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On What Lies Beneath the Process of Creation*

Ilinca Damian†

University of Bucharest

Abstract. What the theoreticians fail to observe is that beneath the pro-
cess of creation lies a conglomerate which is the source of all trouble in art
theory, history and aesthetics. This conglomerate might be the result of
a “collective mind”, or an “unconscious mind”, or the “unseen”, depending
on whom one is asking. When creating an image, the full mental process of
the artist is almost instinctive, being usually considered a monolith, and it
would be fully instinctive if it weren’t for the technicalities that make the
artwork understandable to its peers and contemporaries. That is where
the social aspect really lies. But the whole process of “building” an image,
similar to the process of interpreting it, is based on a series of principles -
structures that lie deep. My presentation is an exercise of tracing elements
that build up the creative act that results in the image, while analysing the
works of G.W.F. Hegel, Whitney Davis, Clifford Geertz, Alfred Gell, Paul
Feyerabend and others.

1. Introduction

This paper deals with the problem of creativity, analysing it from two main
points of view, in order to propose answers the question, “What lies be-
neath the process of creation?” and to make room for discussions that
might lead to a better understanding of the issue. The first point of view
discussed is the theoretical approach, dealing with works from the fields
of semiotics, sociology or art theory that relate to this quest. The second
point of view represents a deeper analysis that focuses more on insights

* In this paper I present very briefly the result of years of study and observations, some
personal, some made on rational or scientific basis. This is a small part of a bigger research
project and of my future PhD thesis. This work was supported by the project “Excellence
academic routes in the doctoral and postdoctoral research – READ” co-funded from the
European Social Fund through the Development of Human Resources Operational Pro-
gramme 2007-2013, contract no. POSDRU/159/1.5/S/137926.

† Email: damianilinca@yahoo.com
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from the art world and whether they mirror the theories currently con-
sidered influential.

The question expressed above represents a very sensitive subject for
both the artists and theorists, insofar as creation and creativity and this
approach analyses this process from the outside (theorists who see the
phenomenon as a whole) towards the inside (the artists who are dealing
with the process of creation daily and professionals who analyse this from
a psychological, educational or neurological basis).

I use the term artwork not in relation to what is considered valuable
or socially recognised as art, but as a general term defining the result of
creative practice. I have structured this paper into two main parts, one
being the point of view of theorists, and the other the point of view from
inside the art world. The methodological approach used for this paper fol-
lows the analysis of some influential works relating to the question stated
above. The next step, after analysing the key points within the discussed
theoretical field, is to find how these are mirrored inside the art world.
For this part I draw upon my personal experience, others’ experiences or
observations, and also studies from the field of neurology, psychology or
educational practice. I use works from the field of art theory and aesthet-
ics, with a clear preference for the semiotic approach, but I also search for
answers given by sociologists, anthropologists, education specialists and
physicians.

The preference for semiotics and for structuralism or constructivism
in building the theoretical foundation of this paper is explained by the use
of analytic methodology and by theorists’ preference towards empirical
evidence when stating their theories. When dealing with an issue like cre-
ativity that expresses itself in the most empirical way possible, one must
first of all take into consideration those who make use of these informa-
tional resources.

2. The Process of Creation

In order to comprehend a process, one must deal with the steps that con-
stitute the said process. When dealing with creation, this can prove more
difficult, for “creation” implies action seen as a monolith figure, difficult
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to divide or organize into steps. The equation becomes even more diffi-
cult when one has to deal with artistic creation, for it implies the problem
of “art”, a subject still in search for a commonly accepted definition and
understanding. Most approaches within art theory and philosophy insist
more on perception and reception towards visual arts and less on under-
standing how the artwork came to be. Still, there is literature that grasps
at the act of artistic creation. In order to illustrate the problem discussed,
I used works from various research domains: philosophy, anthropology,
art history and theory.

The philosopher Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel provided philosoph-
ers at the beginning of 19th century with one of the most influential theor-
etical approaches towards artistic practice and the interpretation of works
of art. His Lectures on Aesthetics were assembled from the notes from his
Berlin lectures on the subject (which he gave within the 1820s, on an irreg-
ular basis) and published a few years after his death. In the introduction to
this volume, he suggests three predicates to be considered when analysing
a work or art:

(1) We suppose the work of art to be no natural product, but brought
to pass by means of human activity.

(2) To be essentially made for man and, indeed, to be more or less
borrowed from the sensuous and addressed to man’s sense.

(3) To contain an end. (Harrison, 2013, 62)

We will discuss here the first predicate, which considers the artwork as be-
ing a product of man. It divides into four main ideas that analyse the act
of artistic production. The first one (a) considers the artwork as a “con-
scious production of an external object”, a practice that can be known and
learnt. If so, then an artwork can be re-made if one knows the procedures
and means, a practice that makes the production of art a “formally regular
and mechanical” activity. What makes the art production different from
other human productions, and what makes the difference between art and
“true art” is the immersion in the territory of mind, where it achieves mean-
ing. This gives room for the second idea (b) where the artwork becomes a
product of a state of inspiration and of talent and genius, the latter seen as
natural elements and peculiar gifts provided to man by nature. For Hegel,
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the genius is excited by an external object and “has the power of its freewill
to place itself therein”. Thus, for the problem discussed at (a), the act of
production and the needed mechanical skill come in second place, help-
ing in bringing into existence in a conscious manner the work of art, as an
external object. The third idea (c) starts from the idea of genius being ex-
cited by an object and thus, providing the artist with a state of inspiration.
For this reason, the work of art is generally ranked below nature because
of it being limited by the external appearance of nature, using it to express
itself. Here Hegel makes an important observation: even though it may
represent nature’s appearance, the artwork keeps being a product of mind,
belonging to the realm of mind. And even though it is not a living ob-
ject, the mind “borrows from its own inner life it is able, even on the side
of external existence, to confer permanence”, giving the artwork an inner
life. The last idea (d) takes as a starting point the artwork man-made as a
creation of mind. If so, then the man must be considered “a thinking con-
sciousness”, and be the main reason for the universal existence of works of
art, which don’t satisfy basic needs, but higher ones and which come from
man’s need of replicating their own characteristics into external objects,
granting them with new meanings, belonging to the realm of mind. To
conclude Hegel’s analysis of the first predicate, one can say that the work
of art is created in a state of inspiration, being mainly a product of mind,
using material forms and means of production to embody itself. It draws
from the natural realm but it remains in the spiritual realm, the perman-
ence given to it by its creator’s mind, making it superior to both nature
- whose appearance it represents - and technical features that it encom-
passes.

Whitney Davis is a contemporary art historian known for his work on
rock art, ancient art and also for his focus on theory and interference of art
history with other humanist research areas. In 1986 he wrote, The Origins
of Image Making, an academic paper where he takes an evolutionary view
of cave paintings, which he analyses chronologically, in a semiotic manner
influenced by Nelson Goodman. He observes how over time, lines became
contour lines that define recognisable objects from the natural world and,
after a while, colour is used to fill in the contour line (Davis, 1986, 200).
This is seen spanning thousands of years. Filling the contour line with
colour is important, because until this moment, the colour was used for
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marking spaces with different usage and meaning. Davis considers that
pictorial representation is used by man as a tool, as an extension of their
vision. He considers images to have the status of objects themselves, that
can and will relate to the models that led to their creation, but remain in-
dependent of those, gaining their own meaning. Image making is a highly
sophisticated tool for the eye that requires artists having knowledge of
what they intend to represent. He builds his analysis from artwork not
towards the viewer but towards the artist’s mind and intentions.

Both Hegel and Davis consider the artist’s mind as the source of cre-
ation and meaning, the artwork produced as a result of developed technical
skills achieved, and recognise the work of art as an external object resulted
from a conscious decision. Hegel speaks of the conscious act of creation,
which results in the artwork, but this is the last step in a series of actions
that take place within the artist’s mind, which would be the peculiarity of
genius getting excited by an external object and using that appearance to
create new meanings, and the reflection towards finding means of physical
production. We must not forget the artist’s dedication towards embody-
ing his ideas, namely achieving the skills needed through study and having
a natural gift for artistic production. Davis, even if building his argument
on an empirical, scientific basis (the cave paintings) reaches conclusions
similar in certain aspects with Hegel. One should note here that both of
them speak of intentions of the mind as being the defining moment of
artistic creation.

Is intentionality involved in the process of creation? According to Stan-
ford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy (plato.stanford.edu), “Intentionality is
the power of minds to be about, to represent, or to stand for, things, prop-
erties and states of affairs” and the term comes from the Latin term in-
tendere, which means “to be directed towards some goal or thing”. It is
used mainly for the realm of philosophy of mind and of language, but in
the field of philosophy of art was approached by H.G. Gadamer who con-
siders that the artist bears in mind a certain object (the idea of the art-
work) and organizes their effort in order to give it a physical form (the
actual artwork). When considering intentionality, the end - goal - is the
existence of an object within the physical realm. It differs though from
teleology, where the artwork’s existence would have a goal, an end for the
social realm, outside of its own creation. The whole process defined by
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intentionality happens within the mind and is delivered in physical form
within the process of creation.

Can we speak of a selection process involved in genius’ excitement to-
wards a certain external object? For this question one must take into con-
sideration the problem of perception towards external objects and, thus,
towards the differences between appearance and reality. Hegel suggests
one of the limits of art is the representation of the external appearance of
nature and so, art being inferior to nature at a first glance (Harrison, 2013,
63). Considering that art represents appearances, then it would be useful
to know what and how these appearances come into genius’s reach.

Paul Feyerabend, starts writing The Conquest of Abundance. A Tale of Ab-
straction versus the Richness of Being for his wife, but never finishes it. It was
published posthumously in 1999, half of it being the edited manuscript and
half of it containing unfinished works relating to the book. Feyerabend
writes about perception and understanding of reality. He considers that
the man can’t perceive the whole abundance of it and makes use of ab-
straction, simplification to ignore what they cannot comprehend. If man
would comprehend all the aspects of the world, man would be paralysed
and unable to use all that understanding. Although seen as a blessing, this
phenomenon brings a limitation of what one might call the world, in order
to make sense of reality and one ends up institutionalising the said limit-
ations, defining the world/nature/reality according to them. To illustrate
this theory, Feyerabend uses multiple examples from the arts, may they be
literature or painting, analysing how they depict and even help construct-
ing a worldview.

In a similar quest (of identifying abstractions and patterns) the anthro-
pologist Claude Lévi-Strauss brings into this equation structuralism, a the-
ory based on the observation of similar structures in the conception of
various cultural elements which couldn’t have been a result of cultural dif-
fusion due to their remote and isolated character, or if they would be a
result of diffusion this would have to be “of organic wholes” meaning that
entire cultural features or representations would have to borrow “aesthetic
convention, social organization and religion” (Lévi-Straus, 1974, 265). His
search for patterns was made analysing artistic practices, among others.
Lévi-Strauss analyses in Structural Anthropology an impressive amount of
elements of material culture belonging to the artistic practice, from all the
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corners of the world and totally different historical periods, cases in which
the hypothesis of borrowings and diffusion would not explain the resemb-
lance or patterns, due to geographical and also chronological differences
(Lévi-Strauss, 1974, 246). His theory, that influenced an entire school of
thought, is that there are immutable deep structures that are reflected in
the conception similar practices and world-makings all around the globe,
in all chronological periods.

These being said, we may consider that the Hegelian genius functions
according to a set of deep structures, in order to comprehend the world
and thus, it ends up depicting only appearances of the world. If so, the
supposed selection process would involve a still uncharted territory lying
deep inside man’s mind, which manifests itself in a conscious manner.

If we are to consider that all the artworks refer to the appearances
of the same nature and they might be selected on structural basis, do all
men understand in the same manner a certain artwork? Understanding an
artwork proved to be an even more difficult job than theorising it. There
are several theories that deal with the different ways in understanding an
artwork but for this paper I chose to present a few ideas from different
areas of research. These ideas relate also to the process of creation and
how it would interfere with the given interpretation.

The already mentioned Whitney Davis, in Beginning the History of Art
(1993) approaches the art historians for the responsibility of creating mean-
ings for the art object outside of its cultural boundaries and of its natural
environment. He thinks that the only way to achieve an understanding of
the artwork would be through a forensic interpretation, by gathering all
the data available in order to reconstruct, as a puzzle, external and mater-
ial aspects that influenced and led to an artwork’s creation.

On the other hand, the cultural anthropologist Clifford Geertz con-
siders artworks to be best understood by the world that led to their cre-
ation. One can and will understand a quattrocento painting but will not
understand its aspects related to the social demands of quattrocento world
and so, one will lose a certain level of understanding. He considers the art-
work to be the product of a collective experience, hence the necessity of
that experience for understanding. An aspect here asks for attention: he
considers ideas as demanding to be made visible, to be represented.

Alfred Gell gives in Art and Agency (1998) an anthropological approach
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of artworks and their interference with men, made on a semiotic basis.
He considers art objects, artefacts, objects from the visual sphere created
by man as indexes, as having no intrinsic value, just the value given by a
relational context. He says art is made in order to change the world and
it acts as a social agent, able to interfere with us and our perception. Also,
he is one of the few believers in the innocent eye, able to be mesmerized
and convinced by an artwork, no matter the cultural context

As a preliminary conclusion, we can say that the act of creation should
be divided as follows: (A) deep structures of mind organize man’s percep-
tion – still an uncharted territory (B) intentionality with (B1) genius being
excited by an object and providing a state of inspiration, (B2) genius im-
mersing in the object of interest and changing its meaning while preserving
its external appearance, (B3) genius providing the conscious mind with a
new meaning-laden object that requires physical representation (B4) artist
choosing their materials and means of production accordingly, and (C) the
artistic act in which the artist physically reproduces their mental repres-
entation of the object in a conscious and deliberate manner.

3. Inside Creatives’ Mind

The conclusions from the first part aren’t a perfect fit with the reality faced
by professionals of the domain of creativity. Highly studied and analysed,
we can define creativity from various points of view: from its location
within the human nervous system and its relation to intelligence, to its
relation to mental illnesses or cognitive functions. When talking about
visual arts (but also literature and music) creativity is commonly associated
with mental distress or (sometimes) physical distress or a combination of
both.

In The Creating Brain. The Neuroscience of Genius (2005), neuroscientist
Nancy Andreas investigates the link between insanity and creative force.
Most importantly, she starts her study with the idea of finding mental dis-
orders only to discover that indeed, mental disorders might be there but
they are not necessary for creativity to flourish. I consider this detail of
being of great importance for it contains a cultural bias: the madness of
artists. In a similar manner, TED talks on creativity, coming from profes-
sionals in the domain, may joke on the idea of creativity and madness, but
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more on the aspect that what they intended to do was considered mad,
was uncommon, was strange. On the other hand, Ken Robinson, in the
most viewed TED talk, speaks about schools killing creativity by giving
very little time in the curricula for enhancing such ability. Basically, the
practice of arts, may they be drama, painting, creative writing, music and
so on, are left out of general abilities to be developed by children and those
with such abilities and desires must go to specialised schools or practice
outside curricula. This enhances the bias of the artist being different, mad
and an outcast.

But what do the artists say? Turning back and focusing on myself as a
young, creative artist-to-be I discovered that (a) I did some things uncon-
sciously (e.g. making all the portraits and studies of a human face resemble
my face) and (b) I infatuated my artistic practice with a high awareness of
me being special, unique, creative, mad. I have built an identity tied to the
idea of me being different because I’m an artist and tied it to my work. I
have observed and analysed these two features in many others and in the
practice of more accomplished artists as well.

I believe in a certain level of intentionality in the artist’s work. Even
before entering art school or even thinking about art school, I was search-
ing for technical features of different materials and how can I use them
in order to draw, paint etc. In art high school, as a student specializing in
easel painting, in order to achieve pleasing results I discovered I had to mas-
ter the techniques. Later, in university, while studying for my B.A. in fine
arts restoration, I discovered the importance of materials and the process of
making the artwork and how much attention is given to it. The successful
artists are the ones mastering a technique well enough to afford to experi-
ment with new approaches. When talking with artists or when observing
their work, I noticed their need for doing something. They are mesmer-
ized by seeing the others painting, they feel the need of them painting,
they miss the work in the studio and so on. They always have ideas and
need them sketched, the least.

These observations provide the need for further investigation at point
(C) the artistic act in which the artist physically reproduces their mental
representation of the object in a conscious and deliberate manner. When
the object starts being physically created, the initial (mental) sketch begins
being modified constantly. The numerous sketches and physical analyses
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of pictorial works show the differences between initial representation of
the idea and final result. They might be small, consisting maybe in lines,
colours or brushstrokes but sometimes they might be big, consisting in
modified compositions, dimensions, scales. These modifications might
suggest that the artist is influenced by the social demands of their epoch
or their patrons. But let’s not hurry into finding the responsible here. The
result (artwork) unfolds bearing also unintended elements. It happens that
an artist is asked about the meaning of some depicted element and they
end up being as curious as the person questioning. It also happens that
the critique made by theorists doesn’t get close to the artist’s mind, even
if both of them are contemporaries, living in the same cultural context.

When requested to make an artwork with a certain subject, requested
by a patron, the artists make their understanding of the subject. If more
artists are requested to follow a certain subject (even a landscape and even
if they are from the same generation or school – criteria considered ele-
mentary for art historians when they decide style) they end up making as
many versions of the subject as they are. Usually the patron requests the
services of the artist that they think is more suitable in matters of tech-
nique and style, in order to make what they bear in mind (examples of this
practice are available throughout art history). The patron keeps in mind
the artist’s style and preferred technique and chooses according to these
characteristics, in relation to what he intends to have in the end. There is a
profound relationship between patron and artist in term of style, depiction
and influences, but let’s not forget that the artist is not a hand designed
to depict what the patron can’t. Usually the patron and artist agree with
the artist’s view and understanding of the world as seen through his art. In
cases of disagreement, the artist gets to leave the patron, but not change
their worldview in a massive manner.

Artists depict their ideas in a dynamic manner, susceptible to change in
every moment. The change might be externally induced but even then, the
artist’s decision of modifying an aspect of their work is still a mental pro-
cess, a conscious and deliberate decision that has to be in accordance with
their internal process. Which makes the whole phenomenon of change
an internal one. These aspects will modify (C) in the dynamic process of rep-
resenting a mental image in a conscious manner with informed choice on techniques,
while being subject to changes concerning the appearance.
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In the end, the viewers end up seeing different things, irrelevant to
what the artist intended and also irrelevant to what the patron needed to
be represented. This is why their eye and senses needs to be trained ac-
cordingly in the contemporary era and also, commissioned artworks were
not available to all kinds of viewers until the modern era (at least for the
Western world).

4. Conclusions

This paper is far from being a theory or proposing a new framework for
the analysis of artistic practice. Its goal is to try to clarify the layers in-
volved in the process of artistic creation. Far from being a work guided by
inspiration solely, the artistic creation involves just as well socio-cultural
aspects, technical developments and depicts general recurrences and pat-
terns in world-making. Artistic practice and depiction helps at decoding
or encoding the world and the self, being a tool for knowledge. The shift
from considering art as knowledge to considering it a work of impulse and
inspiration is a recent phenomenon in history. The early modern scient-
ist still approached artistic practices as being a form of understanding the
world (see Descartes, for example).

This paper should be seen as an exercise in approaching, rather than
as a thesis. While deciding the development and the name of this paper,
I promised things I can never give a final answer to. I do not know and
maybe I will never know what lies beneath the process of creation. This
papers is structured more as an exercise in seeing and tracing elements
that can help interested researchers in their quest, or for clarifying their
methodological approach, and less as a thesis with a final conclusion.

Further research is requested in order to clarify many aspects discussed
here. The studies evoked have been presented roughly and sketchy, but
there are many more works which could be discussed. I also consider es-
sential that the artists should be involved in this research. Few studies
involve their experience and dilemmas and this, I consider, is a methodo-
logical error.
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