances,  from the structurization of a voluntary "artificial" thematic 

center and surrounding horizonal margins made by other "insider" relevances. 

 
In our mental activities we are directed exclusively toward the theme of the field of 
consciousness - that is, toward the problem we are concerned with, the object of our interest 
or attention, in short toward the topical relevances.  Everything else is in the margin, the 
horizon, and especially all the habitual possessions we have called the stock of knowledge at 
hand.  The motives for our actions are also in the margin of the field, whether the motives be 
of the in-order-to type (beyond or before the topically relevant theme) or the because type 
(which belongs essentially to our past and leads to the building up of the chain of in-order-to 
motives governing the determination of the theme or topic). (67) 

 "The actual interest" of Plexus 23s by the artist as researcher,  limiting the "level of 

investigation",  and "depending upon the autobiographical and situational circumstances of the 



individual",  created the borderline of the segment placed under question.  Schutz points out that 

there are not isolated questions,  each is interrelated with the other,  and are interpretationally 

relevant those elements, implicit or hidden in the margin of the field,  implicit in the inner and outer 

horizons of the topic,  which in the ongoing process of reflection may become topically relevant of 

the thematic center or kernel , made by the sedimentation of an experience which has its own 

history. 

 

It is also obvious that I may at any time turn to what is implicit or hidden in these horizons 
(to what is in the margin of the field) and bring such elements into the thematic kernel (i.e. 
make thematic what has been only operative or marginal). (68) 

In order to change the conditions of observation it is necessary to act in such a way  that the 

decision of how to act is part of a "chain of interrelated motivational relevances".  Schutz argues 

that "what has to be done is motivated by that for which it is to be done, the latter being 

motivationally relevant for the former."  The artist as researcher had to learn to examine more 

carefully "Plexus Black Box," from inside and outside his own understanding, in order to shift his 

attention of focus in such a way  "that data, which were at the margins, could be drawn into the 

thematic kernel."  He had to "weigh" how new marginal materials produced in the course of his 

ongoing inside and outside actual process of understanding were interpretatively relevant,  in order 

to determine the impact of circumstantial modifications in the thematic kernel.  

 The system of relevances proposed by Schutz to deal with the problem of this interpretative 

decision as sedimentation of previous experiences was used by  the researcher.  Schutz claims that 

this system of interrelationships among types of relevances should not be experienced 

chronologically separated. 

Our study thus show that we cannot bestow a privileged position upon one of the three 
systems of relevances.  On the contrary, any of them may become the starting point for 
bringing about changes in the other two.  (70) 

 The artist as researcher, in order to gain more freedom from his stock of knowledge at hand,  

and aware of his first artificial selection performed at the beginning in selecting the kernel which 

was leading his methodological hermeneutical process,  continuously created different observational 

conditions of looking new "insider" additional interpretatively relevant materials,  until when the 

problem at hand he felt to have sufficiently clarified and solved for the purpose at hand. 

 



On the other hand, it is quite possible that a shift in the system of interpretational relevances 
- as with the introduction of a new concept - becomes the starting point for building up a set 
of new motivational or topical relevances which do not thus far pertain to the familiar stock 
of knowledge at hand.  (70) 

Schutz claims that the distinction of three systems of relevances, as three aspects of a single 

set of a phenomenon, is useful in the clarification of the constitutive process of understanding: 

through the system of topical relevances, in the clarification of the concept of value and of the 

freedom of the interpreter in choosing the values by which to be guided;   

through the system of interpretational relevances, in the clarification of verification, invalidation, 

and falsification of propositions;   

through the system of motivational relevances, in the clarification of the intersubjective 

understanding and personality structure. 

 The researcher, in accordance with the emic paradigm shift operated in looking at "insiders" 

sources as it is described previously,  in Chapter IV  "looks" at collected accounts by Plexus 

participants  with a deconstructionist lens, overturning the hierarchical  setting and looking of texts 

of Western philosophers, as it is pointed out by Jacques Derrida in Positions:  "To deconstruct the 

opposition,  first of all,  is to overturn the hierarchy at a given moment (41).   

  The researcher,  by placing his interpretation at the margins of the "insiders" accounts to 

produce a valid multicultural study,  in Chapter IV methodologically  challenges the traditional and 

central hierarchical setting of Western modern philosophical inquiries which give to the interpreter  

a dominant position.  Conceiving this dominant position as a culturally context-bound one the 

researcher  presents  as equally relevant all  "insider" understandings as significant components of  

his multicultural hermeneutical aesthetic inquiry. 

The placing at the margins of texts  interpretational accounts is an effective deconstructive 

move, as Jacques Derrida claims in Margins of Philosophy  "in order to leave irreversible 

marks"(xxii),  which becomes necessary to deal with the multiplicity of meanings, to avoid the 

passivity of the analysis with respect to the authority of the role and in order to find an exit from the 

labyrinth of interpretations as it is argued further by Derrida: 

Will the multiplicity of these tympanums permit themselves to be analyzed?  Will we be led 
back,  at the exit of the labyrinths.... 
It may be about this multiplicity that philosophy,  being situated,  inscribed,  and included 
within it,  has never been able to reason.  Doubtless,  philosophy will have sought the 
reassuring and absolute rule,  the norm of this polysemia.  It will have asked itself if a 
tympanum is natural or constructed,  if one does not always come back to the unity of a 



stretched,  bordered,  framed cloth that watches over its margins as virgin,  homogenous,  
and negative space,  leaving its outside outside,  without mark,  without opposition,  without 
determination....(xxvii) 

Derrida further argues, in reference to the question of the margin: 

 

Gnawing away at the border which would make this question into a particular case, they are 

to blur the line which separates a text from its controlled margin.  They interrogate 

philosophy beyond its meaning, treating it not only as a discourse but as a determinated text 

inscribed in a general text, enclosed in the representation of its own margin.  Which compels 

us not only to reckon with the entire logic of the margin, but also to take an entirely other 

reckoning:  which is doubtless to recall that beyond the philosophical text there is not a 

blank, virgin, empty margin, but another text, a weave of differences of forces without any 

present center of reference...;   and also to recall that the written text of philosophy (this time 

in its books) overflows and cracks its meaning.  (xxiii) 

 To deal with the problem of different levels of discourse in the project under study, the artist 

as researcher used the Ecker - Kaelin's Taxonomy, described in The Limits of Aesthetic Inquiry:  A 

Guide to Educational Research.  The taxonomic model proposed is a model for relating responses to 

an artifact or an event and it seemed to the artist as researcher proper to be used in his study. The 

model encompasses 5 levels of inquiry and related activity. Those are the following: 

Experiences with objects/events;  art objects/events are perceived, performed, produced.   

Criticism;  aesthetic judgments are made and justified.   

Aesthetic judgments are analysed and evaluated.  

Theory;  art and art criticism is explained.  

Meta-theory;  explanations are analysed and evaluated.   

These procedures could be followed at two or more of five levels, from the bottom to the top or vice 

versa.  

In this study the artist as researcher proceeded from "Plexus Black Box," the event, to the top of the 

ladder. "Plexus Black Box" became the subject-matter on which the researcher grounded different, 

various and very often divergent inside accounts by Plexus participants.  He looked at these 

experiences as starting points of his aesthetic inquiry identifying which invariant features were 

present in the various recollections of the experiences of the Plexus participants, as Ecker and 

Kaelin point out:  

 

...,it seems clear that the basic limit-found as that condition allowing communication 
between the various worlds of aesthetic experience-is to be located within the responses of 
these various subjects to a single aesthetic object.  From this starting point we move to the 
second phase of our project, which is to show how, once a unique "object of criticism" has 



been isolated for aesthetic contemplation, the use of language to describe or evaluate the art 
work affects what can be known through aesthetic inquiry. (266) 

 At the end of the study a multicultural understanding is presented by the researcher who 

presents his inquiry with an open end,  not as a conclusion, because, he argues, it is about a still 

ongoing project,  but as a critical contribution to a multicultural esthetic understanding.   In chapter 

VI,  the researcher grounded his multicultural interpretation upon a kind of emic- etic re-casting 

hermeneutic process,  made from his close reading of all "insiders" understandings of  "Plexus 

Black Box."    

 

Glossary 

 In order to study the multilevel complexity of events, the researcher identified most frequent  

referential names used by Plexus participants.  His identification, verified with other Plexus 

participants, is offered as an outlined Plexus glossary. 

 "L.I.A.C.A." is the name of the Italian League of Alternative Cultural Associations that 

operated in Italy in the middle of '70s.  It organized in Rome the first art slave market show in 1978.  

 òThe artist in the first personò is the name for the artist as a cultural independent producer.  It 

was made as the name for an Italian cultural program presented by Sandro Dernini and Luigi 

Ballerini,  at New York University,  in 1980.  

 "In Order to Survive" is the name of the jazz statement by William Parker performed as a 

street open call event, in front of the Shuttle Theatre, in the Lower East Side of Manhattan,  in 1984. 

 "The Shuttle Theatre" is the name of a multiform community space in the Lower East Side, 

opened  by Giuseppe Sacchi,  Sandro Dernini, Brian Goodfellow, and Karl Berger, in 1984. There 

Plexus found hospitality after the closing of its performance space, in the Chelsea neighborhood of 

Manhattan, in the beginning of 1984. 

 "CUANDO" is the name of a community cultural center in the Lower East Side 

neighborhood of Manhattan.  "CUANDO" stands for "Culturas Unidas Aspiraran Nuestro Destino 

Original" 

 ñPurgatorio Showsò is the name of large multimedia events dedicated to Ralston Farina, in 

which hundreds of artists are performing at the same time,  within an ñatelier des artsò environment,  



which allows to perform all kinds of possible art forms and languages.  They were held in New 

York,  at CUANDO,  in 1985 and in 1986. 

 ñTime Artò is the name of a concept, created by Ralston Farina, who related art and time to 

gravity.  ñTime Artò is used by Plexus to escape from gravity and to fly over the gravitational 

weight of Western rationality. 

 ñArt-Opera" or "Artoperaò is the name by Butch Morris and Sandro Dernini for a multi arts 

format based upon an improvised interaction of many art forms, made by a conducted 

improvisation.  It is created through a modular construction process which follows a libretto made 

by one or more authors.  It was performed at the Community Cultural Center CUANDO, in the 

Lower East Side of Manhattan,  in 1985 and 1986, and in Rome at the Metateatro,  in 1989.  

 ñ Art-Coopera" or "Artcooperaò is the name by Leonard Horowitz for a multi arts event 

made through ñPlexus compressionist art process.ò  It is built on a modular construction process of 

individual art contributions, of any kind. converging into a collective antilibretto,  mutually made by 

ñinsiderò collective understandings, imaginations and emotions.  It was performed in the megalith 

sanctuary of Sa Itria in Sardinia, in 1987, and in Rome at the Ridotto del Colosseo Theatre,  in 

1990.  

 ñModular constructionò is the name of a facilitatory theatre process  by Willem Brugman, to 

allow individual energies to work together.  It was experimented in Plexus for the first time in the 

art-opera  Eve, Escape for Donna Purgatorius from Anno Domini by the Multi Chain Gang of 

Downtown, N.Y., at CUANDO, in 1986. 

 "Art Slave Ship" is the name of a metaphorical art  slave installation made in occasion of 

Eve, Escape for Donna Purgatorius from Anno Domini by the Multi Chain Gang of Downtown, 

N.Y.,  at CUANDO, in 1986.  It is performed as an ongoing travelling art installation.  

 "The Nuraghic Mutant" is the name of a statuette of a copy of an ancient Nuraghic warrior 

with four arms, four eyes, and two antennas, that is defending the freedom of the continuation of the 

art slave ship journey since its escaping from the Artworld control,  made in New York,  at Eve 

artopera,  held at CUANDO,  in 1986. 

 "Nuraghic" is the name of  the pre-Roman culture of Sardinian people. 



 "Plexus compressionist art process" is the name of  the Plexus art process by Leonard 

Horowitz creating an interactive compression and expansion of time and space.  It is experimented 

in artoperas, artcooperas, Purgatorios Shows., and it is used in all Plexus photo group shots. 

 "Rivington School" is the name of a metal sculpture workshop conducted by Ray Kelly and 

other artists since early '80s in the Lower East Side neighborhood of Manhattan,  from where it was 

launched the Plexus International Open Call Against Art Slavery in 1988.    

 ñEating Artò is the name of a concept by Sandro Dernini,  built upon the idea to relate 

biologically the experience of art to the food consumption.  

 ñMade in the '80s for the '90sò is the name of  label of  events consciously made in the '80s 

to be ñconsumedò by the critic consumer of the material culture of the '90s. 

 ñArt Logicò is the name of  the strategic eating art map by Sandro Dernini published in 

Passport for Plexus Passport.  Its is related to what in anthropology is known as life logic. 

 "Elisabeth" is the name of a 200 tons fishing boat of Carlo Dernini, berthed in the port of 

Carloforte, in Sardinia. 

 'The Voyage of the Elisabeth" is the name of a project proposal by David Ecker, in order to 

survive the masters of the living traditions in art, it was made in New York in 1990.  

 "The Buddha" is the name of a statuette representing a Tibetan Buddha that Don Cherry gave 

at the Shuttle Theatre, in New York, in 1984. Actually it is on board the Elisabeth, in Sardinia,  

since 1985. 

 "The American Indian Chief" is the name of a statuette representing a native American 

warrior that refers to three different statuette. 

The first one of a yellow color was given by Mikey Pinero in 1984 in New York, at the Shuttle 

Theatre .  This statuette was the house's spiritual protector of the Nuyorican Poets Cafe, a famous 

cultural place, in the neighborhood of  the Lower East Side, closed at that time in middle '80s.   

Mikey Pinero, one of the founders, gave the statuette to the present researcher, at that time one of 

the organizers of the Shuttle Theatre. It was placed at the entrance of the Shuttle Theatre and 

became the house's protector of  the Shuttle and of  Plexus.  It was lost in the fire accident  of the 

Shuttle Theatre in 1985.  



The second one is a red color copy of the first one that the artist as researcher found in a local shop 

in the Lower East Side, in 1988.  It is placed since 1989 at the entrance of the new Nuyorican Poets 

Cafe in the Lower East Side. 

The third one is a red color copy of the first one with a little color difference from the second one 

that the artist as researcher  found in an other local shop in 1992.  Jose Rodriguez,  one of the N.Y. 

coordinators of  Plexus International, has it. 

 "La Barchetta dell'Arte" ( The Little Art Boat) is the name of a little toy boat that refers to 

two different toys.  

 The first "La Barchetta della Liberta' dell'Arte" (The Little Toy Art Boat of  Art Freedom) 

was a little toy boat that was transformed in a work of art  by Gaetano Brundu in Cagliari, Sardinia, 

in 1988, and left in Dakar after its arrival at the House of the Slaves in Goree Island in 1989. 

 The second one, "Colombina" is the copy of  the first one.  It was found by the artist as 

researcher in 1991, in a shop in the port of Carloforte, in front to the Elisabeth boat.  It was  

transformed  by Silvio Betti in a work of art.  He has placed the name of Elisabeth and of the 

ISALTA (International Society for the Advancement of Living Traditions in Art) on its board.  He 

placed under the bottom a copy of George Chaikin's optical device drawing.  On the sail of the little 

toy boat, he place the logo of the Project Against Apartheid. This second boat is hold by Dr. John 

Rocchio, a pediatrician at the St. Vincent Hospital in New York.  Since 1991 it refers to Columbina 

Reconciliation Project, one of the Plexus fleet of  project proposals presented to the Italian Well 

Being Scientific Committee in 1991 and actually carried forward by Plexus International and the 

Consortium for the Well Being in the XXI Century. Colombina is also the name of a little cat. 

 "Plexonian Art Money" is the name of several art works by Micaela Serino representing 

Italian legal money bills transformed artistically in Plexus money, made in Rome, in 1988, in 

support of the opening in Goree island of the World Art Bank. 

 "Haddamard Matrix" is the name of the mathematical configuration followed by George 

Chaikin in making the drawing of his optical device.   

Ralston Farina in 1984 pointed out the Haddamard Matrix as a tool to escape from time and gravity.  



 "Ningki-Nangka" is the name of an African invisible mythological serpent, as well as the 

name of an art coopera project by Assane M'Baye in which the invisible serpent is presented with an 

apple on its head,  and two wings flying above the World Trader Center Towers of New York. 

 ñPlexus Black Boxò is the name of an object and a concept which was described by Mitch 

Ross as follows: ñNone knows what it is and what they are doing with it.  But it allows all Plexus 

people to feel part of that culture and to make their own definition of it,  which is fine because more 

information goes into and more information has to be defined. 

 
 
 

CHAPTER II 

 
RELATED LITERATURE 

 

 

 
Aesthetics 

 Aesthetics,  as philosophy of art,  is a fairly recent Western philosophical discipline 

concerned with theoretical speculations on "art."  Originally,  in the middle of the eighteenth 

century,  it was formulated by Alexander Baumgarten as a philosophical discipline concerned with 

the whole region of human sensuous perception. In its original formulation, it was not referred to 

"art" but to the domain of  human knowledge of perception and sensation which,  in the context of 

the age of  rationalism, was part of "science".   The need for an aesthetics in the eighteenth century 

was stimulated by the rational development of science which imposed its models of investigation on 

other realms of human activity.  The historical development of traditional modern aesthetics as a 

philosophy of art is the continuous tendency to frame "art" in a series of theories and definitions,  

reducing the role of "art" to a theoretical formalization. 

"Each age,  each art-movement,  each philosophy of art,  tries over and over again to 

establish the stated ideal only to be succeeded by a new or revised theory,  rooted at least in 

part,  in the repudiation of preceding ones" (143-144),   

Morris Weitz argues in The Role of Theory in Aesthetics against the possibility of laying 

down all necessary and sufficient conditions to define "art" by categories or "isms" and he opens the 



closed question of what is "art" as definition".   The problem that Weitz raises is not "what is art" 

but "what sort of concept is art": 

"Art," itself,  is an open concept.   New conditions (cases) have constantly arisen and will 
undoubtedly constantly arise;  new art forms,  new movements will emerge,  which will 
demand decisions on the part of those interested,  usually professional critics,  as to whether 
the concept should be extended or not.... 
With "art" its conditions of application can never be exhaustively enumerated since new 
cases can always be envisaged or created by artists,  or even nature,  which would call for a 
decision on someone's part to extend or to close the old or to invent a new concept. (For 
example, "It's not a sculpture,  it's a mobile.") (149)  

Weitz gives to the concept of art the value of an open game, as it was stated by Wittgenstein, 

and defines "the concept of art" by a criterion of evaluation and of recognition with the intention of 

giving some recommendations for a criteria of excellence. 

 In Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein raises as an illustrative question "what is a 

game?"   The traditional philosophical and theoretical answer would be in terms of some exhaustive 

set of properties common to all games.   What Weitz points out in Wittgenstein's Investigations is 

that there are no necessary and sufficient properties common to all games, but only "a complicated 

network of similarities overlapping and overcrossing such that we can say of games that they form a 

family with family resemblances and no common traits.   For Weitz, the basic resemblance between 

the open concept of "game" and "art" is in their open texture, where conditions of application are 

amendable and corrigible.  What is not so important is the formula-definition but what is lies behind 

it.   "Art",  Weitz claims, as the logic of the concept shows,  for its open nature, has no set of 

necessary and sufficient properties: 

Aesthetics theory is a logically vain attempt to define what cannot be defined, to state the 
necessary and sufficient properties of that which has no necessary and sufficient properties, 
to conceive the concept of art as closed when its very use reveals and demands its openness. 
(147) 

The criteria of recognition of works of art is made by "strands of similarity, conditions and 

bundles of properties."  None of the criteria of recognition, for Weitz,  is a defining one,  either 

necessary or sufficient.  As Weitz points out the definitions of the necessary and sufficient 

properties of art are honorific definitions pure and simple, in which "art" has been redefined in 

terms of chosen criteria.  "If we take the aesthetics theories literally, as we have seen,  they all fail" 

Weitz states (153) and  he points out the central role of aesthetics in the understanding of art in 

teaching what and how to look: 



To understand the role of esthetic theory is not to conceive it as definition, logically doomed 
to failure,  but to read it as summaries of seriously made recommendations to attend in 
certain ways to certain features of art. (519) 

 

Weitz argues that the role of theory in aesthetics is to summarise "recommendations" to 

attend in certain ways to certain features of "art",  where there is a convergence between "art" and 

"philosophy",  which in turn converges with "science".  

  In The Ideology of the Aesthetics,  Terry Eagleton argues that aesthetics is concerned with a 

range of wider social,  political and ethical questions which are central current issues in the 

contemporary dominant Western thought and in particular of European culture,  within,  he claims, 

a historical time in which "cultural practice might be claimed to have lost much of its traditional 

social relevance,  debased as it is to a branch of general commodity production  (2)."  

 Aesthetics is a discourse of the body, Eagleton claims,  and instead,  since its mid-eighteenth  

original formulation,  aesthetics has played the role to reinforce the distinction "between the 

material and the immaterial:  between things and thoughts,  sensations and ideas." 

The aesthetic concerns this most gross and palpable dimension of the human, which post-
Cartesian philosophy,  in some curious lapse of attention,  has somehow managed to 
overlook.  It is thus the first stirring of a primitive materialism - of the body's long 
inarticulate rebellion against the tyranny of the theoretical. (13)  

 John Dewey,  in Art As Experience,  argues against the isolation of art and its appreciation,  

caused by theories,  raised from "specifiable extraneous conditions",   which disconnect art from 

other modes of ordinary experience of life.  These extraneous theories, he argues, are also 

responsible for intellectualizing the dualistic distinction between sensuous and "borrowed" mediated 

quality,  which, aesthetically, cannot be immediately experienced: 

While some theorists make a distinction between sensuous and borrowed value because of 
the metaphysical dualism just mentioned,  others make it from fear lest the work of art be 
unduly intellectualized.  They are concerned to emphasize something which is in fact an 
esthetic necessity:  the immediacy of esthetic experience.  It cannot be asserted too strongly 
that what is not immediate is not esthetic.  The mistake lies in supposing that only certain 
special  things-those attached just to eye,  ear,  etc. -can be qualitatively and immediately 
experienced. (119) 

Dewey further argues against the separation between body and mind,  made by the dualistic 

distinction between material and immaterial,  which by treating mind as an independent entity from 

its body and environment,  takes art out of the province of the live creature.    



Mind that bears only an accidental relation to the environment occupies a similar relation to 
the body.  In making mind purely immaterial (isolated from the organ of doing and 
undergoing),  the body ceases to be living and becomes a dead lump.  This conception of 
mind as an isolated being underlies the conception that esthetic experience is merely 
something "in mind,"  and strengthens the conception which isolates the esthetic from those 
modes of experience in which the body is actively engaged with the things of nature and life.  
(264) 

Dewey, by pointing out the imaginative value of the aesthetic experience as a conscious 

perception extended by meanings and values only imaginatively present,  further states: 

Esthetic experience is imaginative.  This fact, in connection with a false idea of the nature of 
imagination, has obscured the larger fact that all conscious  experience has of necessity some 
degree of imaginative quality.  For while the roots of every experience are found in the 
interaction of a live creature with its environment,  that experience becomes conscious,  a 
matter of perception,  only when meanings enter it that are derived from prior experiences.  
Imagination is the only gateway through which these meanings can find their way into a 
present interaction; or rather,  as we have just seen,  the conscious adjustment of the new and 
the old is imagination.  (272)  

    

 Aesthetics, as a philosophical mode of inquiry applied to the experience of art,  is pointed 

out by Eugene Kaelin,  in An Existentialist Aesthetic: 

 
The job of philosophy, then, is to refine meanings,  not by empty logic-chopping,  but by 
continual referral of ideas to the conditions of everyday experience.  And when the critical 
reflective method of philosophy is applied to the area of our experiences of art it is called 
"aesthetics" (322). 

 

 Kaelin defines "aesthetics" as a "philosophical interpretation of the significance of human 

experience", as he wrote in his Art and Existence, for an understanding of this significance in which 

consciousness and objects are correlates.    He points out, following the phenomenological 

direction, how the interaction with the objects  bring to reflect as an act of consciousness  "to return 

to the things themselves". 

   Benedetto Croce claims in The Essence of Aesthetics that  the nature of "art" that have 

arisen down in the course of history,  at a determined moment,  yet it is limited by the history of that 

moment,  and cannot pretend to have a value of totality,  or what is called a definitive solution.  He 

defends the a-logical character of art against any utilitarism.  Croce presents art as a form of 

intuition and he denies that theories that attempt to explain "art" as "philosophy" as well as 

"religion" or "science" have the rights to occupy the greater part of the history of aesthetics.  In 

Aesthetic As Science of Expression and General Linguistic, he claims that to conceive aesthetics as 

a science of art separates "art" from its general spiritual life, and it is making art as a " sort of special 



function or aristocratic club," which does not allow to reveal the true nature of art and its roots in 

human nature.  Croce affirms the indivisibility of the work of art as a whole, and arguing against the 

customary traditional approach of aesthetic inquiry to divide a work of art in parts for the sake of the 

theoretical inquiry,  he claims in Aesthetic,  as it follows: 

 
The fact that we divide a work of art into parts,  a poem into scenes,  episodes,  similes,  
sentences,  or a picture into scenes,  episodes,  similes,  sentences,  or a picture into single 
figures and objects,  background,  foreground,  etc.,  may seem opposed to this affirmation.    
But such division annihilates the work, as dividing the organism into heart,  brain,  nerves,  
muscles and so on,  turns the living being into a corpse. (47) 

 Croce argues against the tradition to present science as well art as part of a single linear 

human development which pretends to show the whole history of knowledge as one single line of 

progress and regress.  Croce conceives art as intuition, and intuition, for Croce, is individuality 

which does not repeat itself. For this reason it should be erroneous to represent the history of art as 

developed following a single line.  Croce further states: 

Consequently,  any attempt at an aesthetic classification of the arts Is absurd.  If they be 
without limits, they are not exactly determinable,  and consequently cannot be 
philosophically classified.  All the books dealing with classifications and systems of the arts 
could be burned without any loss whatever.(49) 

 

Hermeneutics and Deconstruction 

 Hans-Georg Gadamer, in The Relevance of the Beautiful, pointing out the philosophical task 

of "learning to see things together in respect of the one," poses   the problem of the gap between 

contemporary artists and traditional Western art, by further arguing that also the word "art" is a 

Western cultural context-bound word: 

 
The problem that we have posed is that of bridging the enormous gap between the traditional 
form and content of Western art and the ideals of contemporary artists.  The word art  itself 
gives us a first orientation.  We should never underestimate what a word can tell us,  for 
language represents the previous accomplishment of thought.  Thus we should take the word 
art  as our point of departure.  Anyone with the slightest historical knowledge is aware that 
this word has had the exclusive and characteristic meaning that we ascribe to it today for less 
than two hundred years. (12) 

 

For Gadamer, each theory of art and each interpretation of an art work take place within its 

own historical world related to a particular time and space. Each interpreter has his/her own angle of 

interpretative participation depending upon his/her personality, education, and culture, Gadamer 

argues in The Hermeneutics of Suspicion.  



That is, without any doubt,  the excellence of the humanities,  that we share a common world 
of tradition and interpreted human experience.  The interpretation of the common world in 
which we participate is certainly not in the first place the objectifying task of methodical 
thinking.  That may certainly be included, but it is not the raison d'etre of our activity.  When 
we are interpreting a text, it is not to prove "scientifically" that this love poem belongs to the 
genre of love poems.  That is an objective statement and nobody can doubt it, but if that 
conclusion is the only result of investigating a poem, then we have failed.  The intention is 
to understand this love poem, on its own and in its unique relation to the common structure 
of love poems.  It is an absolutely individualized particular form, so that one participates in 
the utterance or message which is there embodied by the poet.  (64).   

Gadamer introducing hermeneutics,  in Reason in the Age of Science,  points out: 

Not only the word hermeneutics  is ancient.  The reality designated by the word is a well, 
whether it be rendered today with such expression as interpretation,  explication,  translation,  
or even only with understanding. At any rate, it precedes the idea of methodical science 
developed by modernity.  (113)  

 The history of interpretation is a history of application and it is rather a function of spiritual 

conservation and tradition, and carries  into every present its hidden history.  The changing 

substance of a text is determined by the widespread cultural effects and manifestations it has passed 

through, and that this wider significance is commonly understood and accepted within any present 

culture.   The idea of tradition is essential to Gadamer as it is pointed out in Reason in the Age of 

Science:  

To the extent that hermeneutics brings the contribution of the sciences into this context of 
mutual agreement that links us with the tradition that has come down to us in a unity that is 
efficacious in our lives,  it is not just a repertory of methods.... (137) 

  The historical perspective, in the procedure of understanding, accounts prior the perspective 

and idiom of the interpreter.  For Gadamer, interpretation does not require the neutralization of one's 

personal historical horizon.  

No method can transcend the interpreter's own historicity.  Even if we can achieve distance,  

Gadamer argues that "we actually interpret an interpretation".  In The Relevance of the Beautiful, he 

argues: 

In its original meaning, interpretation implies pointing in a particular direction.   It is 
important to note that all interpretation points in a direction rather than to some final 
endpoint, in the sense that it points toward an open realm that can be filled in a variety of 
ways. We can distinguish two different senses of interpretation:  pointing to something and 
pointing out the meaning of something.  Clearly both of these are connected with one 
another. "Pointing to something" is a kind of "indicating" that functions as a sign. "Pointing 
out what something means," on the other hand, always relates back to the kind of sign that 
interprets itself.  Thus when we interpret the meaning of something, we actually interpret an 
interpretation (68). 



Gadamer in Reason in the Age of Science further clarifies this idea of interrelation between 

interpreter and what is to be interpreted.  He argues that between the two there is " a sustaining 

agreement" which  links one to the other. 

Social life consists of a constant process of transformation of what previously has been held 
valid.  But it would surely be an illusion to want to deduce normative notions in abstract to 
and to posit them as valid with the claim of scientific rectitude.  The point here is a notion of 
science that does not allow for the ideal of the nonparticipating observer but endeavors 
instead to bring to our reflective awareness the communality that binds everyone together.  
In my own works I have applied this point to the hermeneutic sciences and stressed the way 
the being of the interpreter pertains intrinsically to the being of what is to be interpreted.  
Whoever wants to understand something already brings along something that anticipatorily 
joins him with what he wants to understand - a sustaining agreement.  (135-136) 

 In the hermeneutical circle, we cannot understand a part as such until we have a perception 

of the whole, because a genuine dialectic always occurs between our idea of the whole and our 

perception of the components that make it.  Once the dialectic has begun, neither side is totally 

determined by the other. 

 In Reason in the Age of Science,  claiming that,  because "interpretation is always on the 

way" and "the very idea of a definitive interpretation seems to be intrinsically contradictory,"  

Gadamer argues against the claim of the legitimacy of  definitive scientific "objective" knowledge: 

If one wishes to appraise the significance or the task and the limits of what we call 
hermeneutics today, one must bear in mind this philosophical and humane background,  this 
fundamental doubt about the legitimacy of objective self-consciousness. In a certain way,  
the very word hermeneutics  and its cognate word interpretation  furnish a hint,  for these 
words imply a sharp distinction between the claim of being able to explain a fact completely 
through deriving all its conditions;  through calculating it from the givennes of all its 
conditions;  and through calculating it from the givennes of all its conditions;  and through 
learning to produce it by artificial arrangement - the well-known ideal of natural scientific 
knowledge;  and on the other hand,  the claim (say,  of interpretation), which we always 
presume to be no more than an approximation:  only an attempt,  plausible and fruitful,  but 
clearly never definitive.  (105) 

Gadamer in Reason in the Age of Science underlines the shifting of legitimacy in science 

today of the criterion of measurability applied in the old "objective" scientific paradigms: 

Perhaps even more significantly, the notion of objectivity so closely coupled in physics with 
that of measurability has undergone profound changes within more recently theoretical 
physics.  (14) 

Gadamer attacks the neutrality of scientific procedures and in particular he denies the 

"objectivity" of hermeneutics: 



Now interpretation refers not only to the explication of the actual intention of a difficult text.  

Interpretation becomes an expression for getting behind the surface phenomena and data.  

The so-called critique of ideology called scientific neutrality into doubt.  It questioned not 

merely the validity of the phenomena of consciousness and of self-consciousness (Which 

was the case with psychoanalysis) but also the purely theoretical validity of scientific 

objectivity to which the sciences laid claim.  (100) 

He further argues: 

Once we presuppose that there is no such thing as a fully transparent text or a completely 
exhaustive interest in the explaining and construing of texts, then all perspectives relative to 
the art and theory of interpretation are shifted.  Then it becomes more important to trace the 
interests guiding us with respect to a given subject matter than simply to interpret the evident 
content of a statement.  One of the more fertile insights of modern hermeneutics is that every 
statement has to be seen as a response to a question and that the only way to understand a 
statement is to get hold of the question to which the statement is an answer.  This prior 
question has its own direction of meanings and is by no means to be gotten hold of through a 
network of background motivations but rather in reaching out to the broader contexts of 
meaning encompassed by the question and deposited in the statement. (105-106) 

 The interpretation of a work of art, as not just as an object standing,  passively,  front us,  

was by Martin Heidegger examined in The Origin of the Work of Art. 

The world is never an object that stands before us and can be seen.    World is the ever-
nonobjective to which we are subject as long as the paths of birth and death,  blessing and 
curse keep us transported into Being.    (170)  

Heidegger point out that it is art that makes artist and work possible.    The work is the origin 

of the artist, and the artist is defined by his work which is the source of the artist:  

The artist is the origin of the work. The work is the origin of the artist.    Neither is without 
the other.  Nevertheless, neither is the sole support of the other.  In themselves and in their 
interrelations artist and work are each of them by virtue of a third thing which is prior to 
both,  namely, that which also gives artist and work of art their names,  art.  (143) 

The question of the origin of the artwork is presented as a question concerned the essence of 

art.  The conception of truth in art is evaluated by Heidegger not on the basis of its correspondence 

to whatever is being represented,  but it is envisioned to something that rises from the work of art.  

The truth of a work of art is that it discloses the being of the work and it is part of the nature of art 

to disclose the ontological world in which it was created.  For Heidegger,  the work as work sets up 

a world,  and the work opens the open region of the world.  The horizon or context of the world 

places "the setting-into-work of truth" in which the work of art functions.  The appreciation 

experience of a work of art lets happen the truth openness in the work of art.  The appreciators as 

preservers of the work of art are essentials as well as the creators, and art originates creator and 

preserver.  Heidegger claims that "the world worlds", it means that the world is not static and the 



same dynamic character is true of the work of art.  The existing world however, at the moment of 

interpretation,  is important as the work of art and must be interpreted within the existing context.  

With his "art lets truth originate",  in the conclusion of his essay,  Heidegger claims that "to 

originate" is what the word origin means, and because the question of the origin of the work of art is 

the origin of the historical existence of the creator and of the preserver,  Heidegger,  with a circular 

move,  opens this question to the origin of the human historical existence and to the question of 

what is time. Heidegger examines,  in The Concept of Time,  the question of what is time as a way 

of being-in-the-world  by being temporal with respect to its Being: 

Being futural as we have characterized it is,  as the authentic 'how' of being temporal,  that 
way of Being of Dasein in which and out of which it gives itself its time.   Maintaining 
myself alongside my past in running ahead I have time... (14E).  

In Being and Time,  with "To the things themselves" he expresses his conception of phenomenology 

as a mode of grasping objects  in such a way  in which they show themselves from themselves: 

'Phenomenology' neither designates the object of its researches,  nor characterizes the 

subject-matter thus comprised.   The word merely informs us of the "how"   with which what   

is to be treated in this science gets exhibited and handled.   To have a science 'of' phenomena 

means to grasp its objects in such a way  that everything about them which is up for 

discussion must be treated by exhibiting it directly and demonstrating it directly (59). 

To grasp in such a way  an event which is taking place in its own time span and which is already 

becoming a future event,  he brings time and space together.    In these circumstances we are forced 

to re-think what time is.  Heidegger points out in his The Concept of Time,  "Time too is nothing.   

It persists merely as a consequence of the events taking place in it."(3E). Heiddeger argues that time 

is that "now" within which events take place:  

 
What is the now?   Is the now at my disposal?   Am I the now?   Is every other person the 
now?  Then time would indeed be I myself,  and every other person would be time.   And in 
our being with one another we would be time - everyone and no one (5E). 

 

Heidegger's temporal analysis of human existence has shown that understanding is not just 

one of the various possible behaviours of the subject,  but the mode of the Being of being-there,  

within its finiteness and historicity,  and Hermeneutics hence denotes the whole of its experience of 

the world in which the work of art constantly renews the mode of being experienced. 



 Alfred Schutz,  in Reflections on the Problem of Relevance,  claims that such a dialectic 

process of understanding,  as "a specific attention à la vie",  is sedimented in previously 

experiences,  interconnected into an "experiential framework" or context and from which depends 

the horizon of the understanding. 

 
It seems a precondition of any thematization that the experience constituting this theme has 
its own history of which it is the sedimentation.    Any one of these experiences inherently 
refers to previous experiences from which it is derived and to which it refers.   
I am,  thus,  at any time in a position to question any of these as to its genesis or historical 
origin.    In other words,  each theme refers to elements which formerly have been within the 
field of our consciousness...(14)  

Understanding,  for Schutz depends from the "actual interest" of the subject,  as a form of 

relevance,  which in turn depends from the situation in which the problem is raised and from the 

system of problems to which that specific problem belongs.  

It is the set of "actual interests,"  which itself depends upon the autobiographical and 
situational circumstances of the individual that limit what is commonly called the level of 
investigation ( that is,  the borderline up to which a segment of the world has to be put into 
question)...(35) 

 

The problem of the interpretative relevances in the process of understanding cannot be taken 

as isolated but is interrelated with others,  forming a complex system, within  systems of problems,  

Schutz, in The Phenomenology of the Social World,  argues and claims that between the interpreter 

and his reflective vision there is a social world which plays with decisions concerning which 

alternatives follow as relevant in the interpretative act. Each of us, for Schutz,  has a "stock of 

knowledge at hand" which characterizes the multiple layers of meaning of our own social world,  

"our own system of reference",  which performs colors interpretation. 

 
The interpretatively relevant moment of both - the experience to be interpreted and the 
scheme of interpretation (i.e. the applicable previous experiences as found in our stock of 
knowledge at hand) - are integrated into systems,  and systems,  at least as to their type,  as 
well as the typical ways in which they are applied,  are within the stock of what we have 
already experienced.    Such already acquired history has its genetic and autobiographically 
determined history and is itself the sediment of habitually acquired practice.  (43) 

Schutz claims that our knowledge is derived and distributed socially and a small part of it 

and of our stock of knowledge at hand has originated from our own personal experience,  but the 

greater part of it is socially communicated to us. Schutz argues that there is not such a thing as an 

isolated experience without a context, a social world,  a system of reference. 

 



Any experience is experience within a context.  Any present experience receives its meaning 
from the sum total of past experiences which led to the present one and is also connected by 
more or less empty anticipations to future experiences, the occurrence of which may or may 
not fulfil these expectations.  (88) 

 Postmodern pluralistic interpretations of "art" and "text" and "ethnoreality" have undermined 

the Western modern belief that there is a singular truth as well as a singular ground for art, moving 

contemporary  artists to redefine their role and the significance of art,  as it was pointed out in the 

brochure of the symposium on "The Dematerialization of Art", organized in New York, in 1987,  by  

the International Center for Advanced Studies in Art at New York University which was inspired by 

the underlying theme of an art show "Les Immaterieux" held by Jean-Francois Lyotard in Paris:  

     
Postmodern thought points to a total redefinition of the role of the artist and the significance 
of art.   Scientific breakthroughs have presented not just a new version of reality but also of 
time and space.   The body,  mind and senses are no longer the only means by which we 
experience the world.   What significance this will have for art cannot yet be said but we are 
clearly on the brink of the most extraordinary leap in human perception. 

Lyotard in The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, claims in act,   as also it 

was pointed out by Thomas Kuhn,  in the contemporary culture and society,  a process of 

"delegitimation" of the Western knowledge, which he argues has lost its "objective" and scientific 

credibility.  This "crisis" has caused an erosion of the separation among scientific disciplines and, 

through the lost of the control by the dominant power of the territory of the knowledge,  new realms 

and scientific breakthroughs are originate, as Lyotard points out:      

 

The classical dividing lines between the various fields of science are thus called into 

question - disciplines disappear, overlappings occur at the border between sciences,  and 

from these new territories are born.  The speculative hierarchy of learning gives way to an 

immanent and,  as it were,  "flat" network of areas of inquiry,  the respective frontiers of 

which are in constant flux.  The old "faculties" splinter into institutes and foundations of all 

kinds,  and the universities lose their function of speculative legitimation.  (39) 

 

Lyotard further argues that this delegitimation has opened the road to the emergence of new 

frontiers and of new languages,  leading to the current postmodern theory attacking to the legitimacy 

of the Western dominant thought.   He argues that postmodernism has opened new territory to art 

and to the artists by questioning modern art theory.   

 

The postmodern would be that which,  in the modern,  put forward the unpresentable in 

presentation itself;  that which denies itself the solace of good forms,  the consensus of a 

taste which would make it possible to share collectively the nostalgia for the unattainable;  

that which searches for new presentations,  not in order to enjoy them but in order to impart 

a stronger sense of the unpresentable.  A postmodern artist or writer is in the position of a 



philosopher:  the text he writes,  the work he produces are not in principle governed by pre-

established rules,  and they cannot be judged according to a determining judgment,  by 

applying familiar categories to the text or to the work.  Those rules and categories are what 

the work of art itself is looking for.  The artist and the writer, then, are working without rules 

in order to formulate the rules of what will have been done. (81) 

 Postmodern thought and deconstruction theory have challenged Modernist tradition.  The 

"deconstruction" of art allows a new pluralism in aesthetics and expands the artist's cultural domain.  

In Margins of Philosophy, Jacques Derrida argues: 

 
But by relating it to something to which it has no relation,  is one not immediately permitting 
oneself to be encoded by philosophical logos,  to stand under its banner?  certainly,  except 
by writing this relationship following the mode of a nonrelationship about which it would be 
demonstrated simultaneously or obliquely-on the philosophical surface of the discourse-that 
no philosopheme will ever have been prepared to conform to it or translate it.  (xiv) 

 

Derrida argues that there is a "reappropriation" shift in the theory of interpretation which 

attacks the existing limits and distinctions by bringing inside what was outside and viceversa. 

 
How to intepret-but here interpretation can no longer be a theory or discursive practice of 
philosophy-the strange and unique property of a discourse that organizes the economy  of its 
representation,  the law of its proper weave,  such that its outside  is never its outside,  never 
surprises it,  such that the logic of its heteronomy still reasons from within the vault of its 
autism?  For this is how Being  is understood:  its proper.  It assures without let-up the 
relevant  movement of reappropriation.  Can one then pass  this singular limit which is not a 
limit,  which no more separates the inside from the outside than it assures their permeable 
and transparent continuity?  (xvi)  

 

He further continues arguing and questioning the resistance of the philosophical discourse to 

deconstruction, in reference of two kinds of appropriating mastery,  hierarchy and envelopment: 

 
It is the infinite mastery that the agency of Being (and of the) proper seems to assure it; this 
mastery permits it to interiorize every limit as being and as being its own proper.  To exceed 
it, by the same token,  and therefore to preserve it in itself.  Now, in its mastery and its 
discourse on mastery (for mastery is a signification that we still owe to it), philosophical 
power always seems to combine two types. 
On the one hand,   a hierarchy:  the particular sciences and regional ontologies are 
subordinated to general ontology, and then to fundamental ontology.  From this point of 
view all the questions that solicit Being and the proper upset the order that submits the 
determined field of science, its formal objects or materials (logic and mathematics,  or 
semantics,  linguistic,  rhetoric,  science of literature,  political economy,  psychoanalysis,  
etc.),  to philosophical jurisdiction.  In principle, then, these questions are prior to the 
constitution of a rigorous,  systematic,  and orderly theoretical discourse in these domains 
(which therefore are no longer simply domains,  regions circumscribed,  delimited,  and 
assigned from outside and above). 
On the other hand, an envelopment:   the whole is implied,  in the speculative mode of 
reflection and expression,  in each part.  Homogenous, concentric, and circulating 
indefinitely,  the movement of the whole is remarked in the partial determinations of the 
system or encyclopedia,  without the status of that remark,  and the partitioning of the part,  
giving rise to any general deformation of the space.  (xix-xx) 
 



Derrida's challenge the "logocentric" tendency of Western thought to refer "all questions of 

the meaning of representations" to a singular founding source which allows, within an hierarchical 

view, to identify a presence of  an "author"  behind them,  as well as to imagine an artist fully in 

possess of his own art,  it was argued by Victor Burgin in The End of Art Theory.  Criticism and 

Postmodernity: 

 

When we consider what Derrida calls "logocentrism - the belief that all questions of 

meaning are to be referred to a privileged origin - together "humanism" - the view of man as 

in full and spontaneous possession of himself and of his own espression - we can see one of 

the reasons why painting continues to be so very highly valued,  not only in conservative 

aesthetics....(33) 

He further clarifies his claims about the highly value of art by pointing out how in particular 

painting embodies "exchange" and "individuality," two essential concepts of the Western society. 

 

First,  the new easel painting had the advantage over the previous mural painting of being 

mobile,  for the first time it became an object of exchange,  a commodity amongst other 

commodities in a market economy.  Secondly,  the value of a painting in this market,  in 

these early days of humanism,  became increasingly linked to the notion of individuality:  

the individuality of the consumer,...Even more,  however,  the value of a painting was linked 

to the individuality of the producer,  to the idea of authorship.  Paintings were no longer 

produced entirely by anonymous craftsmen,  they were the work of "creative individuals." 

(35)  

  

 Artworld and Contemporary Changes 

 The individual identity of the artist and the commodity identity of the work of art are critical 

concepts in the contemporary art world debate.  In order to debate art theories,  art critics and 

philosophers of art usually refer to a "artworld", a kind of social world,   with its "stock of 

knowledge at hand" made by the history of art and by art theories.    

 Danto in his essay The Artworld defines what "artworld" means: 

 
To see something as art requires something the eye cannot decry--an atmosphere of artistic 
theory, a knowledge of the history of art:  an artworld (162). 

 Danto claims in his essay that "the role of artistic theories is to make possible art." (164)  

Danto further argues that because the artist is refining out his art "through an atmosphere 

compounded of artistic theories and the history of recent and remote painting, " it derives that his art 

"belongs" to a world made by this atmosphere and history. He claims that what makes "art" is its 

artistic identification within an artworld, within a certain theory of art, which, belonging to the 



history of art,  in turn creates an artworld. Using as an example the case of the Andy Warhol's Brillo 

Boxes,  Danto argues,  because they were made by a person with an "is " of artistic identification 

belonging to the artworld,  it was this identity that made them "art". 

Danto further points out that "the Brillo box of the artworld may be just the Brillo box of the 

real one, separated and united by the is  of artistic identification. (64) For Danto is the "is" of artistic 

identification, belonging to the artworld, that  after it is mastered by the artist transform a simple 

work in a work of art, and "We cannot help him until he has mastered the is of artistic identification 

and so constitutes it a work of art."  (162) 

A necessary condition for a work to be an artwork,  for Danto,  is "that some part or property of it be 

designable by the subject of a sentence that employs this special is .  The identification of this 

special "is" of artistic identification is by Danto defined as follows: 

 
There is an is  that figures prominently in statements concerning artworks which is not the is  
of either identity or predication;  nor is it the is  of existence,  of identification,  or some 
special is  made up to serve a philosophic end....It is the sense of is  in accordance with 
which a child,  shown a circle and a triangle and asked which is him and which his sister,  
will point to the triangle saying "That is me";  or,  in response to my question,  the person 
next to me points to the man in purple and says "That one is Lear";  or in the gallery I point,  
for my companion's benefit,  to a spot in the painting before us and say "That white dab is 
Icarus."  We do not mean,  in these instances,  that whatever is pointed to stands for,  or 
represents, what it is said to be,  for the word  'Icarus' stands for or represents Icarus:  yet I 
would not in the same sense of is  point to the word and say "That is Icarus."  The sentence 
"That a  is b "  is perfectly compatible with "That a  is not b " when the first employs this 
sense of is  and the second employs some other,  though a and b  are used nonambiguously 
throughout.  Often,  indeed,  the truth of the first requires the truth of the second.  The first,  
in fact,  is incompatible with "That a  is not b  " only when the is  is used nonambiguously 
throughout.  For want of a word I shall designate this the is of artistic identification.;  in each 
case in which it is used,  the a  stands for some specific physical property of,  or physical 
part of,  an object;....  (159) 

 

Dante points out the discrimination between a Warhol's Brillo box and a Brillo box in the 

stockroom of a supermarket consists in a certain theory of art that brings the first up in the artworld, 

and "keeps it from collapsing into the real object which is (in a sense of is  other than that of artistic 

identification)."  (164) 

 
Of course,  without the theory,  one is unlikely to see it as art,  and in order to see it as part 
of the artworld, one must have mastered a good deal of artistic theory as well as a 
considerable amount of history of recent New York painting....It is the role of artistic 
theories, these days as always,  to make the artworld, and art,  possible. (164) 

  



Danto argues that in the 20th century the question of what is art? became urgent because the 

existing art models collapsed and it became more visible the inadequacy of the art theories, period 

by period,  movement by movement.  For Danto the historical importance of art was to "make 

philosophy of art possible and important."  

 
Now if we look at the art of our recent past in these terms, grandiose as they are,  what we 
see is something which depends more and more upon theory for its existence as art,  so that 
theory is not something external to a world it seeks to understand:  hence in understanding 
its object it has to understand itself.  (31)      

  

 Dickie in his essay Defining Art: II,  defines "art" for its institutional nature and he uses the 

term "the artworld" by Danto to refer to the broad social  

framework in which have place works of art.  For him,  the artworld is made by an infinity of 

systems and subsystems,  "a bundle of systems:  theater,  painting,  sculpture,  music,  literature,  

and so on; "  which operates as institutional framework for the "presenting" of works,  and the 

"conferring" upon them the status of candidates for appreciation as works of art.   Dickie defines a 

work of art as follows: 

 
A work of art in the classificatory sense is (1) an artfact (2) upon which some person or 
persons acting on behalf of a certain social institution (the artworld) has conferred the status 
of candidate for appreciation (125 ). 

 

Within the setting the artworld is giving this status of candidate for appreciation.   But who 

has the status to be a candidate for appreciation?"  

Dickie admits that the notion of conferring status within the framework of the artworld is 

"excessively vague": 

  
Certainly this notion is not as clear-cut as is the conferring of status within the legal 
system...The counterparts in the artworld to specified procedures and lines of authority are 
nowhere codified, and the artworld carries on its business at the level of customary practice.  
Still there is  a practice and this defines a social institution.  a social institution need not 
have a formally established constitution,...in order to exist and have the capacity to confer 
status....  
Assuming that the existence of the artworld has been established or at least been made 
plausible, the problem is now to see how status is conferred by this institution.  My thesis is 
that analogous to the way in which a person is certified as qualified for office,.or a person 
acquires that status of wise man within a community,  an artifact can acquire the status of 
candidate for appreciation within the social system which may be called "the artworld." 
(126) 

 



But how we recognize that the status has been conferred to some candidates? for Dickie it is 

shown by their appearances in galleries, theatres, museums, etc.,  recognized institutional places of 

the artworld.   For Dickie, it is a social property of the artworld that confers this status.  Dickie, 

arguing about the treating of an artifact as a candidate for appreciation,  raises the case of an action 

made by a salesman of plumbing supplies compared with Duchamp's entering with a urinal,  

labelled "Fountain,"  in an art show, and with the Walter de Maria's naming as art a stainless-steel 

bar.  He argues that what makes a thing a work of "art" is the important difference between "placing 

before" and "conferring the status of candidate for appreciation" which makes possible that 

Duchamp's Fountain is not just a misplaced urinal because of its artistic identification,  in this case,  

conferred by the artist Duchamp. 

 
The difference is that Duchamp's action took place within the institutional setting of the 
artworld and the plumbing salesman's action took place outside of it.  The salesman could do 
what Duchamp did,  that is,  convert a urinal into a work of art,  but such a thing probably 
would not occur to him....Walter de Maria has in the case of one of his works even gone 
through the emotions-no doubt as a burlesque-of using a procedure which is used by many 
legal and some nonlegal institutions-the procedures of licensing.  His High Energy Bar (a 
stainless-stell bar) is accompanied by a certificate which bears the name of the work and 
states that the bar is a work of art only when the certificate is present. (126) 

  

 The institutional context of "art" within the artworld and the philosophical theories of 

aesthetics have never been of more crucial importance in the understanding and making "art" in the 

twentieth century.   

 Theodore Adorno attacks the institutional setting of art as functional to the professional 

critics who were first of all 'reporters' and oriented people in the market of intellectual products of 

the bourgeois society.  In Prisms,  Adorno wrote: 

 
When the critics in their playground--art--no longer understand what they judge and 
enthusiastically permit themselves to be degraded to propagandists or censors,  it is the old 
dishonesty of trade fulfilling itself in their fate.  The prerogatives of information and position 
permit them to express their opinion as if it were objectivity. But it is solely the objectivity 
of the ruling mind (20). 

 The crisis in art and the change of reaction of the masses toward art in the beginning of the 

XX century might be understandable was pointed out by Walter Benjamin in The Work of Art in the 

Age of Technical Reproducibility, as a consequence of the decrease in the social significance of the 

work of art:   

 



The secular cult of beauty, developed during the Renaissance and prevailing for three 

centuries, clearly showed that ritualistic bais in its decline and the first deep crisis which 

befell it.  With the advent of the first truly revolutionary means of reproduction, 

photography, simultaneously with the rise of socialism,  art sensed the approaching crisis 

which has become evident a century later.  At the time,  art reacted with the doctrine of l'art 

pour l'art,  that is,  with a theology of art.  This gave rise to what might be called a negative 

theology in the form of the idea of "pure" art,  which not only denied any social function of 

art but also any categorizing by subject matter.  (224)   

 This concern of cultural and artistic renewal was historically felt by the avant-garde as attack 

to the bourgeois institution of art and against aestheticism and its concept of autonomous art,  

challenging the separation of art from its context and bridging artists and public together as integral 

components of the work of art. 

 In the article The Social Significance of Autonomous Art:  Adorno and Burger,  Lambert 

Zuidervaart,  argues that avant-garde movements rejected both bourgeois life praxis and 

aestheticism.  The avant-garde tried both "to organize a new life praxis from a basis in art" and to 

eliminate autonomous art as an institution.  Zuidervaart,  claiming that the self-referentiality of 

autonomous art might make truth possible in some works and prevent this disclosure in others,  

argues against the support of Adorno for autonomous art and its self-referential import.    

 
In Adorno's account, autonomy and social character mark the position of the work of art 
within advanced capitalist societies...The autonomy of art works is conditioned by society as 
a whole,  but their autonomy is itself a precondition for truth in art.   The notions of 
autonomy and truth, in turn, provide the impetus for Adorno's claims about social 
significance.  Although Adorno locates the social significance of the art work in both its 
import and its social functions, he understands these social functions as primarily cognitive 
functions, and he regards their significance as directly dependent on the import of the work.   
Although import consists of both social content and truth content, truth provides the ultimate 
criterion for the social significance of the work's import...(65-66) 

 

Zuidervaart point out that the final import of the work of autonomous art was "distance from 

life praxis", a complete detachment of art from life.  Against this detachment, he supports the truth 

and social significance of "heteronomous art:" 

 
By "heteronomous art" I mean art that has not become relatively independent from other 
institutions of bourgeois society and whose products are produced and received to 
accomplish purposes that are directly served by other institutions.    The term covers both 
traditional folk art and contemporary popular art.  (69) 

 Heteronomous art has a non referential significance, with its purposes as "functions within 

other institutions",  in fluid contrast with autonomous art,  and is able to challenge the existing 

order.  He argues that the avant-garde,  by attacking the institution of autonomous art to eliminate it,  



and rejecting both bourgeois life praxis and aestheticism,  in order to disclose human aspirations,  

helped to understand the need of a more open scenery where to disclose their "art".  

 
"Avant-gardiste manifestations" undermined the notion of art's intended purpose, negated 
the categories of individual creation and individual reception,  and challenged the distinction 
between producer and recipient.  (67) 

 

To make possible such a attack to the normativity of autonomous art, he introduces a 

"complex normativity" on which a heteronomous art could operate. 

"Complex normativity" means a network of norms, no one of which has preeminence, and 
some of which apply to phenomena outside the institution of autonomous art.  Some of the 
norms could apply to the functions of works within an institution of art.  Other could apply 
to the functions of works within other institutions.  (74) 

  

The individuality of the artist and purity of autonomous art, which characterized the 

aesthetics of the Modernism, instead of being really free or pure from any particular other interest 

which was not of art,  on the contrary,  was by  Zuidervaart claimed to serve to consolidate the 

institutional bourgeois control of art,  as he argues in his article,  through a process of self-

referentiality:  

 
The process and structures that have come to characterize autonomous art are such that the 
products in this institution tend to be self-referential.   This self-referential tendency has 
become increasingly evident in the twentieth century.  For products of autonomous art the 
primary means of serving this institution's purposes are to affirm and criticize other products 
of autonomous art. The functions of these products in other institutions tend to be secondary 
means that are subservient to self-referential functions (67).    

  

 In the essay Modernist Painting,  Clement Greenberg states the essence of self-criticism of 

art in which Modernism relied,  using the peculiar procedures of a art discipline to criticize,  from 

inside,  the discipline itself -not in order to attack it,  but to reinforce it more strongly in its art 

domain. 

 

It quickly emerged that the unique and proper area of competence of each art coincided with 
all that was unique to the nature of its medium.    The task of self-criticism became to 
eliminate from the effects of each art any and every effect that might conceivably be 
borrowed from or by the medium of any other art.    Thereby each art would be rendered 
"pure,"  and in its "purity" find the guarantee of its standards of quality as well as of its 
independence. "Purity" meant self-definition...(102)  

  

 As David Novitz in the article The Integrity of Aesthetics 



 argues it is false to keep the idea that aesthetic values are independent and pure of particular 

economic,  religious,  gender,  production interests and that each of them try to advance certain view 

of art and undermining others: 

 
Different social structures serve different interests, and it is well known that not all interests 
are served equally.  Much the same is true of that cluster of social relations that is called the 
art world.  It too embodies and reflects (in the form of criteria of value) certain artistic and 
social interests while subverting or undermining others.  This is why it is false to maintain 
that aesthetic values are pure and totally unmediated by economic,moral,  intellectual,  
religious or gender interests.    For all of these reason,  then,  any attempt to explain aesthetic 
judgements as devoid of,  and wholly uninfluenced by,  the concerns and interests of 
everyday life is bound to fail. (19) 
  

 During modernism,  aesthetics becomes a central component in the constitution of the ruling 

Western bourgeois ideologies,  as the project under study is trying to point out by using Terry 

Eagleton's claim made in The Ideology of the Aesthetic of the emergence of a form of Western 

cultural imprisonment or theoretical slavery of "art" from a not well recognized ideology of 

aesthetics . 

 
The emergence of the aesthetic as a theoretical category is closely bound up with the 
material process by which cultural production,  at an early stage of bourgeois society,  
becomes 'autonomous' - autonomous,  that is,  of the various social functions which it has 
traditionally served.    Once artefacts become commodities in the market place, they exist for 
nothing and nobody in particular,  and can consequently be rationalized,  ideologically 
speaking,  as existing entirely and gloriously for themselves.    It is this notion of autonomy 
or self-referentiality which the new discourse of aesthetics is centrally concerned to 
elaborate; ...that art is thereby conveniently sequestered from all other social practices,  to 
become an isolated enclave within which the dominant social order can find an idealized 
refuge from its own actual values of competitiveness,  exploitation and material 
possessiveness.(9)  

 

 Charles J. Lumsden,  a sociobiologist,  foresees in his essay "Aesthetics" presented in The 

Sociobiological Imagination,  that, for sociobiology,  aesthetics would become in the '90s what 

ethics were in the '80s, namely a new source of ideas to verify matters usually considered as being 

part exclusively of philosophical discourse.  

 
Thus, until cognitive science abandons the clockwork-in-the-head tack and begin to rejoin, 
as it were, deduction with passion,  a truly profound understanding of aesthetic judgement 
(and the fights it causes) simply must wait.  The wait may not be too long.  Novel ideas 
about microcognition and parallel distributed processing, about thought as lived metaphor, 
and about the passions as astute guides to judgment are breaking deductive logic's 
stranglehold on mind theory.  Now there is room for a "calculus of felt distinctions" that 
makes possible a newly resynthesized science of mind in which feeling, understanding, 
appreciating, and contemplating are all of one piece - as are we.  (259) 

  



 Within a cognitive perspective, Howard Gardner in Frames of Mind: The Theory of Multiple 

Intelligences,  points out art has a spatial-time intelligence value, able to increase the perception:  

  
While one might underestimate the component of spatial thinking in the sciences,  the 
centrality of spatial thinking in the visual arts is self-evident.  The enterprise of painting and 
sculpture involve an exquisite sensitivity to the visual and spatial world as well as an ability 
to recreate it in fashioning a work of art (195-196). 

 

The cognitive value of art is claimed by Jerome S. Bruner in On Knowing.  Essays for the 

Left Hand.  His essay "Art as a Mode of Knowing" points out his claim that "art" is a form of 

knowing coming from "the creation of a stream of metaphoric activity", different from the mode of 

knowing of science.  He  argues: 

 
The elegant rationality of science and the metaphoric non-rationality of art operate with 
deeply different grammars; perhaps they even represent a profound complementarity.  For in 
the experience of art,  we connect by a grammar of metaphor,  one that defies the rational 
methods of the linguist and the psychologist.  (74) 

 

He describes this artistic mode of knowing as "the conversion of impulse into the experience 

of art"  made by  "simultaneous presence of several streams of fringe  association"  in which an 

active knowing function is played by the beholder in fusing and connecting inner experiences,  

which makes that art is not an universal mode of communication.  

 The sociobiologist Lumsden argues that  art is an autonomous realm,  independent from any 

universal and functionalist theory,   and against the "tyranny of function",  he further argues that 

functional speculations to place the aesthetic experience at the disposal of the fittest,  "to gain the 

edge in competing for valuable resources",  have missed entirely the basic evolutionary point of our 

species;  "we are as we are,  what we are,  not because we are genetic creatures but because we are 

bred of both genomic and cultural activity:  biocultural organism  (264)."  

 John Dewey foresees "art",  placed in a "directly human context",  able to advance the 

human development,  as he argues in Art as Experience: 

 
A conception of fine art that sets out from its connection with discovered qualities of 
ordinary experience will be able to indicate the factors and forces that favour the normal 
development of common human activities into matters of artistic value.   It will also be able 
to point out those conditions that arrest its normal growth.  (11) 

 



The vital need of a living being to overcome factors of separations between "art" and the process of 

living for Dewey is bound up with "its interchanges with its environment,  not externally but in the 

most intimate way" for its survival as it was clearly stated: 

 
If the gap between organism and environment is too wide, the creature dies.  If its activity is 
not enhanced by the temporary alienation, it merely subsists. Life grows when a temporary 
falling out is a transition to a more extensive balance of the energies of the organism with 
those of the conditions under which it lives. These biological commonplaces are something 
more than that; they reach to the roots of the esthetic in experience. (14). 

In Art as Experience, he clearly points out that a work of art may be considered a "live 

creature" and "the nature of experience is determined by the essential conditions of life": 

 
The nature of experience is determined by the essential conditions of life.  While man is 
other than bird and beast, he shares basic vital functions with them and has to make the same 
basal adjustments if he is to continue the process of living.  Having the same vital needs,  
man derives the means by which he breathes,  moves,  looks and listen,  the very brain with 
which he coordinates his senses and his movements,  from his animal forbears.  The organs 
with which he maintains himself in being are not of himself alone, but by the grace of 
struggles and achievements of a long line of animal ancestry. (13) 

  

 Marcel Duchamp in the essay The Creative Act claims that in the act of the artist of the 

transmutation of an inert matter into a work of art, the recipient as interpreter is an integral 

component of the experience of art: 

 
The creative act takes another aspect when the spectator experiences the phenomenon of 
transmutation; through the change from inert matter into a work of art,  an actual 
transubstantiation has taken place,  and the role of the spectator is to determine the weight of 
the work on the esthetic scale.  All in all,  the creative act is not performed by the artist 
alone;  the spectator brings the work in contact with the external world by deciphering and 
interpreting its inner qualifications and thus adds his contribution to the creative act. (25-26) 

 In the 60s, the reunification of things and thoughts and the breaking of the distinction of 

function between  thing's makers and thinkers or thought's makers was made up as a contemporary 

art issue by conceptualist artists as it pointed out by Ursula Meyer in Conceptual Art in describing 

the shifting from the dualist conception of perception and conception in earlier art,  which 

questioned as no longer useful the presence of the middleman figure of the art critic. 

 
The function of the critic and the function of the artist have been traditionally divided; the 
artist's concern was the production of the work and the critic's was its evaluation and 
interpretation.  During the past several years a group of young artists evolved the idiom of 
Conceptual Art, which eliminated this division.  Conceptual artists take over the role of the 
critic in terms of framing their own propositions,  ideas, and concepts.  (viii)  

   



 Robert C. Morgan in Conceptual Art.  An American Perspective,  describing  avant-garde 

emerging artists operating in New York in the late 50s and 60s through crosscurrent experimental 

forms and intermedia hybrid activities, as a reaction against the dominance of the modernist 

formalism in art, argues: 

 
The attacks made by Conceptualist on Formalist aesthetics had a significant impact in 
widening the boundaries of contemporary art, as evidenced by the emergence of Pluralism in 
the 1970s.  (xiii) 

  

 Since the 60s Lucy Lippard points out,  in her essay Change and Criticism:  Consistency and 

Small Minds,  the task of the contemporary art criticism shifted to taking a closer understanding of 

the positions of the artists and to supply flexible criteria able to deal with the rapid transformations 

of art,  instead to follow rigid formalist criteria in the description of a new work of art. 

 
In the midst of the flux and transitional confusions that characterize advanced art, a 
contemporary art critic's major preoccupation must be how to establish criteria flexible 
enough to encompass rapid and radical change.    He must decide how to handle a change of 
mind (his own as well as the artist's), how to distinguish between innovation and novelty, 
derivation and originality.   The "tradition of the new," by now taken for granted, has 
drastically altered the roles of both critic and artist,  and accordingly,  the critic's relationship 
to the artist has also changed. (23) 

Lippard foresees that the issue in art is change and degree of change.  Aesthetic values are 

not based solely on consistency, the "mark of small minds,"   but on the flexibility which is a basic 

element of the originality of a work of art.    New art forms and art movements are challenging art 

critics and aestheticians with rapid changes and are forcing them to a constant participation more 

than a distant interpretation of the contemporary process of art in order to understand the idea in the 

air and the related lattice of interrelating unlike elements of the new works of art. 

 
Today movements are just that;  they have no time to stagnate before they are replaced.  
Much current art is made in reply to issues raised by previous art.  This self-critical aspect 
need not be strictly evolutionary,  but can instead be seen as a continuous lattice of 
interrelating unlike elements.    The connecting grid consists of the ideas and articulations 
that a new art can force from a constant observer - a substantiation of the "idea in the air," 
and their relation to the unlike objects - the art.    The critical lattice (a four-dimensional one, 
including the time element) shows not only how the various arts looked when they were first 
seen, but their interrelationships and possibilities at the time;  it can chart the structural 
growth of these possibilities.    A style or so-called movement emerges, crystallizes, splits 
into several directions over this period.    As it does, the critic too finds himself divided. (27) 

 

In The Dematerialization of Art,  Lippard foresees how during the '60s the lost of interest by 

a significant number of artists in the work of art as a physical object,  as well as a materialized 



economic commodity symbol,  provoked a "dematerialization of art",  through conceptual art works 

which emphasised the non visual creative thinking process of "art as idea" and "art as action",  

which rejected the physical object as a strategic move to reject the economic materialism of the art 

market built upon objects,  since dealers do not sell art-as-idea.   She claims that this "disintegration 

of art" marked the introduction into visual and performing arts of elements of disorder,  change,  

and chaos,  which created an intermedia revolution "whose prophet is John Cage" (259),  implying 

the concept of entropy in art,  "in a negation of actively ordering parts in favor of the presentation of 

a whole". 

 
When works of art, like words,  are signs that convey ideas,  they are not things in 
themselves but symbols or representatives of things.    Such a work is a medium rather than 
an end in itself or "art-as-art."    The medium need not be the message, and some ultra-
conceptual art seems to declare that the conventional art media are no longer adequate as 
media to be messages in themselves.  (260) 

Lippard points out the need to not confuse the "nonvisual" with the nonvisible where the 

conceptual focus may be "entirely hidden or unimportant to the success or failure of the work". 

 
A "nonvisual structure" is nonvisual because it does not inspire the usual response to art;  it 
does not make compositional sense,  just as the nonrelational primary painting or structure 
disregards compositional balance.    In this way it may incorporate the irrational as well as 
the rational,  disorder as well as order.  (273) 

  

 During the twentieth century, a reflexive concern characterized the art avant-garde 

movements,   as in A Crack in the Mirror, it was pointed out that "all ask their audience/viewers to 

become self-aware about their definitions and expectations about art (12). 

 In The New Art by Gregory Battcock,  Allan Kaprow,  speaking about the alchemies in art of 

the 1960's,  points out how the  idea of interpenetration of art and the external world raise up from 

him and several other artists, in the context of a new kind of art form which later was called 

"Happening".  A new art form was experimented,  in the open use of the total environment,  a new 

fluid spatial situation with the direct and spontaneous involvement of the public and a new name 

was required for this new art form.  

 Michael Kirby in his illustrated anthology Happenings clarifies that "there is a prevalent 

mythology about Happenings" as  performances in which there is no script and "things just 

happen"." He denies it as entirely false but raised up like "myths naturally arise where facts are 

scarce".  



 
Used in an offhand fashion, the word suggests something rather spontaneous that "just 
happens to happen."....The name "Happening" is unfortunate.    It was not intended to g no 
more than a casual and indifferent event, or that,  at best,  it is a "performance" to release 
inhibitions...In another sense it is unfortunate because the word still has those implications 
of light indifference which such people pick up on.    It conveys not only a neutral meaning 
of "event" or "occurrence," but it implies something unforeseen,  something casual,  
perhaps-unintended,  undirected. (11) 

  

 As it is pointed out by Gregory Battcock,  in The New Art,  in the '60s,  art as also in the case 

of Warhol's art,  the visual is only a single aspect which moves beyond what Duchamp calls the 

retinal  "to encompass idea,  emotion,  aura,  pre-existing significance and conditioned response 

(230)."  

 
It makes us aware again of objects which by loosing their visual identity through constant 
exposure which yet uprooted from their ordinary contexts are able to make us reflecting 
upon existing undermining meanings of contemporary existence (234). 

  

 In the contemporary panorama of the '80s, Lucy R. Lippard in Mixed Blessing.  New Art in 

a Multicultutal America, points out how it is still unapproachable and at the same time unavoidable 

that the subject of the relationship between the so-called centers and margins of the art world,  in 

which,  she claims,  for theoreticians and practitioners "the borderlands are porous,  restless,  often 

incoherent territory." 

Demographics alone demand that a society change as its cultural makeup changes.  But the 
contemporary artworld, a somewhat rebellious satellite of the dominant culture,  is better 
equipped to swallow cross-cultural influences than to savor them.  Its presumed 
inventiveness occurs mainly within given formal and contextual parameters determined by 
those who control the markets and institutions.  (5-6) 

Lippard argues about postmodern thought making broader the contemporary art panorama by 

forcing and changing the oppressive continuity of the Western hegemonic analysis but at the same 

time creating a form of "deracination." 

Postmodern analysis has raised important questions about power,  desire,  and meaning that 
are applicable to cross-cultural exchange (although there are times when it seems to analyze 
everything to shreds,  wallowing in textual paranoia.)  The most crucial of these insights is 
the necessity to avoid thinking of other cultures as existing passively in the past, while the 
present is the property of an active "Western civilization."  (11) 

She further clarifies the deracination process as it follows: 

The blanket denial of "totality" and a metaphorical "essence" encouraged by some 
deconstructionist theoreticians can be seen as another form of deracination,  destabilizing 
potentially comforting communal identities,  pulling the floor (hearth) out from those who 
may have just found a home,  and threatening the permanent atomization of hard-earned 
self-respect.  (12)  



CHAPTER III 

STRATEGIES OF INTERPRETATION  

 

 In this chapter the researcher identifies and organizes the primary sources of this inquiry.  He 

describes the field of research and employed interpretative procedures, from an emic or ñinsiderò 

point of view,  as well as from an etic or "outsider" model of reference,  in identifying and 

interpreting ideas,  texts, images,  underlying themes relating one to the other.  The field of inquiry 

as is seen as an essentially non-stop event, developing in time, but nevertheless a process of moving 

from misunderstandings to a multicultural understanding.  

 

The artist as researcher 

 The model of the ñartist as researcher,ñ for Ecker in  "The Artist as Researcher: The Role of 

the Artist in Advancing Living Traditions in Art" is an underdetermined conceptual model 

depending upon its particular cultural context which determines  the modelôs unique features,  while 

sharing some common features.   The researcher from 1986 to 1993 studied the model of ñthe artist 

as researcherñ outlined by Ecker in his seminars and courses on ñLiving Traditions in Artò,  at New 

York University.  

 As part of his training the ñartist as researcherò learned to write narrative insider accounts of 

his experience following the phenomenological procedures described by Ecker in "Instituting 

Qualitative Evaluation in the Arts": 

 

Time One.  Duration of consciousness of the intentional object in the phenomenal field as it 

appears prior to reflection.... 

Time Two.  Duration of reflection upon the experience had in Time One for the purpose of 

clarifying whatever qualities, meanings, structures were perceived or had.... 

Editing.  Meta-critical analysis of phenomenological descriptions which adopts a system of 

marks for the sake of avoiding extensive re-writing....(17) 

 Edward M. Bruner in his essay ñEthnography as Narrative,ò published in The Anthropology 

of Experience, claims that an important role in reinforcing this group solidarity is played by the 

storytelling within the groups themselves.  He extends the notion of  ñethnography as discourse, as a 

genre of storytelling.ò 

 



Stories makes meaning.  They operate at the level of semantics in addition to vocabulary and 

syntax.  Just as a story has a beginning, a middle, and an end, culture change, too, almost by 

definition, takes the form of a sequence with a past, a present, and a future.  Our predicament 

in ethnographic studies of change is that all we have before us is the present, the 

contemporary scene, and by one means or another we must situate that present in a time 

sequence....when we talk of gathering or collecting the data as if it were like ripe fruit 

waiting to be picked, or when we talk of our special anthropological methodologies for 

reconstructing the past, as if the present were not equally constructed. (140-141) 

   Ecker describes in "Toward a Phenomenology of Artistic Processes and the Expansion of 

Living Traditions in Art" his initial experience as an apprentice knifemaker. 

 

By reviewing my shop notes and Woodyôs detailed ñchalk-talks, and by listening to the tape-

recording of our lengthy discussions, I was able to reflect upon my initial experiences as an 

apprentice knifemaker.  What became clear is that my own concentration and purpose were 

the controlling factors at each stage in the process. (78) 

Ecker, by describing his apprenticeship, underlines also the important correlation of ñsubject-and-

objectò which is fundamental in the understanding of ñPlexus Black Box.ò 

The correlation of subject-and-object underlies all of manôs ways of being-in-the-world.  

Hence, to acknowledge the human nature of aesthetic inquiry and its domain is at once to 

free research in art from the false objective/subjective dichotomy assumed in Western 

institutions that separate scientific activities from artistic activities.  (83-84) 

 Marvin Harris argues with Kenneth L. Pike in Emics and Etics.  The Insider/Outsider Debate 

on the distinction between subjective and objective as insider/outsider point of view: 

  

Participants can be both subjective and objective, and observers can be both subjective and 

objective.  But the discrimination between emic and etic modes depends strictly on the 

operations employed by the observer.  Participants other than those trained as observers or 

carefully coached in etic concepts by observers cannot provide etic descriptions of their 

social lives. (50) 

        Barzun and Graff in The Modern Researcher further argue that the historical verification 

method of records is governed by probability which is made by subjectivity.  They describes an 

objective judgment as ñone made by testing in all ways possible oneôs subjective impressions, so as 

to arrive at a knowledge of objects.ò (184)  They also argue how there a misunderstanding on the 

common notion of subjectivity that needs to be cleared up, as well as in this study the artist as 

researcher felt the need to verify and support the validity of his and others subjective data, collected 

in the field research, as it was pointed out in The Modern Researcher: 

 

In loose speech ñsubjectivityò has come to mean ñone personôs opinion,ò usually odd or 

false;  whereas ñobjectiveò is taken to mean ñwhat everybody agrees on,ò or correct 

opinion....This common belief is quite mistaken. 



ñSubjectiveò and ñobjectiveò properly apply not to persons and opinions but to sensations 

and judgment.  Every person, that is, every living subject, is necessarily subjective in all his 

sensations.  But some of his subjective sensations are of objects, others of himself, or 

ñsubject.ò  Your toothache is said to be subjective because it occurs within you as a feeling 

subject....Now only the tooth is real-hence the tendency to believe that an object is somehow 

ñmore real,ò that is, more lasting, more public, than a purely subjective impression.  But 

objects themselves are known only by subjects-persons-so the distinction is not clear-cut, 

much less a test of reality. (183) 

 Ecker in "Introduction:  Instituting Qualitative Evaluation in the Arts" points out the 

misleading notion of subjectivity in art: 

ñYou canôt research art; itôs all subjective!  As with any research effort, we must begin by 

identifying the general problem, which arises out of the widespread belief that subjectivity 

defines the arts while objectivity defines the sciences.  It is the question of the cognitive 

status of the arts disciplines and whether knowledge-claims can be grounded directly in 

artistic and aesthetic phenomena as we experience them.  Vehement denials of the very 

possibility are readily found in a survey of the literature.  The positivistsô dogma that 

ñwhatever exists, exists in some degree, and therefore can be measured,ò represents one 

historical source and provides comfort to those who would equate objectivity with 

quantification.  (A less extreme rejection was printed out on a computer card that was given 

to me years ago:  ñif it canôt be measured itôs art, and to hell with it.ò (9) 

 The ñartist as researcherò was aware,  also for his preview scientific training,  of the deep 

relationship among object,  subject and the interference of instrument of observation managed by 

the subject. In New York, in 1985 he visualized this interrelationship between object and subject in 

a Plexus art event Goya Time: New York 1985, where 23 artists performed 23 different 

interpretations of the same subject-object: La Maja.    Always in New York,  in 1986,  he started to 

perform a series of phenomenological events,òEating Art,ò underlying the phenomenological object-

subject correlation.    In 1987 during a phenomenological experimental inquiry, Do you think it is 

possible to eat Andy Warhol if you are eating a Campbell Soup Can?, he has an insight of the 

object-subject phenomenological correlation as he describes in his following quote from one of his 

field researchôs notes:  

 

There was half moon when I came back at home after my phenomenological experience.  It 

was 2:10 am. 

It was for me very hard to accept that bracketing out of relevance my and friends of mine 

believes was a possible reality in which I could be in the case.  I did and I learned something 

that I refused to do within my friends and my life:  to step out and to watch them-us. 

Who was them-us?  Who was ñthem?ò  Who was ñme?ò  

The researcher in his notes used, with phenomenological intention, the hyphen between different 

words, to underline this correlation between object and subject.    



 Maxine Sheets-Johnstone in  "Phenomenology as a Way of Illuminating Dance" points out 

this particular linguistic use as a particular mode of Phenomenology.  Regarding the hyphenôs use 

she argues that ñphenomenology reflects on the meaning of the hyphen between subject and object 

or between subject and world, a hyphen that indicates the primordial moment at which subject and 

object have not yet become separate.ò (130)  She further describes the use of the word ñlivedò. 

 

A final example might be given to crystallize even more finely the nature of a 

phenomenological account.  Suppose we wished to gain insight into the nature of the human 

body in dance.  We would not begin by seeing the body within an already imposed 

framework:  the body as a bearer of signs; the body as a thing to be manipulated, trained, or 

whipped into shape; or the body as the agent of aesthetic behavior.  Phenomenologists have 

elaborated this original, pristine body, this preobjective or preobjectivized body.  They call it 

the lived body.  If we want to capture the essence of the lived body in the experience of 

dance,  then we would go back to the lived experience of dance itself, for it is there and only 

there that might discover the way or ways in which the lived body appears in dance.  (133) 

The main discovery made by the researcher was that phenomenology was addressed to gain results 

from the field of experience rather than to explain the method that was applied to achieve the 

results. 

 Sheets-Johnstone in ñPhenomenology as a Way of Illuminating Danceò describes the 

phenomenological approach as a pragmatic one:  

 

...our concerns and evaluations would then be with the results of the method, not with the 

methodological system itself.  We are otherwise either talking about the phenomenological 

method at an abstract level, a level many steps removed from the actual doing of 

phenomenology, since most probably we have not engaged in phenomenological research or 

attempted a phenomenological analysis ourselves and have therefore never actually 

experienced the method;...(140) 

 The researcher participated "in the first person" in Plexus activities since 1982 in the role of 

one of the founders as well as artist, under the name of Plexus 23s.  Therefore, as Plexus 23s he had 

his own ñstock of knowledge at handò, as Alfred Schutz points out, which allowed him to have 

access to other historical Plexus participants, and to know locations of records and relics of the 

project. The artist as researcher started his field research from his consciousness of ñbeing thereò in 

a Heideggerôs sense to be an insider in the project under inquiry.  The following is an example of a 

note made by him from the field research: 

 

23s report n. ? + 34, November 6, 1994 AD, 10:25 am,  

Cagliari, Monteurpino. 



Defining the coordinates of references of the journey. 

ñMI-DENTRO-MI-FUORIò (myself-inside-myself-outside). 

This quote from Cicci Borghiôs art work recalled to me the David Eckerôs paper at ñArt and 

Science Today: The Role of Imaginationò: ñOn this experiment, we discover that neither you 

nor I, nor artists, scientists, psychologists, logicians--nobody-- is free to imagine, remember, 

depict, portray, represent, photograph, measure, or simply observe an object that is both blue 

and not-blueò.  Like I cannot see myself at the same time as a lived insider as well as a lived 

outsider of the project under study.  Therefore Iôll be first of all, scholarly, scientifically, 

artistically, who I am Plexus 23s, a lived insider of the living project ñPlexus Black Box.ò  

This was-is a result of my phenomenological deconstruction process in progress of the 

image (A1). 

10:45 am 

East-West, NYU ICASA Forum, 1986;  Micro and Macro, NYU ICASA Forum, 1985. 

As well as Franco Meloni, physicist, wrote from an inside horizon of Plexus event, I 

experienced my emotionsôs oxide-reductions of experiencing art. 

ñEating Artò is-was a metaphoric concept to describe the phenomenological consciousness 

of the artist as researcher as a biologist experiencing art as an oxide-reduction reaction. (Like 

a cold nuclear atomic reaction inside my lived body.) 11 am. 

ñIl peso delò (the weight of) Dr. Dernini to carry the Well Being Reconciliation Project: 

ñTOUCH-IT-DETACH.-ITò 

I am learning, anyway, in 8 years of phenomenology to suspend my beliefs to reduce my 

phenomenological experience.  Therefore Iôll describe the outside from an outside insider 

point view, recalling ñthe Debate EMIC and ETIC,ò and the complexity of the project under 

study within the context of the Well Being and Reconciliation project, made within my 

critical difficulties and personal family circumstances - Rodolfo (my 4 year old son) is 

protesting that he wants to use this pen that I am using just right now! 11.47am. 

 The following one is another example of his phenomenological notes, made on May 14, 

1993, at 3:30 PM, in David Eckerôs NYU Office, and signed as Plexus 23s.  The report is a short 

speed-up of the presentation made as part of a collective presentation on Monday, May 3, 1993, 

with Perry Walker, Ava Hsueh , and Luis Vergara, from 7:00 to 8:00 PM, in room 405 of the 

Barney Building, in David Eckerôs Phenomenology in Art last class.  

 

In 1986 ,  23 PLEXUS friends played the role of the ñsocial worldò as a mirror through 

which it was only possible to see my refracted self portrait. I was a refracted vision of the 

social world.  The horizon or context of the world places ñthe setting-into-work of truthò in 

which the work of art functions.  Each phenomenological reduction or analysis of an art 

work has its own historical world related to the particular time and space on which the 

analysis is taking place.   

ñIt is true or notò was one of my phenomenological questions  when on February 18, 1987,  

at Patrizia Anichini Gallery, 7 East 20th Street, New York, as a continuation field research 

of my 1986 NYU course E90.2605, Phenomenology and the Arts, I phenomenologically 

inquired 13 artists with ñDo you think it is possible to eat Andy  Warhol if you eat a 

Campbell soup?  

I kept notes of my field research on ñEating Artò in a series of logo books. These logo books 

gave me the frame on which I practised the epocheô, the forestructure of my first 



interpretation, again and again to be phenomenologically reduced as part of my ongoing 

PLEXUS process of human experience. 

As an artist/researcher I started a series of logo-books made by images and texts related to 

my  in the first person óEating Artò experience . 

My interpretation as  an active performing act goes beyond form or syntax and ordinary 

language.  In classroom, through appreciative attitude of all participants we tried to create an 

aesthetic phenomenological  experience by transforming an ordinary class into an artistic 

environment, and then as an act of consciousness,  moving back and forth through it, we 

performed our epocheô in progress. 

At the entrance of the class, ñWe declare this is our/your epocheô in progress while we-you 

are hereò was written on the black board, on which a T-shirt with written ñI think therefore I 

am fishò was hanging on the wall....   

His phenomenological reports and notes from the field allowed the researcher to practice a 

continuous phenomenological exercise by writing notes of his experience with Plexus and of his 

student experience at New York University, working at the same time as graduate assistant, before, 

at the I.C.A.S.A., (International Center for Advance Studies in Arts)  at New York University, and, 

then, at NYU Summer Institute of Living Traditions in Art, made in collaboration with 

I.S.A.L.T.A.(International Society for the Advancement of Living Traditions in Art).     

This training allowed him to become more familiar with the current issues in art,  which turned out 

to be very useful in his understanding of the artistic, cultural, and institutional context in which 

ñPlexus Black Boxò originated and how it was positioned within the ñartworld.ò  He kept during all 

his field research a skeptically suspicious attitude regarding his possibility of suspending his beliefs,  

while again and again he restarted his phenomenological reduction by bracketing out again pre-

reflective meanings.  The phenomenological notes and logbooks took by the researcher from 1986 

to the present were used by him to keep an attentive consciousness upon learning to describe not 

only what was appearing in his experience but also how it appeared.  

 Sheets-Johnstone in "Phenomenology as a Way of Illuminating Dance" underlines the need 

to search out a special language in describing a phenomenological experience in order to be able to 

ñcapture precisely the quality of the thing as it is experienced.ò (132)   She further states that: 

 

To arrive at essential descriptions one needs to transcend habitual formulations of the object 

or phenomenon;  one must come to grips linguistically with the phenomenon as it gives 

itself in experience.  This means forging a new language that captures precisely the quality-

the physiognomy-of the phenomenon in question. (135) 

 The researcher tries to place himself consciously inside and outside the artistic center or 

centers of ñPlexus Black Box,ò he was conscious that to do it and to describe his ongoing-living-



experience as it was/is lived was a hard task, something which at the same time changed his earlier 

perceptions and provided him with new outside and inside views.  Ecker in "The Possibility of a 

Multicultural Art Education" describes this kind of change of perception: 

 

What I have learned is that placing oneself in an artistic center of another culture inevitably 

changes not only oneôs earlier perceptions of that culture and its arts but also provides a new 

ñoutsideò view of oneôs own culture, art, and art education. (18) 

 

Field Research 

 The researcher, from the beginnings of his study  in 1986,  has collected and organized in 

chronological order all Plexus documents available to him as a founder and as an active member of 

Plexus, 23S.  He photocopied documents in a chronological order, without any classification, and 

packaged them in 13 booklets, one per year from 1982 to 1993, and another one with records related 

to the cultural context from which Plexus originated. 

Then,  following the distinction,  proposed by Barzun and Graff in The Modern Researcher,  

between records as intentional transmitters of fact and relics as unpremeditated transmitters of fact 

((166),  the researcher organized chronologically categories of records and relics as follows: 

Written records: Press releases;  announcements;  newsletters;  pamphlets and publications;  diaries 

and reports; catalogues; slides, photos, negatives. 

Oral records: anecdotes and tales; recordings in various forms (videotape, audiotape,  etc.). 

Relics: artifacts;  memorabilia,  legal and business documents; letters, notes.  

 The researcher applied systematically historical methodological verification procedures 

described by Barzun and Graff (109 -144) to verify names and dates and attributions to sources and 

to guide him with a methodological historical criticism during his contemporary art archaeological 

research in writing his narrative historical reconstruction of the facts related to ñPlexus Black Boxò. 

 

The historical method ascertains the truth by means of common sense.  When that sense is 

systematically applied, it becomes a stronger and sharper instrument than is usually found at 

work in daily life.  It shows a closer attention to detail and a stouter hold on consecutiveness 

and order.  The exercise of these capacities turns into a new power by which new intellectual 

possessions may be acquired (168). 

 The complete collection made by the researcher of all Plexus editorial records such as 

booklets, newsletters, pamphlets, shows presentations, press releases, from 1982 to the present, was 



submitted to the procedures of verification and then became a primary source with participantôs 

recollections for the identification of the primary sources of the study.   

 Often in this study and in the title reference is made to a "black box."  From 1989 to the 

present in Plexus events, ñPlexus Black Boxesò are used metaphorically or literally, in which case 

they could held some or many objects made for various events.  Sometimes a ñPlexus Black Boxò 

did not hold any items, but simply symbolized the items which after years of activities became too 

numerous to be contained and carried or transported to the various places were Plexus events were 

held.  ñPlexus Black Boxò appeared in many places.  In time it became a symbol which contained 

the memory of the past events or the history of past events of Plexus.  

During his field research he proceed as follows:  

Step 1. 

In the spring 1994, at the Alfa Dialloôs House of Originals, in the Lower East Side of New York, a 

group combining curators and participants of the closing event of ñPlexus Black Boxò met with the 

artist as researcher to open the two boxes that had been deposited at Alfa Dialloôs on November 12, 

1993, from the Rosenberg Gallery event, and to identify their related items.  

The procedure was as follows:  

1. Each items was marked with a white round label and numbered.  

2. A name of reference was also assigned to each item.  

3. The list of items, their number and name was recorded by the researcher.  

Step 2 

 The researcher sent a letter to a group of Plexus participants, following the delimitation of 

the study, asking for their collaboration, copy of the letter is attached in the appendix B.  After few 

weeks, the researcher contacted them to supply a full explanation of the purpose of his request.   

Plexus members recollections gathered were either in written or in recorded interviews.  In the case 

of the recorded interviews, the artist as researcher took care that these were transcripted and 

translated from their original language in the case of  Italian and Senegalese recollections.  These 

transcriptions were approved and also in some cases re-edited by each individual before he could 

proceed further in his following interpretative procedures.  Within the deadline of 1994, indicated in 

his letter requesting collaboration, he received few written recollections.   



In November of 1994, with the assistance of a member of his Dissertation Committee,  Prof. 

Angiola Churchill, he was able to pull off a series of sessions of oral recollections by N.Y. 

participants.  These oral recollections from tapes were then transcripted.  

Also it became evident the infeasibility to proceed to the accomplishment of the second step, the 

organization of a panel discussion forum with participants,  after the gathering of all their 

recollections, as it was stated in his letter requesting collaboration,  see full text in the appendix B.   

This second step was therefore drop out by him.   

He sent back to all participants their transcripts in 1994 and in 1995, receiving few approval and 

editing within a period of  a year.  Recollections by Plexus participants are fully reported in the 

appendix E and some example of the deconstructionist "double reading" model employed by the 

researcher is reported in chapter IV and in his close reading in chapter VI as emic accounts of the 

project under study.   

From the summer 1994 to the end of 1996,  the artist as researcher travelled around the various 

locations such as New York, Rome, Cagliari, Carloforte (Sardinia), Dakar, and Amsterdam, to 

examine all available plexus records and relics and to collect what it was possible to collect or to 

document what was not possible to remove from the premises.  All records examined and/or 

collected were not specifically related to the project under study.  He studied the collection of 

records and relics, item by item, to determine how texts, images, objects, symbols, related 

consistently to the ongoing project under study. 

The researcher examined Plexus records at the following sources: 

on board of the Elisabeth boat, in Carloforte;  at Franco Meloniôs computer at the University of 

Cagliari;  at Gaetano Brunduôs Plexus Storage in Cagliari;  at Anna Sabaôs in Cagliari;  at Giancarlo 

Schiaffiniôs and Fabrizio Bertuccioliôs in Rome;  at Assane M'Baye's and Youssouph Traore's Club 

Litteraire David Diop in Dakar;  at Willem Brugmanôs and Frans Evers in Amsterdam.  

In this step of the field research, the researcher viewed 3153 pictures, 3888 negatives, 75 videotapes 

and 25 audiotapes. 

The researcher viewed methodologically all video tapes like doing a insider phenomenological 

experience. In Time 1, the artist as researcher attended the view as well as fully possible conscious 

of his double identity of participant as well as of perceiver, as an "outsider" as well as an "insider" 



of the "recorded" art experience. In Time 2, after few minutes of silent reflection,  the artist as 

researcher wrote a description of his aesthetic experience of these screenings, tape per tape. In Time 

3, with a color code blue for an ñeditingò procedure,  the artist as researcher marked what from the 

Time 2 of interviews or written recollections he considered to be relevant, following Schutzôs 

system of relevances, for his further ñspeed-upò displacement of descriptions of experiences.   Ecker 

describes the ñeditingò and ñthe speed-upò procedures in ñIntroduction: Instituting Qualitative 

Evaluation in the Artsò: 

 

Editing: meta-critical analysis of phenomenological descriptions which adopts a system of 

marks for the sake of avoiding extensive re-writing. (17) 

Speed-up:  tendency or strategy of individuals in an industrial and technological society to 

perceive or judge human behavior in terms of the clock-time required to accomplish a 

specified task;  e.g. the measure of productivity, intelligence, creativity, or goodness.  In 

academic and artistic contexts the ñspeed-upò is operative when stipulated meanings or 

scientific explanations displace experiences and descriptions of experiences because they are 

quicker. (18) 

From the fall 1994 to the summer 1996, the researcher with a stock of knowledge at hand examined 

all collected records and notebooks of his field  

research.  Because of the great quantity of records accumulated over 12 years, it became evident that 

it would be totally impractical to classify all them.  He reduced the numbering of the records under 

study to the items of the two boxes, (A) and (B) sealed as closing act of the Rosenberg Gallery event 

on November ó93 because these items were considered by his stock of knowledge at hand inclusive 

of all other records and relics related to the study.  The researcher applied in the beginning a 

phenomenological deconstruction approach, starting with a close reading of the first item of the box 

A,  labelled A1 at Alfa Dialloôs 1994 inventory.  A1 was a marginal photo, outside the box, on its 

covering plastic strip. 

 

Figure 2 

Plexus Black Box Item A1:  Plexus Compressionist Art Process Example  



 

G. Chaikin, G. Schiaffini, , Rome, 1991, photo by the researcher. 

  

After his close reading of A1, the researcher begun  to deconstruct phenomenologically all relevant 

recall images, identified from his 1994 phenomenological notebook in order to identify relevant 

features and invariables.    

The researcher in the summer 1996 interrupted his close reading process of individual fragments  of 

ñPlexus Black Boxò because he realized that the method  was not proper to describe the whole art 

project. 

Step 3 

The researcher outlined his field research procedures in his notebook with time and space in which 

the procedure took place.  He identified relevances and placed them in chronological order.  These 

relevances were related to ñPlexus Black Boxò in different ways.  The first appearance of the name 

ñPlexus Black Boxò was identified in the occasion of the artopera of  1992 Cristoforo Colombo: 

Viaggio nel Pianeta Arte,  at the Metateatro,  in Rome,  in 1989.   

The name "Plexus Black Box" was referred both to an artifact as well as to an idea.  Later,  more 

containers holding records and relics of historical events were made as components of several  

Plexus art events. 



While the full chronology of Plexus activities is reported in the Appendix C,  the researcher outlined 

a short chronology of events  that were identified and verified during the field research as directly 

pertinent to the project under study,  while a full chronology of Plexus activities is reported in 

Appendix C.  This short following chronology has the aim to facilitate the "outsider" reader to 

understand emic narratives reported in following chapters.    

 In 1978, in Rome, at Il Cielo performance space, Art Slaves Auction Show, an cultural 

event organized by LIACA  for cultural freedom in Italy. 

 In 1981, in New York, at New York University, The Artist in the First Person, a cultural 

program presented by the Italian Center for Contemporary Culture of  New York University and 

produced by the artists.  

 In 1984,  in New York,  in the middle of East 6th Street,  between Avenue A and B,  in the 

Lower East Side.  In Order to Survive, a community art event,  performed by hundred artists. 

 In 1985, in New York,   at CUANDO Community Cultural Center,  Goya Time, New York, 

1985,  the first Plexus artopera, performed by hundred artists. 

 In 1985, in New York,  at CUANDO,  Purgatorio Show, in the Night of No Moon, a 

collaborative event presented as a open call for the future international community cultural house in 

New York,   performed by 350 artists. 

 In 1986, in New York, at CUANDO, Eve, an Art Opera, about Escape for Donna 

Purgatorius from 1986 Anno Domini by the Multinational Chain Gang of Downtown N.Y., second 

artopera, performed by 220 artists. 

  In 1987, in Gavoi, Sardinia, Il Serpente di Pietra, (The Serpent of Stone), the first 

International art event of Plexus presented as an art co-opera,  performed by 160 artists. 

 In 1988, in New York, Rome, Carloforte (Sardinia),  Dakar, Plexus Art Slavery Manifesto, a 

series of group photo shots, performed by hundreds of artists gathering together. It was concluded 

with a street parade from Dakar to the island of Goree, inside the House of the Slaves,  where was 

staged a public presentation of the Plexus project to open a Art World Bank in Goree. 

 In 1988, in New York, Cagliari, Carloforte,  Dakar,  The Serpent, a series of performance,   

interconnected performed as a single travelling event, in five acts,  starting from New York, at 

CUANDO and performed at New York University as an interactive happening Il Viaggio del 



Serpente.  Its third act was on board of Elisabeth boat in Carloforte and the fourth one  Tradizione e 

Modernita' was in Cagliari, (Sardinia) and ended in the House of the Slaves in Goree, Dakar.  

 In March of 1989, in New York, the 1992 Christopher Columbus Consortium was 

established by a group of representatives of Universities, cultural and community organizations. 

 In March of 1989, in New York, at CUANDO, in the Lower East Side,  Repatriation of Art 

Into the Community, a Plexus-CUANDO event was staged as an report to the community from 1992 

Christopher Columbus Consortium. 

 In April of 1989, in New York, at Rivington School, in the Lower East Side,  Repatriation of 

Art Into the Community, a Plexus-CUANDO event was staged as report to the community from the 

Columbus Consortium. 

 In May of 1989, in New York, at Nada School, in the Lower East Side, Repatriation of Art 

Into the Community, a Plexus-CUANDO event was staged as third report to the community from 

1992 Christopher Columbus Consortium. 

 In May of 1989, in New York,  at the Institute of Computer Arts, School of Visual Arts, The 

Departure of An Art Human Shuttle For Freedom Journeying to the Realm of a New Planet called 

Time-Art, an performance on-line art event , staging  the departure of the 1992 Christopher 

Columbus Consortium for Italy. 

 In June of 1989, in Cagliari, at the University Department of Physics it was performed as a 

happening the arrival of the Plexus Art Shuttle.     

 In July of 1989,  in Rome, at the Metateatro,  1992 Cristoforo Colombo: Viaggio nel Pianeta 

Arte, an artopera, staged the first historical presentation of "Plexus Black Box" as an artifact as well 

as an idea.  

 In February of 1990, in Rome, at the Metateatro, 1992 Cristoforo Colombo: Viaggio nel 

Pianeta Arte, within "Plexus Black Box" staged the departure of the "Equipaggio Telematico" 

(Telematic Team.) 

 In May of 1990, in Amsterdam, in a park, Plexus Black Box Ethno-Reality and Plexus Black 

Hole Ethno-Reality are performed as a "modular construction" event. 

 In June of 1990, in Rome, at the Ridotto del Colosseo,  1992 Cristoforo Colombo: Viaggio 

nel Pianeta Arte, Part III: Plexus Black Box, is performed as an art coopera. 



 In July of 1990, in Rome, at the Metateatro, Plexus Black Box a Multicultural Data Bank for 

the Caravella dell'Arte, is held as a round table. 

 In July of 1990, in Carloforte, in Sardinia,  Elisabeth, La Caravella dell'Arte, a performance,  

staged the first presentation of the project "The Well Being in the XXI Century."  

 In December of 1990 in Rome, at the Teatro in Trastevere, 1992 Cristoforo Colombo 

Viaggio nel Pianeta Arte: part IV, a performance, staging the presentation of "Plexus Black Box" 

project to Mons. Dante Balboni, a Vatican art scholar. 

 In July of 1991, in Carloforte, on board the Elisabeth boat,  it was performed the presentation 

of  the program of the Well Being in the XXI Century Symposium.    

 In November of 1991, in Cagliari, "Plexus International Storage" is opened. 

 In October of 1992, in Carloforte,  Columbus Reconciliation Forum on "The Well Being in 

the XXI Century," by  the 1992 Christopher  Columbus Consortium.  

 In December of 1992, in New York, at the Barney Building of  New York University,  In 

Order to Survive, The Voyage of the Elisabeth,  a collaborative art event, staged as a report to the 

community from the 1992 Christopher Columbus Consortium.  

 In October of 1993, in New York, at St. John the Divine Cathedral,  Marconi Columbus 

Open Call for the Well Being in the XXI Century,  an art collaborative event. 

 In October of 1993, in New York, at the Nuyorican Poets Cafe, The Repatriation of Art into 

the Community, a collaborative art event. 

 In November of 1993, in New York, at the Rosenberg Gallery of New York University, A 

Contract to be Negotiated:  Columbus Egg, The Living Plexus Black Box of "The Voyage of the 

Elisabeth," an art installation in progress, within a 2 week program of art events.  

 After November of 1993, "Plexus Black Box," as an ongoing travelling art  project,  was 

performed in many events which are fully reported in Appendix C. 

Following the model of "the artist as researcher" he  developed the outlined glossary of  the most 

frequent concepts used by Plexus participants, reported in Chapter I,  as a practical tool as it is 

pointed out by Ecker in "New Directions for Art and Art Criticism from a Multicultural 

Perspective,"  

 



A practical corrective strategy that my students and I employ as artist-researchers in our 

investigations of living traditions around the world is to develop a glossary of terms in the 

language of the master artist/artisan/craftsperson of a particular tradition. (5) 

 

Procedures of Interpretation 

 The researcher started his hermeneutical phenomenological investigation by applying the 4 

operational rules described by Don Ihde in Experimental Phenomenology. An Introduction.  First, as 

an artist-researcher he fully attended  and described  his own experience of ñPlexus Black Boxò and 

of the othersôs participants.  Second,  he delimited the focus of the field of  experience,  following 

Idheôs second operational rule, by framing within his "insider" Plexus experience.  The third rule by 

Idhe followed by him was to avoid any kind of hierarchic understanding of the field of experience 

by the horizontalization  of all phenomena of experiences of ñPlexus Black Boxò.  This procedure 

prevented him to take too fast decisions in relation the hierarchic values of some features as more 

important or fundamental than others.  As fourth procedure he looked for the invariants of the 

experience as essential features of the study in order to understand the directional shape of 

experience, ñthe intentionality,ò the correlation of what he experienced with how he experienced it, 

ñthe mode of being experienced.ò The stratification model of  the five different levels of 

discourse proposed by Ecker and Kaelin in The Limits of Aesthetic Inquiry: A Guide to Educational 

Research is applied by the researcher to screen and to identify all different levels of discourse in 

ñPlexus Black Boxò in looking for invariants.  The procedural steps followed by the artist as 

researcher are the following: 

1.  He experienced ñPlexus Black Boxò and he perceived the recollections of other Plexus 

participants as a lived experience of it;   

2.  He made a reflection upon his experience and upon the other ones, noting what was relevant 

following the system of relevances, described by Alfred Schutz in Reflections on the Problem of 

Relevances; 

 The researcher moved from the bottom of the stratification, ñPlexus Black Box,ò as an event, 

to the top of the ladder, to its meta-theoretical conceptual framework. 

 The researcher started his interpretative procedures by underlining in his field research notes 

with a yellow or blue color mark if that note was relevant for his experience, experienced as an 

artifact or as an art performance/event, which it is placed by Ecker and Kaelin at the bottom of their 



taxonomy.  What he believed for his stock of knowledge at hand was related to a metatheoretical 

level, at the top of the ladder-schema made by Ecker and Kaelin, he marked instead with a a red 

color code.  This procedure facilitated later his identification and understanding of the invariants as 

overlapping meaningful underlying themes of the study reported in Chapter VI.   He analyzed as 

topical relevances the images and texts emerged during the epoché he made during his field research 

experience by following the system of relevances proposed by Alfred Schutz in Reflections on the 

Problem of Relevances, in terms of their referential adequacy.  Those relevances which he claims to 

be well-grounded in his stock of knowledge at hand, after verifications with other Plexus 

participants, were by him re-casted in order to be further investigated.  The stock of knowledge at 

hand of the researcher as interpreter, as sedimentation of various previous experiences, determined 

his system of interpretational, topical and motivational relevances, from which depended his 

capacity to reflect from more than his own immediate cultural point of view. The autobiographical 

system of relevances of the researcher, who was conscious of prevailing ñlivedò presence, at any 

moment of his interpretational procedures, guided his ñinterestò in making decisions regarding the 

investigation and, in turn by bringing inside marginal materials from the background, determines the 

horizon of the thematic hermeneutical field of the study. 

 The researcher was conscious of his ñactual interestò as Plexus 23s at the margins of the 

field, while he was performing ñartificiallyò the system of relevances, and in turn his motivation 

created the structurization of a ñvoluntaryò thematic center and of its surrounding horizontal 

margins.  

 The "actual interest" of the researcher as an "insider," Plexus 23s,  while giving 

acknowledgment to the limits of the level of his investigation, allowed him to define a borderline of 

a part of ñPlexus Black Boxò to be placed under question. 

 Schutz points out that all questions are interrelated with the other and that there are not 

isolated questions, and those hidden in the margin of the field, may turn to be in the ongoing process 

of reflection topically relevant of the thematic center or kernel . The researcher in order to grasp as 

such  prevailing ñlivedò presence in his "insider" experience within his etic preparatory procedures, 

performed a series of artificial voluntary acts of reflection through which he should experience 

ñPlexus Black Boxò from more than one single horizon and look for intrinsic relevant structures.



 His Plexus 23s' motivational relevances lead him to learn how to act on his interpretative 

decisions understood as sedimentation of previous experiences which constituted the system of his 

topical relevances, which in turn led the system of interpretative relevances on which the artist as 

researcher built his interpretative choice, resolving artificially his initial doubt to have a true and 

correct interpretation. The researcher, by not having a privileged position upon which to start to 

build his system of relevances, but experiencing all together not separated chronologically, gained 

freedom from previous sedimentations, by performing a continuous shifting from his initial artificial 

move, the deconstruction of the first item (A1).  He modified gradually his horizonal interpretations, 

coming from each main topic chosen at that moment from the turn of his thematic kernel, which 

was modified continuously by his shifting system of interpretational relevances.  He created in this 

way different observational conditions, which in turn allowed him to have new additional 

interpretatively relevant material.  This shifting process was followed by the researcher until when, 

the problem at hand was sufficiently clarified, and he solved his suspicion or doubt of the 

correctness of his ñinsiderò emic procedures.   He applied the insider's stock of knowledge at hand 

in a ñstep-by-step analysisò to predelineate the lines of his inquiry by selecting as his first artificial 

delimitation or determination of the segment of his experiences of the project under study, the lived 

experience of Plexus 23s, which allowed him to assume that kind of necessary ñcounterpoint 

structureò and ñartificial splitò of the unity of his personality, described by Schutz. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Figure 3 

Plexus 23s Compressionist Double Reading Example  

 
The artist as researcher looking at a photo of him as Plexus 23s. 

Photo by Lynne Kanter, New York, 1986. 

 

 Each reader has his/her own angle of interpretation depending upon his/her personality, 

education, and culture.  Even if we can achieve distance, Gadamer states that ñwe actually interpret 

an interpretation.ò  Gadamer points out the collapse of the horizon of interpretation in his essay 

ñComposition and Interpretation,ò within The Relevance of the Beautiful and Other Essays, and 

argues that: 

 

We may well ask whether we can interpret such ambiguity except by revealing that 

ambiguity.  This brings us right back to our question concerning the particular connection 

between composition and interpretation within the overall relationship between the activity 

of interpretation and the activity of artistic creation.  Art demands interpretation because of 

its inexhaustible ambiguity.  It cannot be satisfactorily translated in terms of conceptual 

knowledge. (69) 

 Within the context of the pluralistic perspectives of the contemporary philosophy of art, 

which is further marked for Gadamer,  in spite of tireless efforts to discover the definitive word of 

interpretation,  by the renunciation of certainty of an ñobjectivelyò interpreted experience,  the 

researcher deconstruted ñinsiders ñ accounts and papers,  reported in Chapter IV and in Appendix D, 



as revealing multicultural sources of a pluralistic understanding  of ñPlexus Black Boxò against a 

single dominant position of interpretation of it.   

The researcher employed the òdoubleò and  ñbifurcated writingò  described by Jacques 

Derrida, as part of his strategy of interpretation,  placing at the margins of the ñinsidersò accounts 

his interpretation.  In clarifying how this ñdoubleò operates, within a deconstructed system, Derrida 

in Positions explains: 

By means of this double,  and precisely stratified,  dislodged and dislodging,  writing,  we 

must also mark the interval between inversion,  which brings low what was high,  and the 

irruptive emergence of a new ñconcept,ò  a concept that can no longer be, and never could 

be,  included in the previous regime.  If this interval, this biface or biphase, can be inscribed 

only in a bifurcated writing (and this holds first of all for a new concept of writing,  that 

simultaneously  provokes the overturning of the hierarchy speech/writing,  and the entire 

system attached to it,  and releases the dissonance of a writing within speech,  thereby 

disorganizing the entire inherited order and invading the entire field),  then it can only be 

market in what I would call a grouped  textual field:  in the last analysis it is impossible to 

point   it out,  for a unilinear text,  or a punctual position,  an operation signed by a single 

author,  are all by definition incapable of practicing this interval.  (42) 

 

Figure 4 

Plexus "Bifurcated" Reading Example 

 
G. Schiaffini and M. Serino ñappointingò themselves in the photo of the Metateatro Group 

Shot, Rome, 1988, photo by the researcher. 



CHAPTER IV 

 

"INSIDER" ACCOUNTS: 

DOUBLE WRITING AND DOUBLE READING 

 

 

         In this Chapter, the researcher applies the deconstructionist  model of the "bifurcated writing" 

by Jacques Derrida,  reported at page 6,  as a strategic interpretational procedure to present a 

"double reading" of "insider" accounts by Plexus participants in parallel with the researcher's 

interpretation.  His emic account is intentionally written at the margins of them, with the purpose to 

allow these emic accounts to have relevance in the study, claiming that,  in aesthetic inquiries,  

"insiders" like the artists as well as their emic accounts,  do not have fully received a relevant 

academic consideration, which instead is given to the formal analysis of the "outsider" researcher as 

an "objective" interpretation.   

         The following "bifurcated" writing is presented by the researcher with the intention to offer a 

"double reading" of "insider" narratives as well as an overall insight of employed researcher's 

interpretational strategies.  The researcher applied the "bifurcated" model as a coherent shifting 

procedure,  with Alfred Schutz's system of relevances, as  reported at page 29.  

As direct quotation therefore the researcher could not use any scholarly grammatica device 

for a further editing of some of following emic accounts reported in this Chapter and in Chapter VI.  

"Insider" accounts are reported within a single spacing, like direct quotations, with no indented 

paragraphs when they are transcripts from interviews.  

 

Insiders Narrative



Giancarlo Schiaffini 

 

Transcript of the interview made by the researcher in Rome, in December of 1995.   

It is approved by Giancarlo Schiaffini. 

The seminal idea for setting up the multiform 

structure complex of Plexus was conceived in 

1981 in the kitchen of east 6th street, in New 

York, by Sandro Dernini, Antonello Neri, 

Massimo Coen and myself.  There, we were 

talking about how to organize a space to perform 

many different kind of music.  This conversation 

began some years before, in 1978, when I started 

my collaboration with Sandro in Cagliari. I played 

some concerts of improvised music and we were 

talking about the role of improvisation, the role of 

music, the role of performance and of 

performance art and of any kind of performance 

you may think of.  So there we placed the seed of 

Plexus several years before it came out.  In the 

kitchen, in 1981, we were three performers and a 

maitre a penser, a provoker, to stimulate our 

creativity, all of us were and we are in several 

performing arts, music theatre, movies as well, 

dealing with improvisation in different sites, 

sometimes we play music completely composed 

organized, sometimes totally improvised, with all 

possibilities between the two extremes.  When 

you perform or improvise, even in a theatre piece, 

a lot parameters you have to consider, which are 

may be the skeleton of such a work, in the 

definition of my work and of a project like Plexus. 

For me it is very difficult to define my work.  

First, I like my work.  I do my work because I like 

my work.  I find  some  ways of life, desires, aims, 

in my work.  I think that I am not one dimension 

man, all my work is often very various, as 

composer, sometimes I compose for other people, 

sometimes for myself, sometimes I just write 

simple structures for improvisers or just 

improvise other structures, generally. Anyway, for 

me it is important to be involved in the work, 

from its birthtime, from the first concept of the 

work, and thinking that the work lives just in the 

moment in which it actually performs, because all 

composition  speculation, planning, are finalized 

to the moment in which the work will takes place 

and that is the real moment in which the work 

The first "insider" Schiaffini 

offers an historical description of 

how  the seminal idea of Plexus 

began as an open multiform 

complex of many different art 

realities.  

By bringing together into Plexus 

an account of music, theatre, 

performance art, cinema, and 

other artforms,  he points out the 

open features of Plexus artform. 

Schiaffini, presenting himself as 

not one dimension person,  

underlines the creative value of 

the improvisation process in the 

development of Plexus process, 

dealing with many parameters 

and components, at the same 

time, and sometimes placed in 

different sites and times.  

Schiaffini, with his historical 



acts. Plexus is a great reality, with many faces and 

different realizations, my contribution to Plexus 

was bringing all my experience in performing arts, 

in music,  in theatre, in different ways to make art, 

in brainstorming which served to setting up the 

ideas and Plexus events within a larger landscape.  

I worked with John Cage, Luigi Nono, with 

several international groups and theatre directors, 

even with certain importance in improvisation and 

many of these pieces,  on which I worked,  were 

fine written but started with collective 

improvisation by the soloists works. We know 

that beyond the improvisation, beyond the actual 

happening, there is a long work of years, a hard 

training which makes that the improvisation never 

can be improvised and happenings just cannot 

happen.  They are the results of years working on 

structures, ability and attitude to modify structures 

in a moment, an attitude to relate oneself to the 

other ones working with you, it is a certain kind of 

discipline or a certain kind of rigorous study  and 

very long and very alive. I worked with many 

different realities in the field of art and Plexus 

may be is one of the most complex, one of the 

most universal, in Plexus we find so many 

different kinds of performances of art, actions and 

exhibitions, which is important as a kind of 

summa of all works since the Living Theatre, 

Cage, all the schools of improviser art. So we 

have Plexus, may be, as a big container, just in the 

sense of not a neutral container but of something 

which can contain several different artforms, 

performing arts, a container which is in 

relationship with what is contained and allows to 

cross, to link different realities, different 

musicians, performers, different facts, which may 

be never do otherwise. Plexus Black Box 

performances were so rich in interrelations among 

all elements playing and involved which was just 

not a collection of different form of art or players, 

with different languages, minds, and from 

different art fields and characters like painters, 

theatre players,  musicians, singers, poets, 

dancers, videomen, but inside there was a big 

cohesion, a quite big interaction and relationship 

among participants, which was born there in the 

action and it was not planned from us in advance. 

What was in the '80s in art and in the '90s is 

different.  The '80s  was a period of time which 

was very hard against the performance art.  It was 

avant-garde recollection, points 

out, and at once re-opens,  the 

experimental role of "open 

musical forms" in the Plexus art 

process. John Cage and others 

experimented with "open forms" 

through  an improvised musical 

collective process where only few 

elements were fixed.  These 

performance took place in the 

'60s with the open purpose to 

generate new art forms, exchange 

new ideas and energies, and 

provide a revolt against the 

formalism of modern art.  

Schiaffini,  by underscoring the 

hard task of modifying structures,  

moments and people,  foresees 

Plexus like as a kind of "summa" 

of the avant-garde previous 

experiences.   "Plexus Black 

Box"  was made in the '80s as an 

synergetic container where the 

"insider" reality is interconnected 

with the "outsider" one,  speaking 



very difficult to work for the performer artists in 

the '80s because the performance art, which  in the 

late '60s and 70's was "a la mode," it was not 

anymore in the wave and the media and the 

organizing structures were not anymore interested 

in it. Now in the '90s it seems that there is a new 

opening toward improvisation and  performance 

art, in a different way respect the past, with people 

more curious, with a more accurate interest.  It is 

a positive signal. 

many different languages,  but 

anyway communicating to each 

other, as both members of a many 

faceted complex.  Schiaffini,  as a 

not planned in advance action 

event, re-opens "Plexus Black 

Box"  and allows many different 

worlds and artforms to come out.  

He has a vision wider than of the 

closed artworld's one, which 

builds upon the dominant 

misleading use of the word "art" 

as  referred only to  visual art.  



 

 

 

 

 

Mitch Ross 

 

Transcript of the interview made by the Researcher in New York, in November  

of 1994. It is approved  by Mitch Ross. 

Plexus acted in 1982-83 as an art performance 

space, for one and half year, and then in the mid 

of 1984 moved in the Lower East Side as The 

Shuttle Theatre which acted more as an art jazz 

night club. I started during this period to 

exchange ideas and books on the work by Nobert 

Wierner with Sandro.Plexus Black Box as 

concept came later.  It is a computer term but it is 

also a metaphor for what cannot be defined.  In 

all computers programs what they do not 

understand goes in a black box. Plexus Black 

Box project is basically a container for all 

miscellanies archetypes of art which are not 

explainable, when they not fit in the existing 

stereotypes of artworlds of music, theatre, visual 

art, etc.  Plexus every two -three years goes into a 

reborn phase, redefining what is going to do and 

Plexus Black Box serves for it.  The big problem 

that Plexus is facing is money.  A community-

based urban intelligentsia, placed in different 

cities in the world, is the today core of Plexus 

and each has theoretically pieces of the original 

archetype of Plexus Black Box turned into a 

metaphor. None knows what it is and what they 

are doing with it.  But it allow all Plexus people 

to feel part of that culture and to make their own 

definition of it, which is fine because more 

information goes into and more information has 

to be defined.  Plexus Black Box is an artform of 

artificial intelligence which about nobody knows 

in advance because it is made as an happening 

with no money.  In the end,  the methodology of 

the conceptual Plexus Black Box may be 

considered as the methodology of the 

construction of a Faustian toy, in which more 

non useful information goes in there, in turn in 

Plexus Black Box more metamorphosis will 

come out. 

Mitch Ross, as m.c. (master of 

ceremony),  presented Plexus 6, a 

Zone for the Next Zone, a cabaret 

program, held in the fall of 1983, 

at the Plexus performance space 

in the Chelsea neighborhood of 

Manhattan.   

It was conceived as an open 

flexible multiform container for 

all miscellany of performances 

which could not fit into 

"traditional" experimental 

multimedia programs. 

Ross was exploring new ideas 

and their implications, like  

cybernetics and Norbert 

Wierner's concern of "the human 

use of the human being."  

Mitch describes Plexus 



 

 

 

 

 

cybernetic retroactive control and 

its ethical concern on reflective 

feedback shaping through several 

"reborn phases, "Plexus Black 

Box," as an open artificial 

artform that offers the 

opportunity to many people to 

feel part of a cultural context, 

without knowing in advance  the 

full picture of it and their reason 

for doing it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Lynne Kanter 

 

Transcript of the interview made by the researcher in New York,  in August of 1995.   

It is approved and edited by Lynne Kanter. 

 

In 1982 I took pictures at the Plexus performance 

space in Chelsea and I was the first to document 

Plexus events on an ongoing basis and following 

Plexus on the Lower East Side and then in 

Rome. 

In 1985 I performed in the multilayered Plexus 

event Goya Time. 

Since 1986 I created a kind of iconic Marilyn 

Monroe character,  "performing" and taking 

polaroid photos of what was happening on stage. 

In the early 80ôs I continued to experiment with 

photo self layered Plexus event Goya Time.  

Since 1986 I created a kind of iconic Marilyn 

Monroe character,  "performing" and taking 

polaroid photos of what was happening on stage.  

In the early 80ôs I continued to portraits, often 

using mirrors, which led to the Plexus recall 

performances where I made photos of the photos 

in the photos of previous events in which were 

other photo in the photos, etc.  This led to a 

polaroid book collaboration with Sandro who 

started to "play" with the all the polaroids, 

creating a kind of art altar installation.  

My experience in Plexus during the 80's was a 

receiving of energy connection within a world 

wide group. Plexus gave a broader context and a 

deeper meaning to my artistic endeavors than 

they had in isolation.  Suddenly, I was less 

isolated in the world.   To my mind, the world  

became more fragmented in the 90ôs age of 

Intenet. 

Kanter describes Plexus 

compressionist   process of taking 

"photos in the photos" of Plexus 

participants holding photos of 

other Plexus evenrs, or of the 

same people but of other events, 

holding photos of preview events,  

and creating new art operatic 

forms which are characteristic 

features of the Plexus 

"compressionist"  art process 

which was theorized by Lenny 

Horowitz in the middle of the 

80's. Kanter also points out how 

Plexus experience  increased her 

artistic awareness of being part of 

a collective art effort which 

turned into an healing art process 

and a release of energy from art. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


