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Rudolf ARNHEIM once described his life as havingaa place “in the company
of the century” (1992). Born in the early 1900 witnessed the chaos and disor-
der of a turbulent epoch. At the same time, heicoally affirmed the need for or-
der, balance and structure in human life and dris €ssay, a revised version of an
earlier attempt (LEVINE, 1994), will discuss ARNH&k psychology of art, based
on Gestalt theory, in terms of the fundamental gjijgm between chaos and order.

Reflection on ARNHEIM’s Gestalt psychology of aaiges questions concerning
Gestalt theory in general. Gestalt psychology aodem art emerged in the same
epoch; the Gestalt emphasis on structure matcketbtmalistic tendencies in mo-
dernism. Can Gestalt theory do justice to the chihascharacterizes post-modern
art and, more generally, the post-modern world2WMeeturn to these questions at
the end of this essay.

Born in Berlin to a secular, assimilated JewishifgnRudolf ARNHEIM passed
his early years in the twilight of the German Erepitt was, in his words, “an age
of innocence. Around us the world seemed stilletge” (1992). After the shock of
the First World War, the Weimar Republic usheredaircreative but uncertain
epoch. ARNHEIM talks about a “profound sense ofaliability [...] a sense of not
being able to trust the foundations of our habi{@®92). Reassurance came for him
from the study of the arts and the emerging sciefid@estalt psychology. In both
areas he found an antidote to the prevailing desord

“Great painting and sculpture as well as greahisecture offered the perfection of har-
mony and order indispensable as a framework oferée by which to judge the precarious
insufficiencies of the world surrounding me. Gespalychology was equally committed to
the striving of organized forces toward a goalestait equilibrium, clarity and simplicity.”
(1992, p. 238)

The history of art and the science of psycholobgnt became the dual sources
of ARNHEIM'’s subsequent writings. Drawing from bdtladitions, he produced an
impressive collection of systematic works as welhamerous essays that show an
increasing mastery of these two fields and antgtidi apply their principles to other
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areas of human experience and thought. This ess8bgat provide an overall re-
view of his work but will attempt to focus on hisasch for order in psychology and
the arts, a search which, it seems to me, is th@rdgmt theme of his work.

Already inFilm as Art (1957), published in Germany in 1932, ARNHEIM em-
phasized the priority of order in art and life:

“[...] a population constantly exposed to chaotights and sounds is gravely handicapped
in finding its way. When the eyes and ears areqr@d from perceiving meaningful order,
they can only react to the brutal signals of immatglsatisfaction.”

As a consequence, ARNHEIM concluded that the intctidn of sound into film,
by breaking the structural unity of the visual ireagreated a “radical artistic im-
poverishment.” The talking picture, for him, is'faybrid form” that fails to achieve
the necessary unit of the work of art (1957).

With the appearance of ARNHEIM’s masterwo#kt and Visual Perception, in
1954, the full outlines of his theory became cléarthis work (extensively revised
in 1974), ARNHEIM provided a systematic applicatiminthe principles of Gestalt
psychology to the study of visual perception arel ants (with a special focus on,
but not limited to, the arts of painting and scuip). In order to understand ARN-
HEIM’'s accomplishment here, it is necessary to ltet@ original project of the
Gestalt psychologists, formulated in Germany inghdy decades of the past centu-

ry.

Up to that point, psychological research into pptiom had been dominated by
the theory of association, according to which tlseréte data of the senses are uni-
fied by the intellect according to rules of conttguand resemblance. According to
this traditional view, if we are able to recognihe objects about us, it is because
the shapes and colors of the visual world, meaegggin themselves, are tied to-
gether by the repetition of innumerable experien8gsrecalling experiences that
were similar or that occurred next to each othespiace or time, the intellect is able
to give form and order to the meaningless chadsefenses.

For associationist theory, the senses by themsahkedumb; they contain noth-
ing except raw data that have to be processedebfatiulty of judgment into mean-
ingful forms. Gestalt psychology showed that ndy atid this theory denigrate per-
ception, it also made the practice of art unirgédlie. If the visual artist works with
meaningless shapes and colors, then meaning cameasidle in a semantic content
that is superimposed on the work. The visual slepgbe work would then be the
arbitrary carrier of a meaning derived from a lirstigally-centered tradition. Art is
then understood to use a visual image as an inateegepresentation for a thought.
The logical conclusion is that art is suitable ofulythose incapable of pure concep-
tual thinking.

The discoveries of the early Gestalt psychologis®HLER, KOFFKA and
WERTHEIMER, revealed the inadequacy of associattopsychology. The Ge-
staltists conducted laboratory experiments in et variation that showed that
perception is always structured. Gestalt or fornbasic to the perceptual act, not
imposed by the intellect.
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By showing that a shape is always affected by dtstext, for example, Gestalt
psychology revealed the dependence of the parts tq@whole. A sense datum is
never an isolated independent entity; it alwaysiocavithin a context that modifies
its values according to its relationships with otéstities. Moreover, not only does
the whole determine the parts, but the parts domstihe whole; if there is a varia-
tion of a sub-group, the entire structure will bedified. This mutual dependence of
parts and whole revealed an organic unity in tleddfof perception. Holism, for
Gestalt theory, is not a philosophical conclusibis the empirical condition for the
experience of any perception whatsoever.

ARNHEIM demonstrated that this confidence in theictural unity of the per-
ceptual field had radical consequences for the nstateding of vision as well as of
art. Meaningful forms are already present in theuai field before any act of judg-
ment, but these structures are not passively redddy the organism. Rather, the
organism conducts a formative structuring of itsiemment as a creative act. “Far
from being a mechanical recording of sensory eléseision proved to be a crea-
tive apprehension of reality - imaginative, inveati shrewd and beautiful”
(1954/1974). The phenomenal world around us isecitarized by meaningful rela-
tionships; vision is a comprehension of that wanlits essential features. As ARN-
HEIM put it, “eyesight is insight” (1954/1974).

Moreover, the structures that characterize vision ot static and inert pre-
sences; rather they are dynamic tendencies. “Vieyperience is dynamic”: it is
characterized by “an interplay of directed tensib(L954/1974). Shapes and colors
combine in ways that affect each other; they shaendency to move in a certain
direction depending upon the context. Perceptgdaten order to form dynamic
wholes. The visual world is alive with meaning dadn.

The implications for art of ARNHEIM’s Gestalt analy of visual perception are
clear. In the first place, from this point of viethiere is a continuity between art and
vision that makes artistic practice comprehensdnid human. If vision itself is
creative, then artists are only explicitly doingawhs implicit in every perceptual
act: they shape the environment in a creative ardningful way in accordance
with certain basic principles of perception. Artrist a mystical capacity remote
from everyday experience. In a sense, we are titsaby virtue of being embodied
in the sensible world. The artist merely makes ¢bimmon heritage explicit.

Secondly, the presence of structure in the acteoégption implies that forms
have meaning. At the same time, however, meaningoly be embodied in forms
that express it in a suitable manner. The formarbére not accidental and extrinsic
to the meaning of the work; rather, they are thaiméhat carry the meaning. An
artwork is thus the creation of an expressive fthat directly conveys a meaning
through sensible experience. Conventional andttoadil meanings or symbols find
their place in the work only through the sensildarfs themselves; the latter carry
these meanings in a more or less appropriate way.

ARNHEIM'’s analysis of art is based on a rehabilitatof the senses. The mean-
ing of the work appears through sense-experieneeser it directly. Just as we see
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the world as a field of directed forces, so we irdrately see the work as a whole in
all the dynamic interplay of its parts. The workeals itself to the senses; its mean-
ing is carried by the play of sensible forms within

Furthermore, the emphasis on sensible form in ARNH&Ework makes possi-
ble an understanding of modern art. If forms canganing directly, then it is not
necessary for representational images to bringifgignce to the work. Indeed,
ARNHEIM thought, the preference for realistic reggptation is a relatively new
and “unnatural” way of making art. We have to taeight to see realistic art: it is by
no means a direct expression of our human nature.

The abstractions of modernist art, for ARNHEIM, rgathe deepest spiritual val-
ues in a direct and unmediated way. The paintiigglONDRIAN, for example,
make perfect sense when understood within this draonk. Abstract shapes and
colors convey meaning in a world in which tradiabsymbols are without signifi-
cance. Modernist abstraction thus takes us bathetsources of art-making in the
creativity of visual perception.

In ARNHEIM’s view, the power of a work of art com&sm its creation of or-
der and balance. This emphasis on balance is piariz appropriate to our encoun-
ter with ARNHEIM’s work. What, after all, does heean by a structure? A struc-
ture, for him, consists in the balance of an ifsgrpf forces. In general, ARN-
HEIM, following the principles of Gestalt psycholggsees perception as tending
toward an equilibrium that reduces tension in thenmmenal field. Tension-
reduction is a fundamental goal of the organisms Terceptual tendency is ex-
pressed in what ARNHEIM calls the “law of simpligi, the tendency of any per-
ceived structure to express itself in the simplesh possible.

Balance in the work of art, then, is achieved bipfaing the law of simplicity so
that the forces depicted find a satisfactory epriim. At the same time, ARN-
HEIM is clear that simplicity alone is not the gedther for the organism or for the
artist. If it were, the simplest form would be tm®st satisfying. In fact, the organ-
ism also obeys a counter-tendency toward vitality anhancement of its level of
energy. This goal is achieved perceptually by thegedence of tension and com-
plexity in the environment. As ARNHEIM put it inetfirst edition ofArt and Visu-
al Perception, “[...] the most characteristic feature of the orgamiis its revolt
against what the physicist calls the increase ttbpy [...] The processes of growth
and the striving for vital aims are most typicalkganic” (1954).

Accordingly, the work of art distinguishes itsetftrso much by its simplicity as
by its ability to encompass the highest levelsesfston and complexity within the
simplest possible form. Modernist art may look dinpbut in fact a perceptual
analysis of the visual forms of a work reveals titmtsimplicity is limited by the
tension and complexity needed for the expressicen drticular theme. It is in fact
the theme or meaning of the work that determirgekeitel of simplicity or complex-
ity. A complex theme demands the simplest struatapable of containing its com-
plexity; anything simpler would be inappropriate foe expression of the theme.

What interests us particularly in ARNHEIM's argunhéiere is his attempt to ac-
count for this counter-tendency to the principlesiofiplicity. Although mentioned in
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the writings of the Gestalt psychologists, ARNHEI& | believe, the first of them
to place so much emphasis on the principle of cerify. Perhaps he is able to do
so because of his focus on the structure of th&wbart, a structure impossible to
comprehend in terms of simplicity alone.

In the second edition (1974) &ft and Visual Perception, ARNHEIM called the
tendency to complexity an “[...] anabolic or congttive tendency, the creation of a
structural theme. This structural theme constitutkat the mind is about, what it is
after.” In a short monograph published in 19Ehfropy and Art: An Essay on Dis-
order and Order, ARNHEIM elaborated on this notion.

The structural theme, he states, “[...] introducesl anaintains tension. In the
arts the theme represents what the work ‘is ab@u971). The anabolic tendency
satisfies a “need for complexity” that is basw aur humanity but perhaps particu-
larly strong in creative personalities. A structuteeme contains a message about
the relationship between human beings and theitdw@rder itself is not enough:
“What is ultimately required is that this ordeflext a genuine, true profound view
of life” (1971).

In Entropy and Art, ARNHEIM explicated the second law of thermodynamics
the principle of entropy, in order to draw certaonclusions about the significance
of order in art. In fact, the argument of the ba®klesigned to show that this prin-
ciple, according to which the amount of entropyha universe tends to increase to
an absolute state, should not be interpreted leated fundamental preference of the
universe for disorder and thereby to justify chassa model for artistic practice.
Rather, in ARNHEIM'’s view, the dissipation of engrgnvisioned by the increase
in entropy results not in chaos but in the simppestsible form of order, a side-by-
side homogenous similarity of elements. This is dodos but mere orderliness
without complexity.

Chaos, on the other hand, is produced by what ARINHEalled the “catabolic
effect”, a category that comprises “all sortsagents and events that act in an un-
predictable, disorderly fashion and have in comntion fact that they all grind
things to pieces” (1971). Catabolic destructionguces chaotic disorder. It destroys
structures and thereby also the meanings thatekgsess. Insofar as art is the crea-
tion of dynamic structures, catabolism is anti-art.

Anabolism and catabolism are variations on the dnmehtal tendency of an or-
ganism to change or transform itself (i.e., “metigm” - from the Greekmeta-
bole: to change). Anabolism is, literally, to change "wgy in a constructive direc-
tion; catabolism is to change “down” or destrwetiy. Building-up and breaking-
down are two fundamental ways of bringing aboutngea Their action has the ef-
fect of increasing or decreasing complexity, retipely.

Thus, in addition to the aforementioned tendengyatd simplicity that counter-
acts complexity, there is also the possibility lné breaking-up of complex wholes
through destructive disintegration. Catabolism kseap complex structures into
chaotic, disorderly parts. We note that ARNHEIM atésed this process as an “ef-
fect” rather than a “tendency”, as in the anabatase. This is because he sees the



270 Gestalt Theory, Vol. 24 (2002), No.4

constructive building up of complex systems of orde an inherent human drive.
Break-down, on the other hand, is something thapéias “from without”; it repre-
sents pathology in the organism and in cultural lifherefore catabolism is not in-
trinsic to human existence; it is an accidentatpss that interferes with the essen-
tial tendency toward order.

Within this framework, then, contemporary tendesdie art toward chaos and
disorder are seen by ARNHEIM as a degradation ofegaential humanity. He ob-
jects to the accepting of “disorder in the workai artist as an interpretation of
disorder when we recognize it as a mere additidtf {1971). We should note that
ARNHEIM is not rejecting the depiction of disorddre is far from calling for a
seamless, harmonious art without tension or contgleBut he demands that the
disorder expressed in the work not be the produatdisorderly work itself.

Catabolic tendencies in art are, for him, a symptdraultural breakdown; they
reflect the latter without surmounting it. Chaneecident and randomness in the
creation of artworks represent “the pleasureshafos” rather than the responsibil-
ities of art. “Disintegration and excessive temsieduction must be attributed to the
absence or impotence of articulate structure. la ipathological condition [...]"
(1971).

ARNHEIM does acknowledge the positive goal of wivatmight call “catabolic
art”: the “[...] almost desperate need to wrest @rdrom a chaotic environment
[...]” (1971). He also acknowledges the value of lswrt as symptomatic of the
cultural chaos in which the contemporary artist andience live. But, at the same
time, ARNHEIM resists the tendency in present-daynaaking toward break-down
and disorder; for him, this tendency transcendslithiés of art in the direction of
anti-art.

ARNHEIM returned to the theme of order and disoridefhe Dynamics Of Ar-
chitectural Form, published in 1977. Here he again rejected the pitisgiof an art
based on disorder, criticizing in particular RobENTURI's book, Complexity
and Contradiction in Architecture (1966), one of the founding texts of post-modern
architecture. ARNHEIM cited approvingly VENTURI'shasis on tension and
complexity in the history of architecture, in opjias to the sometimes enforced
simplicities and geometric regularities of moderaishitectural style. This empha-
sis fit in well with ARNHEIM’s own recognition of amplexity as a basic human
tendency.

At the same time, however, he rejected VENTURI'siaro that architectural
complexity can be understood as a form of conttixfic Contradiction, for ARN-
HEIM, is “an offense against order. It is a mistakommitted out of ignorance or
oversight or for a misguided purpose” (1977). Saohtradiction prevents an object
from carrying out its purpose; and, because arctuite is above all else a functional
art, contradiction has no place in architecturzigie
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ARNHEIM'’s criticisms here are particularly signiéiot given the development of
architecture in the last two decades. Post-modeanihitecture, with its emphasis
on the discordant combination of different stylisthpulses and the consequent lack
of an overall unity of design, represents a chgieto ARNHEIM’s aesthetic stan-
dards. Whereas his earlier championing of the atistns of modernism in opposi-
tion to the demands of traditional realism seenzedut him in harmony with the
development of contemporary art, his insistencéhemprimacy of order has made it
difficult for him to acknowledge the value of anst that deliberately seeks out the
disorderly and tries not to master but to embody it

Of course, ARNHEIM might argue that the whole postdern impulse in art is a
fundamental mistake, more a symptom of the illghef times than a remedy for
them. But | wonder if this standpoint does not tlum risk of becoming a reactionary
one, unable to adequately comprehend the develdpofierontemporary art in its
own terms. This would be all the more remarkabésinuch as the whole thrust of
ARNHEIM'’s career has been to defend modernism agjdtis conservative detrac-
tors. In fact, however, the very standard thatHad to champion modernism, viz.,
the primacy of expressive form as embodied in theeture of the work, is what has
caused him to reject the postmodernist impulse tdwea-structuring.

The congruence of Gestalt psychology and modeanistests, | believe, on the
notion of the expressive totality. Whether it bpeacept or a work of art, meaning,
from a Gestalt perspective, is contained in a sirecwhich gives coherence to the
parts of a whole. Without the dynamic structuratyinf the whole, meaning cannot
be expressed.

As ARNHEIM has emphasized, this structure needbeasimple or regular. Be-
cause meaning is often complex, the work of arttradmit tension and complexity
as intrinsic to its structural wholeness. Nevesrhs] in his view, this complexity
cannot lead to disorder or else the work will Itise capacity for expression that is
its reason for being. For ARNHEIM, an ambiguous)fosed or contradictory work
is a failure. Even the expression of disorder nexsuorder. A work may seek to ex-
press the chaos of our times, but it must contsiBr¢haos within an orderly struc-
ture or lose its capacity to express meaning aftege

ARNHEIM does recognize that there are different svaf arriving at order. In
The Dynamics of Architectural Form (1977), he distinguished between order im-
posed “from above” and order emerging “from beld It makes a difference whe-
ther order comes from an overarching framework thietgrates the component
parts of a structure or whether it emerges fromitkerplay of these parts as a by-
product of their mutual relationship. Although AREHW clearly has a preference
for the former, seeing order “from below” as th&pression of an atomized society
that lacks an integrative principle of being, néveless he recognizes the legitim-
acy of the order that emerges “from below” asasgible way of attaining whole-
ness. He has compared it to “[...] the attempt gf@up of musicians to improvise a
piece of music [...] Together the musicians searchtfe theme of the whole. Itis a
spirit of collective cooperation, not of atomistiempetition” (1977).
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This distinction between two ways of attaining orde a suggestive one and
comes close to accounting for some tendenciesnteomorary life and art; how-
ever, it still assumes the primacy of ordiaut court. Whether from above or below,
the result, for ARNHEIM, must be a structured tityabxpressive of meaning in
order for the work to be art. This is perhaps, heevethe very point of contestation
in post-modernist art and thought. Is it still gbksto embrace the notion of whole-
ness as a fundamental principle? An encounter ARNHEIM’s Gestalt psychol-
ogy of art demands that we raise this question.

One of the dominant features of our age is an dvelwing sense of chaos and
fragmentation. Not only have larger social unike Ithe nation-state broken down,
but the micro-units of family and community no lengrovide a coherent basis for
social life and individual development. In facteevthe notion of the individual as a
coherent totality has become suspect. As the psygisb Robert J. LIFTON sug-
gests, perhaps the best we can do is to celelmaféutd and “Protean” character of
the self, capable of changing in changing circuntsta (1993).

If the critique of totality were based solely o threak-down of social relations,
then ARNHEIM'’s standpoint would still be the appriape one: to uphold the stan-
dard of order in the face of an emerging chaos. él@n, the challenge of post-mo-
dernism, as | understand it, is that it has shdvenviery notion of totality to be an
illusion, a mask for the intrinsic chaos of existen

This attack on the notion of totality can be traeg¢deast as far back as KANT,
who saw the concept of the whole as a dialectikadion (albeit a necessary one).
As we are ourselves part of the totality we clagmknow, our knowledge of it can
only be partial and relative to our perspective. & not capable of a god-like sur-
vey of the universe. As embodied beings, subjedh& conditions of space and
time, our knowledge goes only as far as the lirafteur possible experience. For
KANT, any claim to a totalizing knowledge is relégg to the field of dogmatic
metaphysics.

In our own century, HEIDEGGER and DERRIDA have elabed on KANT's
critique of metaphysics to show that the historyMsstern philosophy rests on what
DERRIDA calls the “metaphysics of presence”, thelief that truth can be bodily
present in the moment. This metaphysics of presegjeets time and historicity in
favor of a spatial conception of objectivity in whithe world is seen as present-to-
hand. Presence, in this conception, is what isngiweus primarily through the sense
of sight. The metaphysics of presence thus prie#egjght above all the other sense.

Vision, in this analysis, is understood as presgntibjects in their simultaneous
co-presence. The philosophical tradition, basedthen metaphysics of presence,
prizes vision as the sense that comes closestawlkdge, since sight provides the
immediate presence that is a sign of truth. Thus,primary metaphors for knowl-
edge in the West have been derived from the sdrsigha: if, as ARNHEIM put it,
“eyesight is insight”, then the converse is atsge: insight is eyesight. Knowing, in
this tradition, is understood as a form of seeing.
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If it is true that seeing, understood in this waysleads by presenting a world
that is pure presence, we might ask whether therether senses that would serve
us better as models for knowing. Many thinkers haaticed the difference between
Greek philosophy with its emphasis on sight (thdogbpher “sees” the truth; the
truth is what is visible to the intellect) and tHebrew Bibleical tradition's emphasis
on audition (God “speaks” to the Israelites; themary refrain for the commun-
ication of truth is, “Hear, O Israel”). Hearingf course, is an experience primarily
dependent upon time rather than space. It graspsiw/las a temporally contextual-
lized message rather than as a spatially displajpgstt.

This emphasis on hearing in contemporary thougbs gath a recognition of the
role of language in the formation of human beinmnk this perspective, we are
essentially speaking beings, and our speech isvaecsation that binds us in a dis-
course that never ends. There is always more gaioke and we will never say it all,
never express the totality of our being in one gmésnoment. The wish to do so
leads us astray.

Is ARNHEIM’s work subject to the critique of the taphysics of presence? Is it,
in spite of (or because of) its modernist sympathiezholden to a traditional philo-
sophy of totality? Certainly ARNHEIM emphasizes tbencept of structure. Al-
though he gives a subtle analysis of the relatipnisbtween order and disorder, he
does not make the concept of order into a probleon. ARNHEIM, order, in the
sense of an organized totality, is the touchstonaésthetic and cultural criticism.

Similarly, ARNHEIM takes his stand on the primadytlre visible. Vision is un-
derstood to be the royal road to truth. The obyégti detachment and universality
belonging to the visual field are taken as the msaecharacteristics of knowledge.
ARNHEIM is sensitive to the effects of context updgsible form, but he does not
seem to include himself as a theorist within tloatext. He often refers to himself
as an observer and strives to maintain the postfatietached objectivity that ob-
servation affords.

Furthermore, ARNHEIM consistently gives precedeteapatial relations over
temporal ones; this in part reflects his prefereiocevisual art above all other artis-
tic modalities. Even music is understood by hina ispatial sense: the melody needs
to be surveyed as a whole in order to be undersfbudk, it seems to me that tem-
poral process tends to give way to spatial streclmrARNHEIM’s Gestalt under-
standing of art.

Finally, language is given a secondary place in AIRINV's thinking in terms of
its access to the real. Because language is digeuitscan never achieve the simul-
taneous co-presence of the parts that a truetjo#dimands. In fact, ARNHEIM
seeks to show that all valid thinking is essentigisual thinking: the sensible image
contains the truth expressed through words (1966).him, language approaches
truth only insofar as it embodies the visual.
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ARNHEIM'’s perspective has important implications 8n understanding of the
psychological function of the arts, in terms ofith@ssible therapeutic effects. In
the first place, it is clear that art, for ARNHEIN, oriented toward the world and
not the self. At several points in his writings,iheeighs against “self-expression”.
The goal of artists, for him, is not to expresaiikelves, but rather to find the form
for a more universal truth that can be shared by al

Similarly, the purpose of artistic creativity istrto express one’s emotions, but
to give form to one’s thoughts. ARNHEIM sees arpamarily a cognitive not an
emotional activity. IfNew Essays on the Psychology of Art (1986), ARNHEIM stat-
ed that “My own bias is that the arts fulfill, &ir of all, a cognitive function.” A
journal entry of 1978 characteristically notes that

“Far from ‘expressing his emotions,” a good comgrosonfines his feelings to his private
life. When | hear music outpouring joy or sufferjgurn off the radio, irritated by someone
inconsiderate enough to importune me with his owsirtess.” (1989)

In fact, ARNHEIM has a rather negative view of thegy concept of emotion. In
his article, “Emotion and Feeling in Psychologydafrt”, he suggested that emo-
tion is a “label that stops research”. Far fromirlg a specific state of mind, emo-
tion refers only to the tension or excitement level, produced by the interaction of
mental forces [...] Thus, emotion does not contribmgulses of its own; it is
merely the effect of the play of forces taking glagthin the mind” (1966).

ARNHEIM does not deny the role of emotion in metif@l or in the arts. How-
ever, he tries to show that what counts in athésdynamic structure of the percept.
What we call “emotion” refers primarily, in hisiew, to the degree of tension pro-
duced by our perception of a significant whole.haligh art has an emotional reso-
nance, this is a by-product and not the sourcetistia creativity.

One would expect ARNHEIM, then, to be rather unsgthptic to art therapy, in
which the expression of the self and, particulattiyy emotional component of the
self, has been viewed as primary. In fact, howed&NHEIM turns out to be a
friend of therapy conducted by means of art, seéirgs a legitimate method for
healing the disorderly world of the patient.

Again, it is in terms of the primacy of order tieRNHEIM approaches the top-
ic. The art therapist, for him, helps patients italfa structural form in art that is
missing in their own turbulent inner world. Thust lbecomes *“[...] the creation of
a meaningful order offering a refuge from the unagmable confusion of the outer
reality.” In fact, ARNHEIM suggests, the alienati@f many contemporary artists
could be overcome if they took a lesson from agtdpists here: “[...] the blessings
experienced in therapy [...] can remind artists ewsgre what the function of art
has always been and will always be” (1992).

Although ARNHEIM does not develop a theory of &merapy, | believe that one
could clearly derive such a theory from his work the first place, the primacy of
sensible experience in ARNHEIM’s writings indicateat “talk therapy” would be
an incomplete form of treatment addressing onlyagtigd component of the per-
sonality. The human personality is expressed thrdaggily presence in the world.
Any breakdown of this personality requires a treaitrthat is an adequate response



Levine: Chaos and Order: R. Arnheims Gestalt Pslpgly of Art 275

to this bodily presence. Therapy must, therefoeea ltherapy of the senses in order
to be a therapy of the soul.

Secondly, ARNHEIM’s analysis of the arts shows thdtis a primary way of
expressing our being-in-the-world. Art uses the imed the senses as its forms of
expression. In so doing, art raises the capacityuofsenses to a reflective and con-
scious level. The therapy of the senses must thentberapy through art.

Moreover, | believe it is a fair conclusion to bewn from ARNHEIM’s wri-
tings to see art therapy as a primary rather tlifumative mode of treatment. Art
therapy is not a supplement to the “real” treatrnearried out in verbal psycho-
therapy. Rather, by addressing the core of theopaliy, art therapy places itself at
the center of therapeutic work.

This justification of art therapy, however, alsopiies a certain view of its na-
ture. Within ARNHEIM’s framework, mental illness widl have to be seen as a
break-down of structure. In the words of the p&#t, B. YEATS, “Things fall
apart; the centre cannot hold.” The integratedureabf the human personality, in
which all the parts form a harmonious though compliole, is destroyed. Whether
through schizoid withdrawal into simplicity or chtdic breakdown into a chaos of
conflicting elements, the overall unity of the parality is lost.

Consequently, the goal of art therapy should beegtore the structural whole-
ness of the personality. The arts, as the highmbbdiment of order, structure and
balance, serve to re-integrate the discordant elesma&f the person and to enable
him or her to express the complex meaning of tlas in a significant form. The
therapeutic value of the arts, for ARNHEIM, consisst their capacity to bring order
to a dis-ordered soul. Art therapy can overcomeiimmaos by providing the means
to structural integration.

| have attempted here to draw some conclusiona¢c@oerdance with the general
tendencies of ARNHEIM’s thinking, as to how a theof art therapy based on his
principles might be formulated. Among contemporaast therapists, Shaun
McNIFF, in particular, has been influenced by ARNMIES work and has attempt-
ed to integrate his emphasis on structure withpgmegiation of the possibilities of
spontaneous play (1981).

In general, it seems to me that ARNHEIM’s thinkihges provide the basis for a
coherent framework for the practice of art therapsounded in a scientific psychol-
ogy and the humanistic practice of the historyrof ARNHEIM's theory of artistic
expression offers a conception of human nature ékplains the necessity and ef-
fectiveness of the therapeutic use of the artsh uconception seems to me to be
necessary if art therapy is to achieve an undedstgrof its own possibility.

Moreover, the emphasis on structure in ARNHEIM'ygtology goes a long
way to explaining both mental iliness and the kaidreatment that it requires. If
illness is the result of a break-down of structihen the cure would seem to be a
re-structuring and reintegration of the personalikst therapy, then, would be im-
portant as a means of carrying out such a re-iatiexr.
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However, | wonder whether the consistent emphasistucture and the conse-
quent opposition to chaos and break-down in ARNHEIWork can also be seen as
possible limitations in his thinking. Just as posidernism in philosophy and the
arts has challenged ARNHEIM's conception of art @sdole in the modern world,
so a similar trend in psychological thought canubeerstood to be a challenge to
any conception of art therapy that can be drawm fABdRNHEIM'’s writings.

In the first place, it is questionable whether gegsonality, any more than the
world, can be interpreted as a structured totalityJacques LACAN’s view of the
development of the subject, for example, the irgkegelf, capable of grasping its
wholeness in a glance, is the product of an imagindentificationin the mirror
stage of development. The child, according to LACASNperiences its own frag-
mentation, but wishes to escape from the chaoghlsaimplies. Accordingly, when
it grasps its image in the mirror (or in the gat®me who mirrors it), the child ea-
gerly seizes upon this image as an expressiors d@fue identity. The adult, conse-
quently, who remains in this imaginary stage omtdeation, will search always
for the person, institution, work of art or, forathmatter, theory, that reinforces his
or her view of themselves as an integrated whd@@7{L As LACAN once rmarked,
“The idea of the unifying unity of the human cotidin has always had on me the
effect of a scandalous lie” (1972).

LACAN'’s solution, ultimately, is to transcend th@aginary in the direction of
the symbolic, which demands the recognition of othss as an essential component
of the self. | am different from myself, and | canly express this difference in
modes of signifying that point beyond themselvelisTperspective accounts for
LACAN's preference for surrealist poetry as wekkrlpaps, as his own rather gno-
mic style of expression.

One need not be a Lacanian to take seriously hestiuning of the principle of
totality as it applies to the personality. Is theegrated self a myth that we invent to
avoid our fragmentation? Is chaos more than a mafkection of a disordered peri-
od of history? Rather, does it perhaps expresssaangial truth about the human
condition? If so, then how can we distinguish thaatic effects of catabolic break-
down from the “normal” non-identity of the subj&c

Furthermore, if chaos is intrinsic to human beiisgit appropriate to treat cata-
bolic break-down by means of the building up ofesfdMight it not be more ap-
propriate to find creative forms of disorder to olathe experience of a fragmented
self? The psychoanalyst D.W. WINNICOTT's conceptafriformlessness” comes
close to this kind of perspective. It might be ietting to contrast a conception of
art therapy based on the notion of formlessness WRNHEIM’ s emphasis on
structure.

For WINNICOTT (1971), the analyst's attempt to fiadler in the patient’s cha-
otic presentation of self reflects anxiety on thalgst's part. The latter fears his or
her own internal fragmentation and thus strivesviioleness by foreclosing the
space of formlessness that the analytic encoumtelupes. As a result, the patient
either remains stuck in an adaptive mode of behatthe “false self” system, or
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else internalizes the aggression produced by arted/i@reative expression of self
and enters into depression.

If the analyst were able, instead, to tolerateréodeof formlessness, then a crea-
tive use of symbol formation might emerge. WINNICDdescribed this dwelling
in formlessness as a rudimentary form of play. mbgon of formlessness as play
needs to be correlated with WINNICOTT’s well-knowanception of the transi-
tional space. The transitional space between sdlbther is one in which the clarity
of oppositions that enables order to be achieved dot exist. Transitional space is
disorderly, multiple, ambiguous and confused. Megrtias not yet emerged. For
this reason, it is impossible to know or controlaivkekes place within this space.
Being-with replaces doing, as purposive activityegiway to letting-be.

If we recall that the notion of transitional spaseseen by WINNICOTT as the
model for all creative experience as well as fa hhactice of art, then the conse-
quences for art therapy become clear. From thispeetive, art therapy is not seen
as an attempt to find or produce order within tlsemierly inner world of the client.
Rather play and art are used as forms of formlassn@s media for attaining the
state of productive unintegration that allows theative attainment of meaning.

Thus, if we were to develop a theory of art therbpged on a chaotic or uninte-
grated view of the self, would it not emphasizerganeity, play and improvisation
rather than structure, form and balance? Woulatthe more accepting of aggres-
sion in its capacity to de-structure an imaginaryeo? Would it, therefore, not en-
courage formlessness as an essential way of bathgrrthan seek to find orderly
outcomes?

On the other hand, the value of ARNHEIM’s workhat it reminds us that form-
lessness is not enough. The work of art alwayseptedtself as an ordered whole.
Can we demand any less for the products of arafflyér To see a client's work as
only self-expression would be to limit it just asich as if we were to see it as only
a formal structure. Form and feeling, then, go toge As McNIFF has stated,
“[...] artintensifies feeling while simultaneously providing a protective and guiding
structure”(1981). Similarly, in the expressive arts thergi Paolo KNILL has de-
veloped a conception of aroéuvre-oriented” approach which sees the making of
works of art as the shaping of forms which havéedfective reality” for the client,
i.e., an effect which “moves” or “touches” therso that their experience of the
world is fundamentally affected and their restuieti‘range of play” is unbound
(KNILL, 2001).

Ultimately, perhaps, it is not a question of aritlier-or” - either structure or
chaos, form or formlessness. Perhaps each hatade within a fully developed
theory of art therapy. ARNHEIM takes us as far asa&n go in one direction. A
more comprehensive view might wish to incorporai ¢ounter-perspective to his
own.
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ARNHEIM’s emphasis upon structure, as we have natesllts from taking the
point of view of the observer. As he has himseifl,s{...] my life has been one of
contemplation rather than action; and since | wahehartists, who are contempla-
tors, | am twice-removed from active life [...] | gm.] the little owl perched on the
shoulder of Athene” (1989). The little owl, of ame, represents wisdom, the wis-
dom that comes from withessing the tumult of higtor

Rudolph ARNHEIM has been a witness to the chaahefpast century as well
as to the creative attempts of artists to overcamidis work is a testament to the
human capacity to master disorder and to find nmgaand balance in the world
through artistic creativity. His writings therebsstify to the nobility of art. As we
begin to experience the first years of the newenillm, we can only wonder whe-
ther this nobility is enough, whether it can conttiie tendencies to destruction that
we see around us.

Can the arts as they have presented themselvesdernity resist the catabolic
break-down of our culture or is it necessary tal firew artistic forms to express and
live with this catabolism? Perhaps, in a homeopatmanner, these forms themsel-
ves need to embody some of the chaos that theyetero Post-modernism may be,
in part, a symptom of cultural breakdown and desynation; but it may also be a
way of creatively encountering and embodying thhaakdown in order to find new
and more appropriate forms of meaning.

A similar question may be asked of psychology,antipular of Gestalt psychol-
ogy. Is the Gestalt emphasis on structural intégratself a kind of modernism that
needs to be re-thought within the framework of atnodern epoch? The concep-
tion of an ordered totality is only partially adede as a means of encompassing the
chaotic multiplicity of contemporary experience.stdt theory tends to look for
order and structure everywhere. Even ARNHEIM’s aption of complexity as an
essential element in the creation of order ultityadees structure as the overcoming
of contradiction and chaos in human experience.

However, the legacy of post-modernism is that chaassential to human life.
Multiplicity is not the antagonist in a drama pldyaut by the conflict between order
and disorder. Rather chaotic multiplicity and ndasitity is intrinsic to all human
experience. Formlessness can be a creative assvaltlestructive force.

The important thing is to distinguish between wibl&rms of destruction and the
destructuring that takes place in any creative ggscViolent destruction forces a
breakdown that impedes the transformation of agmeos group. The destructuring
that is part of the creative act, on the other had necessity in the production of
forms adequate to experience. There can be ndtteanwithout such an act of de-
structuring.

Moreover, what post-modernism teaches us is thet aprocess of destructuring
is ongoing; it is not a mere stage in the emergefceder. Rather, the dynamism of
order itself depends on the element of creativeshthin it. Every totality is non-
identical with itself; even the body is, we mighlysa “fragmented totality” (LEV-
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INE, 1996 ). It can never become a whole in thessai that which is identical with
itself.

Life itself, we might say, is non-identity; its dymism consists in being other
than itself, containing difference within itselfemporality is another name for this
non-identity in terms of which we all live and hawar being. In every structure
there is a necessary flow; else there is no lifie in

Ultimately, we might say, totality does not exiBhat is to say, the word does not
name an entity but rather indicates the horizoralbbeing. “World” is another
name for this totality of being which cannot bentiéed; perhaps, as KANT said,
other names are “soul” or “God.”

And we, who attempt to name and think this totalise creatures within it, lim-
ited by our incapacity to stand outside of the @wahd survey it. This limitation,
however, is also the condition of our very beingisieence, as HEIDEGGER has
said, is being-in-the-worldf-der-Welt-sein). But to be in the world is to be unable
to grasp it as an objective whole. We are alwaya lermeneutic circle, in which
we who seek to understand are part of that whith [ understood.

The challenge for Gestalt theory today is, notitaralon but to re-think the con-
cept of structure to encompass an element of nemtiigt and difference. Gestalt
thinking has, | believe, an important role to piaythe contemporary intellectual
scene. Its emphasis on order, structure and fomrbeaa dynamic component in a
world-view in which chaos, anarchy and formlessrassgiven priority. However,
it seems to me, the very concept of a Gestalt aeaningful totality must be re-
vised to take account of the principle of differenwhich is at the basis of the cri-
tique of the metaphysics of presence. Otherwisdaidkeory runs the risk of being
an intellectual holdover from the cultural epochmaidernism, upholding once revo-
lutionary standards that in the contemporary wedd/e a reactionary role.

Can we conceive of order in such a way that chaagvien its due? What con-
cepts and principles would be adequate for this2t&tow, in particular, can Gestalt
theory be re-formulated to be adequate to the épes of human beings in the
post-modern world of today? Perhaps Gestalt thésejf needs to suffer a break-
down; perhaps it must allow itself to experiencgeastructuring that would lead to
the emergence of a new concept of order, one thaldrencompass chaos within it.

And perhaps this development will also lead to rrevéed emphasis on the im-
portance of the arts for human life. For, justramibdernism, it is primarily in post-
modern art that new forms have been developedbtiegtk down the structures we
have been given and show us the world in which eteadly live. The arts, as ARN-
HEIM has emphasized, present us with the most 8akasgpects of our humanity.
By revealing to us the world as it is, with its olia as well as orderly aspects, the
arts give us the ability to encounter the real sTikj perhaps, their therapeutic func-
tion as well: not to present an idealized harmasitmtiality but to allow us to come
to terms with our own experience of disintegratiord to transform it into play. If
we are capable of playing in the ruins of our aefuve may yet find new forms
with which to build a world.
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Summary

This article is a critical examination of Rudolph ARBIM’s Gestalt psychology of art.
ARNHEIM'’s aesthetics is based on the validationtnfctured order in perceptual experience
and, consequently, in aesthetic experience as Wisliconception of order as structured total-
ity is drawn from Gestalt theory and finds a copmglence in tendencies in modern art.
However, the post-modern world is characterizedrbgmentation and disorder, as is post-
modern art. Can ARNHEIM'’s thinking and, by implicatjdGestalt theory itself, adequately
grasp the de-structuring which is the principlgoost-modernity? The article suggests that a
post-modern aesthetic requires a new concept afitjothat can encompass difference as
well as identity. The question is raised as to WlheGestalt theory itself needs to re-think its
basic concepts to be able to take account of cquurary experience and thought.

Zusammenfassung

Im Kern dieses Beitrags geht es um eine kritischediiing von Rudolph ARNHEIMs
Gestaltpsychologie der Kunst. ARNHEIM, der zu Begites 20. Jahrhunderts in Berlin als
Kind einer assimilierten judischen Familie geboreurde und die Wirren des ersten Welt-
krieges, die der Weimarer Republik und die Vorlawer Nazi-Zeit hautnah erlebte, sah
sowohl in der Gestaltpsychologie als auch in den¥einen Gegenpol zur erfahrenen Un-
ordnung und Turbulenz seiner Epoche. Beide - Gpsjehologie und Kunst - hatte er Ge-
legenheit in Berlin zu studieren, und sie bildetém Basis seines spateren umfangreichen
Schaffens.

ARNHEIMs Konzept von Asthetik basiert auf der Bedegtstrukturierter Ordnung bei
der Wahrnehmung und damit auch in der asthetiséréahrung selbst. Seine Vorstellung
von Ordnung als einer strukturierten Ganzheit staiaus der Gestaltpsychologie und findet
ihre Korrespondenz in bedeutsamen Stromungen ddemen Kunst. Diese Korrespondenz
zwischen ARNHEIMs Verstandnis von Asthetik, den @ltgtinzipien und der Auseinander-
setzung um Chaos und Ordnung in der modernen Kungdtinv vorliegenden Essay anhand
von zahlreichen Textstellen belegt und diskutiert.

Im Gegensatz zur Moderne und ihren asthetischest®lbrgen ist die gegenwéartige so-
genannte ,Post-Moderne” durch eine Betonung degtentierung und der Unordnung un-
serer Welt gekennzeichnet - was sich auch inpdetmodernen Kunst widerspiegelt. Kann,
so wird kritisch gefragt, ARNHEIMs Ansatz und Kont#iep und, damit verbunden, die Ge-
stalt-Theorie selbst diese De-Strukturierung, jestuktion in jedweder Form, und Fragmen-
tierung, die sich als Prinzipien der Postmodernstdien, noch adaquat erfassen?

Dieser Essay schlagt im Hinblick auf diese Frage @aR postmoderne Asthetik ein neues
Konzept von Ganzheitlichkeit braucht, welches sdwahterschiede als auch Gleichheiten
umfassen und ausdricken kann. Dies mindet in digef-wvie weit die Gestalt-Theorie selbst
ihre Grundannahmen uberdenken bzw. reformuliereasmium besser die gegenwartigen
Erfahrungen und das damit verbundene Denken zcksditigen, wo Destruktion und Cha-
0s einen weitaus grof3eren Stellenwert haben dierfriiVenn die Gestalt-Theorie sich starker
dieser Herausforderung stellen wiirde, den WandeWastsicht (und des Welterlebens) von
der Moderne zur Postmoderne theoretisch aufzugrdifinnte sie eine bedeutendere Rolle in
der gegenwartigen intellektuellen Szene einnehmen.
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