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The Creative Subject, Humanism and Truth-seeking

Towards a philosophy of creativity and the ‘knowing subject’

Creativity has become the ‘buzz-word’ of innovative growth for global knowledge economies. The concept of ‘the subject’ or ‘human person’ is undergoing reconstruction at a time when economic enterprise and innovation frames educational policy, and higher education responds with globalised performativities of knowledge transfer. In exploring this scenario the research examines the making of the ‘creative subject’. The study maps a genealogy of discursive practices that both produce and regulate knowledge and the human subject as a ‘creative’ site of progress. 

From the starting point of a quest for the Holy Grail that brings into close proximity a Renaissance painting and a contemporary novel, the paper undertakes an intertextual search for the ‘creative subject’ in three conceptual moments of political construction: (1) present global discourses of knowledge transfer where creative enterprise, creative innovation and creative industries are naming the territories of value in educational knowledge encounters; (2) a historically positioned discourse of the Humanist scholar of the Renaissance academy when ‘creative individualism’ gained ground as a contractual site of production in a rationalised form of knowing; and (3) neoliberal market discourses where reinscribed liberal values constitute a conceptual union of ‘knowing’ with homo economicus. It will be seen that each of the three discursive sites privileges a philosophical regime of individualism that is effuse with utopian concepts of truth-seeking at its humanist core.

Positioning an intertextual quest

“It is the mystery and wonderment that serve our souls, not the Grail itself. The beauty of the Grail lies in her ethereal nature”  (Brown, 2004: 581). 

The idea of the Holy Grail transfers across time, space, language and texts to signify the human desire for the mystery of hidden and ‘creative’ essences. In Milan, on a wall of a former refectory of Santa Maria delle Grazie monastery is a painting by that great Renaissance painter, scientist and inventor, Leonardo da Vinci. Painted as an experiment of applying oil paint to dry plaster, from 1495 to 1498, The Last Supper stands witness to mysterious quests and questions. Although the technical aspects of the experiment were unsuccessful as the pigment soon started peeling off the plaster wall, the content of the work brought the relations of idea and matter into close proximity for centuries to come. 

Here is Christ at that moment when He announced to His disciples that one of them would betray Him. Ideas of goodness, beauty, truth, justice, ethics start to find form in this composition in which the prime concerns of Neoplatonism were in evidence as an elaboration of thought deriving from Plato, Aristotle, Pythagoras, the Stoics, as well as a sense of Oriental mysticism. Drawing attention to the naturalistic rendering of form, Herbert Read notes the way Leonardo has articulated the dynamics of the pictorial space in relation to the actual architectural space of the refectory within which the painting is positioned: “Christ and the Apostles are sitting at a table which seems to stand as an extension of the refectory itself” (Read, 1991: 196). Here is the embodiment of Renaissance Humanism, a rationally ordered composition of highly naturalised human features and physical forms, executed with mathematical precision of perspective and proportion, as well as a touch of the individual artist’s specialised effects of mystery of a world beyond that which is immediately accessible to the eye. Twelve disciples are arranged in balanced formation of threes, with the centrally illuminated figure of Christ holding command (in psychological/spiritual terms) to balance the composition (in rational terms) as a careful articulation of space (in mathematical terms). Only Judas’s face is in the shadows. The story is familiar in the annals of Western Christian tradition yet the work remains shrouded with the unknown and perhaps the unknowable. 

Who is that figure beside Christ to His right? And what is the significance of the V-shaped space between them? These are the questions that inspire Dan Brown in The Da Vinci Code (2004), with its fictional unravelling of “a series of baffling codes” suggesting “the answer to a mystery that stretches deep into the vaults of history” (Brown, 2004: back cover notes). Today, tourists flock in ever-increasing numbers to Leonardo’s work in Milan, to see what? Is it to witness firsthand the ‘creative genius’ of the Renaissance, or to renew the story of Christ’s betrayal, or are they following another quest via murder and cryptology? Brown’s fictional work, written as a modern quest for the Holy Grail, the Chalice from which, it is presumed, Christ and His disciples drank at the Last Supper, proposes that Mary Magdalene and the Grail are one and the same. The best seller has brought the art viewer/tourists to Milan for reasons, it would appear, other than a search for aesthetic contemplation or to witness first hand Leonardo’s prowess as a creative genius of the Renaissance. In fact it seems that ‘art’ is the last thing on people’s minds as they queue up outside Santa Maria delle Grazie. As a news reporter from Italy, Christian Plumb (2004: B15) says:

The guide ushering tourists into the former monk’s dining hall in Milan that houses Leonardo da Vinci’s faded masterpiece The Last Supper tried in vain to interest her audience in art history, technique and aesthetics.

She knew that sooner or later the questions – about the Holy Grail’s presence or absence from the work, or the real sex of the disciple to the right of Christ – would come.

Perhaps the tourist/viewers are making a pilgrimage of another sort, one that suits the global mode of performative enquiry and knowledge transfer, in that their identification is not solely with the creative powers of Leonardo, nor with Christ as believers, nor with Brown’s writing as a mediated mystery. Perhaps their quest speaks more of an intertextual mode of identification with the desire to locate something ‘original’, a search for that hoped-for essence in the known objects of our time – truth-seeking as a mode of performative being. In the Leonardo-Christ-Magdalene-Brown quartet there may lie clues to the Grail as the ultimate mystery that the ‘creative’ perchance embodies. Potent with codes, Renaissance paintings remain silently entombed in galleries, vaults and manuscripts, whereas popular culture productions are palpably accessible. Perhaps, as Umberto Eco (1989: 195) reminds us: “Any work of art can be viewed as a message to be decoded by an addressee. But unlike most messages, instead of aiming at transmitting a univocal meaning, the work of art succeeds precisely insofar as it appears ambiguous and open-ended”.

As the creative spirit is recast for today’s audience, does Brown’s mystery of codes and hidden messages trailing all the way to The Last Supper make appeal to an idealist desire to secure textual truth? In the Leonardo there is the suggestion that the figure of John next to Christ is really Mary Magdalene, cast as Christ’s wife and mother of his child, and that the space between them is symbolic for ‘the Holy Grail’ as the ‘sacred feminine’. Brown has invented a curious mix of Neoplatonism, technologisation and marketisation opening many avenues for critique. For feminist readers, there is something rather déjà vu, in a resurfacing of the notion of female as (male) artist’s Muse. In the identity shift from John to Mary Magdalene there is a perfect embodiment of the Platonic Ideal incarnated in both the actual presence of Mary as corporeal woman (her cultural marginalisation as prostitute rescripted and purified through the sacramental act of marriage and motherhood, as wife and mother of Christ) and the symbolic presence of the Grail as ‘sacred feminine’. The privileging of these assumptions has been well and truly tried and found wanting through decades of feminist scholarship. Yet, Brown displays no qualms in reinstating them and placing woman, or the feminine, at the primary location of inspiration for male creativity as the bedrock of the ‘knowing subject’. Brown’s mediation of The Last Supper relies on a consensual acceptance of the dominant, gendered discourse of ‘the knowing subject’ confirming “the fundamental masculinity of the knower, [leaving] little or no room for female self-representations” (Grosz, 1995: 100). 

There is something predictably objectivising about the way Leonardo’s The Last Supper is re-visioned through Brown’s fictional account. Yet in spite of a kind of media sensationalism attributed to the relationship between Christ, Mary, the disciples and the Grail, there remains the constant reinscription of a Humanist ethos, a regulatory mode of subject-object relations that establishes a rational discourse of individualism in the Renaissance, substantiates the cogito and its relations with the faculties in the Cartesian-Kantian era of self-knowledge, and performs a technologised ‘knowing subject’ in the era of globalisation. Brown’s book claims ‘best seller’ status because, as this discussion suggests, at its core it is appealing to those idealist and rationalised desires that have situated an ‘originary’ state of being through centuries of Western thinking and disciplinary practices. This discussion is seeking to identify particular practices of the ‘creative subject’, where the embeddedness of a Humanist ethos is recognisable in discourses that shape and define Western relations of knowing.

The ‘Present’ terrain: Global discourses of knowledge transfer
To innovate: to make changes in something, introducing new methods and ideas; from: in – ‘into’ + novare ‘make new’; from novus ‘new’. Innovative: featuring new methods, original.

The discursive forces at play in the relations of da Vinci’s The Last Supper and Brown’s The Da Vinci Code may actively interrupt any one-dimensional reading of subjectivity. Yet, if we turn to today’s world of institutional governance, we see a deterministic claiming of one-dimensionality via the establishment of a necessary correspondence between what is said and what is done as a ‘way forward’ for the newly technologised creative subject. 

Today creative enterprise, creative innovation and creative industries are naming the territories of value in educational research, funding and knowledge generation. It could be said the sign ‘creative’ has been stolen, wrenched from its rightful occupation of poets and artists. It could also be said that while the trope of the ‘death of the subject’ (Barthes, 1977) might have intellectual purchase in discourses of subjectivity, the liberal humanist subject of history has not disappeared, merely been reinvented. While twentieth century discourses might have confirmed multi-dimensional psychological (through Freud) and materialist (through Marx) formations of the subject, the post-Cartesian, rational, self-knowing individual continued to reign supreme in the human sciences and educational discourses. 

Global discourses of knowledge transfer serve to mark the present practices of inscribing ‘new’ knowledge frameworks for the ‘knowing subject’. The interest here is to identify the creative subject in discourses of innovation and trace the threads of its form, matter and intended meaning through institutionalised policy and practice. 

In New Zealand, The Tertiary Education Strategy 2002-2007 (Ministry of Education, 2002) supports the six national goals of: (i) Economic transformation; (ii) Social development; (iii) Maori development; (iv) Environmental sustainability; (v) Infrastructural development; (vi) Innovation. Tracing the connection between the goal of ‘innovation’ and the signifier ‘creative’, we will soon find that national goals of innovation are coupled with new focus on creative industries, a category named by the New Zealand Prime Minister in February 2002 as one of three target areas for enterprise and growth in the New Zealand economy. Helen Clark’s Statement to Parliament “Growing an Innovative New Zealand”, later published on her website (2002), defines these industries as “a diverse sector, which includes film and television, visual arts, design, music, fashion, and multimedia art” (2002: 56). New Zealand is not alone in the political move to marry arts and industry. Over the last decade similar moves have been made in UK and Ireland with strategically delivered aims and targets for sustainable growth and development to promote local productivity in a global knowledge economy.

Of this political marriage questions arise. Visual arts and music now declared ‘creative’? (weren’t they always creative?); aligned with ‘industry’ (always industrious?); and ‘technology’ (didn’t they always involve technë, making?). But shifts of meaning occur as these alignments correspond with new political ‘truths’ by which the world will now be known in the knowledge economy’s means-end worldview. Newly devised identity formations mirror the language of government policy and prophecy. Today, at an Auckland university, the Faculty of Arts is subdivided into a Faculty of Applied Humanities and the Faculty of Design and Creative Technologies. Born into a technologised world of instrumentalised values, new disciplinary categories institutionalise the scope of ‘human’ knowledge. If ‘cultural knowledge’ customarily deals with questions of ‘identity’ and ‘being human’ in the philosophical and social realm, does it necessarily mean that such a knowledge must be designated as ‘Applied’? Note that creative knowledge is similarly placed in ‘applied’ correspondence, but this time coupled with technology as a productive or industrial mode, marking a Heideggerian “standing-reserve” (see Heidegger, 1977). Elsewhere the School of Fine Arts transmogrifies into the National Institute of Creative Arts and Industries; and so on and on. Enframed in technologised correspondences, practice follows policy; and if funding is to be secured the ‘way of the creative’ simply must change its attitudes, its parameters, its boundaries, its language, itself-ness, to meet technology’s productionist demands.
 

We are witnessing complex reconfigurations of knowledge in the arts and humanities as the political task of local positioning materialises at a time of excessive global deterritorialisation. Clark (2002: 9) states the aim of New Zealand government policy: “To build a more vibrant economy capable of producing high incomes within a sustainable framework”. Underlying these initiatives are four descriptors: Active, Co-operative, Sustainable, Focused (9) through which will be exercised the principles of “Enhancing the existing innovation framework”, “Developing skills and talents”, and “Increasing global interconnectedness” (Clark, 2002: 7). Creativity, says government, is a horizontal mode that has input into many other sectors. What starts to appear here is a categorising of ‘creativity’ as an instrumentalised and packagable enterprise transferable across genres simply through its branding — and branding is big business as Naomi Klein (2001) has so aptly shown. Rational transference invites a logic apart from that of the imaginative indeterminacies implied by the artistic processes and the discursive practices of human agency that seek creativity as a ‘mode of being’ (see Grierson, 1999: 1-15, and 2000: 379-399). A case in point is the creative success of Peter Jackson’s trilogy The Lord of the Rings and the subsequent transferability of Middle Earth to tourist industry branding of the South Island of New Zealand as the place to visit (and by implication invest).

With the removal of the component of uncertainty in creative practice, a teleological relationship between arts and industry establishes innovation as a form of ‘the creative’ that is ‘investment-proof’. “For better or worse the arts are now married to commerce”, states Goethals (2002: 18) speaking of the UK’s decade-long drive for arts as commodity. “A Marriage of Inconvenience” in RSA Journal (October, 2002: 18-21) profiles the questions, “Can commerce and high culture work together to produce original and creative new work? Or will the commercial pressures for safety dominate?” (18). When national or self-preservation is privileged through government strategies where will the risk-taking, the creative imagination, and the Nietzschean Dionysian sense of life reverberate and find form?

Humanist discourses of creative individualism 

create: to bring (something) into existence. From L. creare. 

How did the idea of ‘creativity’ become so easily open to colonisation by commerce? A genealogy of creativity takes us to the founding practices of Humanism in the Renaissance, when ‘creative individualism’ gained ground as a contractual site of production, and thence to the ancient Greek academies, to Plato and Aristotle. In later disciplinary identifications with the notion of ‘creative genius’, the shaping values of Humanism are reconfirmed via narratives of rationalism and progress, and the civilising capacities of the transcendental knower confirming man’s central role in the natural world and its essences.

In fifteenth century Europe, with the rise of a more materialised, trading society in Western Europe, patronage of ‘skilled craftsmen’, later known as ‘creative individual scholars’, afforded significant value and attention to named artists. Quite distinct from Craft Guilds for artisans, academies were established in Italy as teaching institutions for artists, deriving their name from Plato’s philosophical Academy. Stangos (1991: 8-9) references “humanist gatherings [which] quickly attracted the official patronage” such as the Accademia Platonica founded by Cosimo I of Florence (c.1542) and Vasari’s Accademia di Disegno (1562), which sought to establish and enhance the status of individual artists.
From the late fifteenth and early sixteenth century, in Western Europe, ‘the artist’ was associated with bringing Idea (Platonic ideals) into close proximity with matter (physical form) through creative works of Humanist scholarship (paintings, sculpture, architecture). Through the realisation of new Humanist ideals, the artist was now claiming a special social and intellectual place and was thus differentiated from the ordinary craftsman (Murray & Murray, 1991: 239). These changes had been evidenced from the 1420s in Florence when the attitude to artist was changing most notably through the work of Florentine painter Massaccio, the architect Brunelleschi, sculptor Donatello, and the writings of Alberti (see Blunt, 1982: 1-22). Medieval beliefs of scholasticism and gothic architectural and image practices, with an all-powerful and unreachable God on high, had given way to the articulation of the world through rational and scientific principles, philosophy and classicism. Such an ideal of Man as secular, rational, and grounded in the mathematical laws of nature, stood in contradistinction to the Medieval ideas of the human subject whose tradition was “a theologically informed metaphysics and epistemology” (Cooper, 1996: 279). The material world was now marked by scientific study, mathematical applications, and empirical enquiry whereby ‘the liberal arts’ were embedded in a Humanist philosophical attitude with Man at the centre of the Universe as a fixed reference point in space and time. In Leonardo da Vinci’s work we witness the rise of ‘creative genius’ in the discourses of Humanism, and with the ‘fine artist’s’ entry into the Humanist Liberal Arts, the artist gave the most potent account, through the manifestation of his creative insight, of the way ‘the real’ was accounted for by the ‘knowing subject’. His knowledge – Humanist knowledge – was of the highest order, based, as it was, in sixteenth century Europe on rational, empirical enquiry.
  

These ideals were invigorated during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries in Italy by attention to the rational representation of human proportion and the privileging of one-point perspective in spatial arrangements of pictorial image, architecture and sculpture. Renaissance artists looked to Greece for their inspiration of the power and dignity of human presence as scholarly activity was coupled with concern for order, proportion and truth that was situated in the objects of beauty as Ideal Forms. Educated minds of fifteenth and sixteenth century Rome and Florence learned from values associated with new discoveries of arts and knowledge of antiquity through Greek texts, Latin translations, and archaeological evidence of the ancient world. Humanist methods were inscribed in philosophical schools whereby the Western tradition of thought was reconstructed in a balanced form of continuity, with unity as an outcome rather than a primary intention. Humanist ideals were enhanced through prestigious papal commissions amidst the conflation of religious and political activity, as the idea of ‘Renaissance Man’ as a secularised Humanist scholar was nobilised. 
 

Such a scholar was well skilled in many fields of arts, and also sciences, which were central to the concerns of the nature and values of artistic activities (Cooper, 1996: 279). Thus the scholar of the studia humanitatis was well read in the Classics, Latin, Rhetoric, Poetry, History and Moral Philosophy, and looked to the practices of making divine form into material reality through sculpture, painting, and architecture as an embodiment of Humanist values. Such a scholar was also involved increasingly, as Michael Baxandall (1983) points out, in contractual arrangements with patrons. The artist was not, as we are now familiar with from twentieth century expressionism, an individual who was free to express their thoughts or feelings in paint or bronze; nor an agent provocateur as confirmed through the European avant-garde. Far from it. The artist was involved in well-regulated “conditions of trade” that formulated and inscribed the practices of “institutions and conventions – commercial, religious, perceptual, in the widest social sense” (Baxandall, 1983: 1). Baxandall discusses how painter-client relationships in the Quattrocento were particularly carefully constructed, with expectations fixed in contracts, even to the colouring and arrangements of figures, and the strategic inclusion of wealthy patrons in the sacra conversazione or other narrative sequences.

The arts of mathematics, the value of measure and proportion applied to painting, sculpture and architecture, manifested the idealisation of order and beauty for an increasingly rationalist society where “a commercial relationship, and some of the economic practices of the period are quite concretely embodied in the paintings” (Baxandall, 1983: 1). These ‘higher’ arts were separated from the ‘lower’ crafts, when art was elevated through academic training and social or institutional patronage, and practice and theory were revitalised into the praxis of order for the reflection of a Humanist Man-in-the-world. Urging a return to classical modes, Della Pittura, Alberti’s 1435 treatise On Painting stressed rational and scientific approaches to painting through mathematical perspective, away from religious symbolism (gnosis) in the representation of the real world (praxis). In such praxis the demands of human reason were met over and above those of the mystical needs of Medieval Catholicism. 

Through rational faculties, the individual mind was the privileged source of ‘knowing’ the world and nature. So the Humanist thinker was the ultimate ‘knowing subject’, whose rationality supported the pillars of Western philosophy paving the path of progress, always at the threshold of ‘moving forward’ to define modernity with its expansionist ideals and civilising values. Embedded therein is the artist, privileged in historical accounts of creative and divine insight upon which the discourses of a self-knowing, individualised, human subject, and the Western academy, have found form. By such means, correspondence between ‘artist’ and ‘creativity’ produces a test of truth bringing divinity, rationality, naturalism and civilising values into close proximity. 

Arti di disegno

The position of the plastic arts
 in the Renaissance is a curious one when considered alongside the literary arts. Blunt (1982) points out that although public respect for artists had increased in fifteenth century Italy there was continuing theoretical opposition to the admission of painting and sculpture to the litany of liberal arts. Poetry and rhetoric were prioritised as liberal arts following Plato’s philosophical inscriptions. Painting and sculpture, occupying the realm of appearance rather than reality, are excluded from Pinturicchio’s frescoes on the liberal arts in the Vatican Borgia apartments. It became the aim of painters and sculptors to dissociate themselves from the idea of craftsman and to focus on the intellectual elements of their arts, in order to claim acceptance via the legitimating procedures of the liberal arts.

Mathematics was considered one of the humanist liberal arts so if the painters and sculptors could conflate their art with mathematics they were strengthening their case for inclusion as Humanist scholars. Leonardo da Vinci is the earliest artist-scholar to explain this clearly when he writes: “Practice must always be founded on sound theory, and to this perspective is the guide and gateway; and without this nothing can be done well in the matter of painting” (da Vinci, cited in Blunt, 1982: 49-50). Leonardo speaks of the ennobling qualities of mathematical perspective in relation to painting. “Perspective … must be preferred to all the discourses and systems of human learning” (50). Thus with reliance upon absolute rules, painters and sculptors were able to go beyond “tentative imitation of the natural world and were able to reconstruct it with sureness” (Blunt, 1982: 48-50). In the quest for naturalistic rendering of form, mimesis was nobilised via rational enquiry as painters and sculptors made explicit demand for equality with poets. By about 1500 the visual (fine) arts, painting, sculpture, and architecture were accepted as principally intellectual pursuits, thus taking their place among the liberal arts to be accepted by members of Humanist society. This, argues Blunt, is the moment, which marks their legitimated differentiation from manual crafts and the point of entry of the idea of ‘Fine Arts’ (52-55). Thus the term ‘Fine Arts’ has entered Western discourse and settled into the academies of learning as Arti di disegno by the mid-sixteenth century. The idea of a ‘work of art’ comes into being at about this time, justified by its beauty and that it is a luxury product as distinct from an object of practical utility (Blunt, 1982: 55). 

Neoplatonism as a way of mapping the shaping values of Humanism
Thus beauty and rationalism were placed into correspondence; and here the influences of Plato and Aristotle become apparent. Speaking of Michelangelo, Blunt writes (1982: 68-69):

Visible beauty is … the greatest significance, since it is the most effective symbol for the true spiritual beauty, and the beauty of man leads more easily than any other means to the contemplation of the divine. Love is stirred up most easily through the eye, which, according to the Neoplatonists, was the noblest of the senses: … It is only through the eye that the artist is stimulated to creation and the spectator to contemplation of divine beauty. The dignity of man was of foremost concern as a secular society strengthened its ideals of freedom through the service of reason.

With ‘the self’ as an enduring entity of classical ontology, perfection could be replicated through the visual correspondence of the Idea of Man and its rationalised representation. Via the Aristotelian metaphysical theory of substance and attribute, the artist’s practice of mimesis could bring into view the perfection of both spiritual and physical domains. The Neoplatonists considered that the human body was the correct site of perfect, divine beauty, with the value of measure and proportion in the human body’s representation via the plastic arts serving to ennoble Western value systems and exemplify the relations between human beings and the natural world. Neoplatonism, developed by followers of Plotinus in the third century AD, envisaged the human soul rising above an imperfect material world through virtue and contemplation. This foundational belief has a transcendent quality obtainable through the art of mimesis as a means of articulating the relations of subject-object, a project that continued through the centuries of modernity and, it can be argued, is reinscripted technologically today. As Benjamin (1991: 18-19) says of the epoch of modernity: “the Platonic conception of mimesis has dominated the way in which art is invariably presented”, arguing that “overcoming the dominance of mimesis means overcoming the Platonic inheritance”. Benjamin shows that Nietzsche recognised the dominance of Platonism and that his philosophical task was in part defined by “the need to overturn Platonism” (18-19). Through the twentieth century the work of continental philosophy has continued the questions of Nietzsche – such as Martin Heidegger’s project of dismantling metaphysics and its productionist demands of technology.
 However the influence of Platonism, as idealism, has remained fundamental to productionist metaphysics as a way of thinking, being and knowing. 

Platonic inheritance

Plato’s dialogues contained “extended discussions of many of the central issues of metaphysics, ethics, politics, and art” (Cooper, 1996: 327). Learning to love beauty is learning to love in a Platonic sense and Plato in the Symposium explores the nature of such learning in the progression from the physical form to the beauty of souls, to the abstraction of beauty in such forms of knowing. A particular form of beauty is a participant in the abstract or ideal Form of Beauty in the realm of unchanging and eternal forms of knowledge, with contemplation as a pervasive idea in the experience of beauty. Sandro Botticelli’s paintings of the 1480s, The Birth of Venus and Primavera stand testimony to such a thesis. However the representation of ancient Greek myths, and values of Platonic beauty and Ideal Love may have become popular with Florentine patrons like Lorenzo the Magnificent in the fifteenth century, but what of Plato’s time? 

Dickie (1997: 45-48) discusses the imitation theory of art as one that was known in Plato’s time when art was seen as mere imitation of worldly forms which were already imitating Ideal Forms. “So art is a poor child born of poor parents”, wrote Plato in The Republic (Book X: 2, 603; 1959: 380). In Plato’s work, as detailed by Cooper (1996: 327), “the unifying thread is an insistence that artistic values be subject to the sovereignty of truth and morality”. Thus Plato posits a justification of value to be exercised in relation to the needs of politics and philosophy. Art which is always impoverished as visual imitation, can be judged then via truthfulness, defined as “the unity of all value, as seen in the dissatisfaction with functional and relativist definitions of ‘beauty’ or ‘fineness’, and the assumption of the latter’s inseparability from goodness” (Cooper, 1996: 327-328). Moral and aesthetic judgement are closely allied in the training of character and, as Cooper points out (329): “Nowhere does Plato relinquish his demand that artistic beauty and value be grounded in a goodness that is essentially ethical; the beauty of art is essentially a reflection of moral beauty (Laws 2.654b)”. In The Republic (Book III: I, 400-401) Plato writes:

Good literature, therefore, and good music and beauty of form generally all depend on goodness of character … a character of real judgement and principle … to be seen in painting and similar arts, in weaving and embroidery, in architecture and furniture, and in living things, animals and plants. For in all these we find beauty and ugliness. And ugliness of form and disharmony are akin to bad art and bad character, and their opposites are akin to and represent good character and discipline (Plato, 1959: 141-142). 

Plato posits that: “the object of education is to teach us to love beauty” (The Republic, Book III: 1, 403; 1959: 144). Conflating knowledge, morality, and beauty, Plato was claiming a conception of education superior to the Sophists’ use of rhetoric, which he claimed was emptied of meaning. Plato’s methods and basic principles of educational value outlined in The Republic were based on a dialectical approach to test the truth-value of knowledge. Through that dialectical approach, the ‘artwork’ as a visual imitation of a representation of Ideal Form comes off rather badly. To Plato ‘Knowledge’ equates to the Intelligible World (Forms) to be found through mathematical reasoning, pure thought or dialectical intelligence leading to uncover ultimate truth. Across the divide, ‘Belief’, which can never discover ultimate truth, deals with the changeable world, illusion and reflection. Plato calls this the ‘Physical World’ in which all works of poetry and art are to be found (Book VI, 6, Lee, 1959: 274-278).

Plato argues it thus (Book VI, 6, Lee, 1959: 275):

You must suppose, then … that there are these two powers of which I have spoken, and that one of them is supreme over everything in the intelligible world, the other over everything in the visible world ... you understand that there are these two orders of things, the visible and the intelligible? 

He then speaks of how “these sections differ in their degree of truth” and that “the relation of image to original is the same as that of opinion to knowledge?” (Plato, 1959: 276). Art, including visual arts and poetry as representations of Ideal Forms are, Plato reasons, poor imitations of life. In proposing a theory of art, Plato writes (Book X: I, 598, in Lee 1959: 374): “The artist’s representation is therefore a long way removed from truth, and ... he never penetrates beneath the superficial appearance of anything”. Not only does Plato define ‘representations’ as mere imitations or copies of the Ideal Form, but as productions he sees them as harmful to the minds of the audience (Book X: I, 595; 1959: 371). As his theory of Forms denotes there is only one of every form, “there is a single essential Form corresponding to each class of particular things to which we apply the same name” (371). Therefore any forms that are made as productions (such as a bed) are one off the original, thus they are an appearance merely; and forms that are represented as images (such as a painting of a bed) are two off the original, therefore they are a representation of the appearance of the ultimate reality — “the artist’s representation stands at third remove from reality” (274). The artist is thus operating in a realm of mere imitation, dealing with shadows not realities. Plato concludes (Book X: I, 602; 1959: 379): “So the artist has neither knowledge nor correct opinion about the goodness or badness of the things he represents”... and “his art is something that has no serious value”. Dividing lines and hierarchies are thus established in the ground-rules of ‘knowing’ through Platonic inheritance.

The Aristotelian concept of logical coherence

For Aristotle, the arts were regarded through theories of substance and attribute. All arts (Greek technë: artistry or art, craft) follow controlled and rational principles of production (Greek teckhnologia: systematic treatment), whereby the producer or maker follows the order of nature to impose order upon the materials, which is consciously conceived in the mind of the maker (refer Metaphysics 7.7). Here lies the Aristotelian mimetic principle. Analogous to the workings of nature are the disciplined arts, which according to Aristotle include the physical arts of medicine and carpentry. However the mimetic arts are alone in the specific purpose of producing representations of the world. Thus a direct correspondence is established through rational principles between the order of nature and teckhnologia, the systematic treatment of making.
Aristotle does not nominate specific rules or prescriptions for such mimetic renderings other than actual, popular, and normative (what ought to be so) realities of the world (see Poetics). Through his writings on the art of poetry Aristotle seeks artistic unity to sustain an intelligible concept of wholeness. Deeper meanings and universal notions are thus substantiated via mimesis in the Aristotelian arts where form and content are integral parts of, and identify the whole. In Aristotle the arts are considered as fictive in nature and thus are to be organised cognitively and intelligently via mimetic principles to reproduce and replicate the orders of nature. Balanced responses are achieved by good art; and such responses are of sound cognitive and objectivist nature in the knowledge that all good art is predicated on the notion of unity of value upon which its quality of goodness resides.

Aristotle’s concept of form is inseparable from unity and self-identity. As Staten (1984: 8-9) puts it:

Aristotle is … ‘fighting against the flux,’ looking for a principle that will make a thing be a ‘definite abiding something,’ the same as itself and different from anything else ... Form is the horismos, or boundary of definition, that makes an object be what it is and not anything or everything else, the bulwark that holds it together against the indefinite.

The Aristotelian concept of logical coherence assumes that the ‘origin’ must be ‘simple’, homogenous and free of contradiction, present to, or the same as itself. This law of identity asserts that whatever is, is. Concepts of logical coherence and lack of contradiction appealed to Renaisssance Humanism as classical values of mimesis were reinscribed through ideals of human-centred naturalism as previously discussed. And it would seem that such non-contradiction appeals to today’s technologised world of correspondence truth claims. Such a logos may be identified in the Western emphasis on the ‘knowing subject’ as an individual subject of conscious knowledge whose identity, it is assumed, lies in correspondence with the act of knowing.

Neoliberal market discourses confirming the individual ‘knowing subject’

“Unlike ‘individual’, the term ‘subject’ draws attention to the double sense of agency … and of being subjected or subordinated to non-subjective determinations” (Brooker, 1999: 236).

It is no mystery that education from Renaissance Humanist academies, to eighteenth century Royal Societies and universities, and twenty-first century institutions has followed the path of individualism and autonomy as its core principle of knowing. The ‘official’ narrative of progress from the Renaissance through modernity was marked by the ideals of progress, embodied by man’s individual ‘knowing’ and will to reason. This has later implications in the canonisation of great works and named practitioners in academic discourses. Janet Wolff (1993) argues that the rise of individualism during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries was coupled with the rise of romantic notions of the artist as a lone creator of works of art whose value was determined by their social status as cultural productions in an increasingly materialist age. This proposition coheres with the twentieth century evidence of increasing attention to the individual as the ‘knowing subject’ with the insight and reason to reveal and represent the ‘objects’ of such knowing.

Acknowledging that, “the subject or the self has been a central issue of contention for intellectual movements in the twentieth century”, Mark Poster (1994: 53) writes:

Psychoanalysis, surrealism, existentialism, structuralism, and most recently poststructuralism have sought to differentiate themselves from prevailing positions by putting into question their formulations of the self. The point of disagreement has to some extent been remarkably consistent: the position under attack is said to present a doctrine of the self that is too centred, too unified, too rationalist, in short too Cartesian.

In spite of poststructuralist interventions, a reinscription of liberal values through market discourses of neoliberalism has reconfirmed a ‘knowing subject’ as one of self-interest. Such an individual is inscribed as a liberal subject of ‘choice’, where liberal bourgeois values reconstitute a conceptual marriage in the union of self-interested ‘knowing’ with homo economicus. Far from neutral or empty, the construct of liberalism is a politicised zone predicated in the notion, from Hobbes, that human beings are fundamentally “wanting things” (Brecher 1993: 2). The free-market conception of a human subject is consistent with the individual as a material being, a wanting being, a competitive being, desirous of position, place and power in a world of other wanting individuals. This wanting individual is now exercising his or her power of choice, to construct a career in the most effective and strategic way for future economic security and satisfaction. There lies the autonomous exercise of his or her right to freedom. Education has been efficiently restructured to provide service for this self-interested market individual (see Grierson, 2000). 

In the neoliberal market model of education the future is legitimated through an economic imperative before the future has presented its shadow at the door of today. In the specific field of the ‘creative arts’ a series of questions arise. From inside art (whatever art may or may not be) there is the continual re-negotiation of its ontology and function in relation to historical and cultural contexts. From outside art there is the economic accountability factor driving the political machinery of institutional structures which frame and form the ‘knowing subject’. From within tertiary education, there is the question of ethics and value in the face of pressures to commodify and market knowledge through excellence and efficiency. From outside educational practices there is the individual right to invest in the myth of creative freedom through choosing which path of knowledge might offer the path to ‘truth’. Whether that investment be financial or social, it would appear that value accrues through the logic of consensual validation in the marketplace, even as cultural or community values per se are minimised. From inside local sites of what was once known as ‘the cultural citizen’ or ‘the cultural nation’ there is the political drive to market local cultural identity through packaging, displaying and dispersing ethnic images and artefacts, as artifice, to satisfy an increasingly globalised market. From outside the nation state (if the limits can ever be determined), there is the ubiquitous drive to globalise through homogenising flows of multi-mediated market images and subjectivities.

Final comments

Has ‘creativity’ been wrenched from the poiësis of artists and poets, away from a processual time of thinking, being or knowing with a fate to be enframed (to use Heidegger’s term, 1977) by the technologies of ‘productionist metaphysics’? Or has it always been so, reappearing in a host of guises?  

The paper has initiated an intertextual quest for the Holy Grail through Dan Brown’s novel, The Da Vinci Code, and then by a series of encounters considered questions of the ‘creative subject’ in Western knowledge discourses. Theories of detection are not new, and as Umberto Eco shows in his complex Medieval quest, The Name of the Rose, there may be an unbridgeable gap between the world of signs, codes, and things with nothing definitive in the labyrinths they inhabit. Putting aside the ambiguity, the complex and semiotic multiplicities, applied knowledge today is privileged in the cause of innovation and growth as a drive to eliminate ambiguity – a self-perpetuating article of faith. Claiming truthful correspondence that depotentiates any apparent interpretation gaps, a predictably repeating set of language structures frame governmental policy. What modern miracle extols the Humanist values of transcendental knowledge and progress? Is there nothing else? As the shaping values of Humanism have been identified so the quest for bringing knowledge into mimetic correspondence has been traced. Renaissance paintings, sculpture and architecture privileged a one-point perspective underlining man’s central and rational location in the universe, assuming that the ‘origin’ must be simple, homogenous and free of contradiction, present to, or the same as itself.

It follows that active engagement of the arts and humanities is a necessity if defining strategies for the future of education and the framing of knowledge and subjectivity are to be opened for question and public scrutiny.
 Through policy propositions, knowledge in a globalised age is no more or less than a means-end process, created and managed to serve the end-point of an economic model of life-world, self-world, knowing and being human. 

So it would seem that in the present, the notion of ‘creative’ has been largely uncoupled from the ‘artist’ and reinscribed in the dominating language of governmental engineering of strategised enterprise developments, unordered vectors of excellence, as new language games are officialised in policy discourse. With the educator recast as ‘knowledge manager’, attending to ever increasing demands and unrecognised pressures of time and space, a different sort of environment is produced, an ‘industrial’ sort of creativity, a technologised sort of art – and what sort of ‘human subject’? It seems the terms of reference remain constant – the Aristotelian logic of coherence via the shaping values of Humanism underpins the need for the exercise of a correspondence truth. In institutional discourses this metanarrative persists even if the signifiers, such as ‘creativity’, are emptied of meaning. Globalisation can be interpreted as a time when meaning is highly contestable, impossible to locate in other than performative transactions, and open to re-inscription through multi-mediated and juridical explorations. 

Intertextual encounters might transport one set of codes to another set of objects but the determination to find and fix meaning remains unassuaged as a means to secure the ends of ‘meaning’ as a truthful account of ‘being human’. In marking truth-seeking as a mission of the ‘knowing subject’, this discussion leaves the final word to Umberto Eco (cited in Robey, 1989: xxxii): “Perhaps the mission of those who love mankind is to make people laugh at the truth, to make truth laugh, because the only truth lies in learning to free ourselves from insane passion for the truth”.
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Notes

� These ideas are discussed in the paper: Grierson, E. M. (2003). The Arts and Creative Industries: New Alliances in the Humanities. Hawaii International Conference on Arts & Humanities, Sheraton Waikiki Hotel, Hawaii, 12-15 January. Published on Conference proceedings CD Rom, 2003.





� This paragraph is derived from the following publication: Grierson, E. M. (2004). Heeding Heidegger’s Way: Questions of the work of art. ACCESS: Critical Perspectives on Communication, Cultural & Policy Studies, Vol. 22 (1 & 2).





� ‘Man’ and the gendered pronoun ‘his’ is used advisedly as the realm of Humanist knowledge was the privileged domain of the male ‘knowing subject’. Women were denied access to such scholarship. As pointed out by Petersen & Wilson (1979: 21): “The Middle Ages would appear to have been one of the best times for women’s culture … while ironically, the Renaissance and Reformation, always touted as the beginning of the modern humanist spirit, mark in many of these areas a setback for the status of women”. See also Battersby (1989) Gender and Genius: Towards a Feminist Aesthetics. 





� The ideal mimetic representation of neo-Platonic beauty, as the pinnacle of Renaissance humanist achievement, is witnessed by Michelangelo’s monumental marble David (1501-04) carved for the city of Florence; also Raphael’s Apollo, god of the sun and divine patron of the arts, and Athena, patroness of Athens and goddess of wisdom, which dominate the architectural spaces of Raphael’s Vatican fresco School of Athens (1509-1511). It is significant to note the representation of Pythagoras who is engaged in mathematical calculations or measurement. This is consistent with the increased interest in the rational approach to understanding natural phenomena by educated Humanist scholars.





� The term ‘plastic arts’ signifies sculptural, visual or material arts as opposed to poetry and literary arts.





� See a range of approaches to Heidegger’s work in a special volume of ACCESS: Critical Perspectives on Communication, Cultural & Policy Studies, Vol. 22 (1 & 2) 2003, Technology, Culture and Value: Heideggerian Themes (published 2004). The volume presents a range of critical engagements with Heidegger’s work from Michael Peters, Elizabeth Grierson, Tina Engels-Schwarzpaul, Mark Jackson, Janet Mansfield,  Nesta Devine, Charles Crothers, Tina Besley, Maria O’Connor. The double issue is edited by Elizabeth Grierson, Mark Jackson and Michael Peters.





� These ideas come largely from Grierson (2000). 





� If the educator, the student, and the curriculum is constructed through neoliberal governmentality, as a self-limiting state of subjectivity, then room for imagination, indeterminacy, wonder, and critical interaction and invention will be reduced (see Grieson, 2000).





PAGE  
1

