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→ In this paper, I discuss the problematic of appraising Ph.Ds in art 

practice in the light of aesthetic theory, particularly Kant’s Critique 

of judgment (1790), Galvano Della Volde’s Critique of taste (1976), 

Ted Cohen & Paul Guyer (1985), Timothy Gould (1982), David Bohm 

(1996) and James O. Young (2001). The requirement for Ph.Ds to 

produce ‘originality’ is discussed in the light of the concept of genius 

in Romantic aesthetics, which argument highlights how appraising 

publics, such as exam boards and funding bodies, must extend their 

previously established judgemental parameters to encompass the 

new, or newly-theorised, cognitive contribution of creative work.
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only to the taste of the tongue, the palate, and the throat, 
but to what may with any one be agreeable to eye or ear. 
A violet colour is to one soft and lovely, to another dull 
and faded. One man likes the tone of wind instruments, 
another prefers that of string instruments. To quarrel 
over such points with the idea of condemning another’s 
judgments as incorrect when it differs from our own, 
as if the opposition between the two judgments were 
logical, would be folly. With the agreeable, therefore, 
the axiom holds good: Every one has his own taste [that 
of sense] (Kant 1992:§7:51-52).

If judging art works is like wine-tasting, it must be 
admitted that it remains subjective and connoisseurial. 
As Immanuel Kant suggests, there’s no arguing with 
taste, and if judgment (and thus funding) is dependent 
upon taste, then funding councils, critics and assess-
ment exercises risk censure for being but tasteless 
and alien pretenders to people’s sensitivities, trying 
to tell them what they should like and why. If, on the 
other hand, there is some rational basis for declaring 
that this object/activity is an artwork and as such 
contributes to knowledge in some way, whilst this 
other object/activity is/does not, then there is a basis 
for a rational definition of artist-as-researcher, and of 
art practice as legitimate research activity. 

One of the anomalies that Kant (1992:52) observes 
about the apparent subjectivity of taste is the degree 
of consensus that is, however, reached by a group of 
individuals (experts), who might all agree that some 
wine tastes better than others:

Yet even in the case of the agreeable we find that the 
estimates men form do betray a prevalent agreement 
among them, which leads to our crediting some with 
taste and denying it to others, and that too, not as an 
organic sense but as a critical faculty in respect of the 
agreeable generally. 

Nevertheless this kind of consensual judgment may 
well be effective, pragmatically. Perhaps there is no 
other option but to come to an accommodation with 
our neighbour’s taste, ever hopeful that they might be 
persuaded that ours is better. Inevitably, consensual 
judgment inhabits a different plane to the absolute 
basis for judgment which Kant is seeking – the cosy 
plane of human conviviality and sociability, rather 
than that which Clive Bell (1987:14) calls, in his book 
Art, the “cold white peaks” of the absolute (a chilly 
landscape much sought after by idealists like Bell). 

For this absolute, Kant (1992:50-51) posits the 
Beautiful as that category which is extra-subjective, 
and therefore one in which the individual subject has 
no ‘vested’ (or precisely only a ‘disinterested’) interest:

For, since the delight is not based on any inclination 
of the Subject (or on any deliberate interest), but the 
Subject feels himself completely free in respect of the 
liking which he accords to the object, he can find as 
reason for his delight no personal conditions to which 
his own subjective self might alone be party. Hence he 
must regard it as resting on what he may also presuppose 
in every other person; and therefore he must believe 
that he has reason for demanding a similar delight 
from everyone. 

As there is nothing ‘obliging’ the subject to view the 
object in a particular fashion or to ‘benefit’ from it in 
any uniquely personal way, he/she is free to respond to 
it ‘objectively’, and thus to share in an extra-subjective 
consensual agreement with his/her peers. In this 
definition, both beauty and ugliness occupy the 
same consensual plane, because, for Kant (1992:50, 
italicised emphasis in original; underline added), taste 
is, “the faculty of estimating an object or mode of 
representation by means of delight or aversion apart 
from any interest. The object of such a delight is called 
beautiful”. 

Thus, both beauty and its opposite depend upon the 
same discriminating faculty.i

Defining the aesthetic

Although consensual judgment may facilitate the 
differentiation of contemplative objects which are 
beautiful from those which are ugly, it proves more 
complex to define the Beautiful in itself. Kant’s 
(1992:§9:60, emphasis in original) definition of the 
Beautiful as something, “... which, apart from a 
concept, pleases universally”, is less helpful when it 
comes to appraising artworks-as-research, for Kant, 
here, is defending not only the right but the necessity 
of some (agreeable or beautiful) things (including 
art-objects) to appeal directly to human judgment 
without the mediation of discourse (verbal, logical, 
conceptual and so on). In this they are distinct from 
and outside of ethical judgments, which must still 
rely upon a conceptual framework (Kant:1992:§7:53).ii 

In attempting to define the characteristics of such 
an aesthetic form, Kant proposes two inter-related 
views, as Mary McCloskey (1987) points out: firstly, 
the form is ‘final’ in the sense that it is the conclusion 
of its potential – it has achieved a state of finality 
appropriate to its own perceptual ‘end’; and secondly, 
it gives rise or occasions the “free play of the cognitive 
faculties” – its ‘end’ is to stimulate the faculties of 
imagination and understanding in an harmonious, 
free, play. 

There are two problems in painting: one is to find out 
what painting is and the other is to find out how to  
make a painting .

Frank Stella (in Rosenblum 1971:57) 

In the context of this forum, I would add another: how 
to judge it.

At first glance, it would seem that, in the sciences, a new 
contribution to human understanding can be pointed 
out with some clarity – a new equation, or a more 
elegant reformulation of an existing formula – can lead 
to quantifiable and demonstrably new knowledge. In 
appraising the Arts’s contribution to knowledge, this 
would seem to be less clear or less well understood. As 
a result, western culture is heavily weighted to accept-
ing (more or less unquestioningly), the ‘value of science’ 
but struggles to come up with convincing justifications 
of the ‘value’ of the Arts. In attempting to appraise the 
cognitive value of art, we (artists, art theorists, art 
educators and the art-concerned public, at least in the 
west) should not lose sight of the implications of the 
failure to do so: namely, how we should measure the 

‘impact’ of imaginative paucity (Meades 2009). 

However, on closer examination, even in the sciences, 
genuine discovery depends upon creativity – having 
and sustaining the intellectual courage to make a bold 
leap into the unknown, thereby rejecting previously 

‘accepted wisdom’. As David Bohm (1996:16) points out:

It seems clear that the creative development of science 
depends quite generally on the perception of the irrele-
vance of an already known set of fundamental differ-
ences and similarities. Psychologically speaking, this is 
the hardest step of all. But once it has taken place, it frees 
the mind to be attentive, alert, aware and sensitive so it 
can discover a new order and thus create new structures 
of ideas and concepts. 

Yet the problem this creates, in terms of appraisal, is 
how, if the new knowledge rejects and goes beyond 
accepted wisdom, can it be judged using previously 
standardised categories?

How then, do artworks operate? If it is accepted that 
artworks are intellectual and thereby ipso facto 
contribute to thought, how are they to be judged? 
And indeed, is judgment a relevant issue here? It might 
be reasonably argued that an object/event is either an 
artwork or it is not, and that if the former, then this is 
sufficient in itself. A new artwork has been added to the 
panoply of cultural goods and we should be grateful 
for this gift. Here, the question hinges on whether to 

admit or reject some thing or event to the category 
of ‘Art’. Once admitted, it might be argued that all 
manner of categorical diversity can be tolerated under 
this rubric and there is no need of further judgment. 
However, in the reality of Arts funding and University 
assessment boards, the question would seem to be 
posed otherwise. Thus: is the object/event under 
scrutiny ‘better or worse’ than other objects/events 
purporting to be art, so that a decision can be made 
as to whether to fund it/accept it or not? And here 
is where the process hits a wall of subjectivity. One 
person’s groundbreaking artwork is another person’s 
unmade bed, and who are we, as academics, artists, 
art-consumers or funding bodies, to disagree?

Is the judgment of art then merely a matter of subjec-
tive ‘taste’ or is the aesthetic experience in fact 
understandable as concrete knowledge? If the former, 
then there is little hope of resolution or purpose in the 
judgment of artworks. Each viewer remains locked 
in the subjective pleasures (or otherwise) of the ‘text’. 
If the latter, what are some of the methodologies by 
which this can be understood? 

Whilst not purporting to answer all of these questions, 
in the following section, I look at four specific issues 
at the heart of Ph.Ds in Fine Art/Studio Practice, and 
argue for the full recognition of artwork-as-research: 
firstly the problem of taste. Secondly, the nature of 
the aesthetic object. Thirdly, the notion of appraising 
publics, and fourthly, the problem of originality. All 
four topics are at the heart of any flexible conception of 
art practice as research, which should help to avoid the 
kind of cultural determinism of which Bertolt Brecht 
(1973:118) accused György Lukàcs when trying to ‘pin 
down’ what art ‘should’ be:

They [Lukàcs, Gábor and Kurella] are, to put it bluntly, 
enemies of production. Production makes them 
uncomfortable. You never know where you are with 
production; production is the unforseeable. You never 
know what’s going to come out. And they themselves 
don’t want to produce. They want to play the apparatchik 
[sic] and exercise control over other people. Every one 
of their criticisms contains a threat. 

Defining taste 

As regards the agreeable every one concedes that his 
judgment, which he bases on a private feeling, and 
in which he declares that an object pleases him, is 
restricted merely to himself personally. Thus he does not 
take it amiss if, when he says that Canary-wine is agreea-
ble, another corrects the expression and reminds him 
that he ought to say: It is agreeable to me. This applies not 
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An aesthetic form, so defined, is valuable in itself and 
does not need any further justification. It exists as an 
absolute for the contemplation of the thinking subject 
and need follow no other ‘rule’ than that it be ‘final 
for perception’.

What this means is that there can be no a priori 
formulae whereby one form or another can be 
prejudged to guarantee Beauty – only in the realisation 
of its own finality for perception can an object attain 
this state. Insofar as there can be no pre-conceived 

‘rules’ determining its form or guaranteeing its success, 
the object depends upon the imagination and skill of 
its creator to attain this end.

This argument is often used by artists themselves; 
that their works are ineluctably subjective, ‘beyond 
ethics’ ‘beyond history’, and ‘beyond criticism’. It is 
also the view of idealist or Romantic aestheticians 
from Benedetto Croce, Clive Bell, and the later works 
of Clement Greenberg. If true, it would be the termina-
tion, or rather pre-emption, of all appraisal (Hay 
1996a:181-190).

The counter-balance comes with thinkers like 
Gottfried Leopold Lessing, Roman Jakobson, 
Bertrando Spaventa, Antonio Gramsci, Galvano 
Della Volpe, Vsevolod Pudovkin and Sergei Eisenstein, 
who, by focussing on the generic specificity of each 
artistic genre – the very concrete ways they employ 
to communicate, and the possibilities which exist 
to ‘translate’ the meaning of one form into another – 
reassert the positivity of matter over spirit, the rooted-
ness of art in the concrete historical and social world, 
and thereby the ‘common ground’ which the arts 
and sciences share (Hay 2004). It is this tradition of 
materialist thought which has driven the development 
of the Ph.D in Studio Practice at Leeds University, 
which I was instrumental in developing in the 1990s, 
and from which this paper ultimately derives.

As John Fraser (1976:239), author of the definitive 
work on Della Volpe’s thought, notes: “The theory of 
the rational character of the sign, and the grounding 
of reason and meaning in ordinary, natural language, 
was developed definitively in [Della Volpe’s] Critica 
del Gusto (Critique of Taste)”. 

Briefly, Della Volpe critiques Croce’s notion that 
art is ultimately ‘ineffable’ by a rigorous analysis of 
the apparently ‘untranslatable’ passages in Dante, 

showing how they and the language in which they are 
expressed are indeed rooted in concrete historical 
experience and therefore open to rational analysis. 
Della Volpe spent his life illuminating the concrete-
ness and generic specificity of different semiotic 
means (methods/tools) to highlight what was unique 
about filmic-form, or poetic metaphor, and attempt-
ing to understand the complexity whereby meaning 
operates through different expressive genres – dance, 
music, photography, or verbal language. His primary 
message or legacy is to be always attentive to the 
generic specificity of the medium with which one is 
dealing. Primarily, he reminds us not to confuse verbal 
language and how it operates (the concrete specific-
ity of verbal grammar/lexica and so on), with how 
painting operates (through a temporal manipulation of 
colour and form), or the manner in which film achieves 
its ends, through montage, compressed time, and the 
filmic image, or the ‘meaning’ of dance or music which 
operates in dance and musical terms.

If the cognitive value of artwork qua research is to be 
truly appraised one must above all else recognise that 
its cognitive component lies in the concrete semantic 
practices of the artwork itself, and not over-determine 
the verbal apparatus which accompanies it in the ‘box’ 
which contains the written component. An example of 
how this might be practically applied to the analysis 
of artworks has been given elsewhere, in my analysis 
of one scene in John Huston’s film The Dead (1987) 
(Hay 1999). 

Defining ‘artworlds’

What is useful in Kant’s distinction between the 
subjectivity of taste and the objectivity of the beauti-
ful, is the realisation that no objective judgement about 
something, be it a Beaujolais or a Bonnard, is possible 
unless there can be found a set of consensual criteria 
within an appraising community. Logically, there can 
and do exist many appraising communities – those 
of philosophers, fellow artists, critics, funding and 
assessment boards being just some examples. One 
might want to think of these appraising communities 
as types of ‘artworlds’, and their judgments concern-
ing art attempts to include or exclude certain artefacts 
or actions from the category ‘Art’, or, put another 
way, to confer or deny ‘arthood’ upon these artefacts 
or actions.  

James O. Young (2001:4) argues that if ‘arthood’ is 
relative to an audience, then different artworlds may 
disagree about the conferring of arthood to a particu-
lar object or practice: “I am a member of an art world 
which accepts that all works of art have cognitive value. 
Consequently, I can consistently hold that arthood is 
a perspectival property and that all artworks have 
cognitive value”. 

Seen in this light, appraising art practice at Ph.D level 
should prove no more problematic than appraising 
art practice at Masters or Bachelor level. Faculty 
members in many art departments already do this, 
and they already constitute appraising publics, with 
a set of consensual appraisal criteria. But the fact or 
practice of appraisal does not address the problem 
of originality required for a Doctorate, and thus of 
the specifically cognitive aspect of art as research, 
precisely, as Kant has pointed out, because there can 
be no a priori way to determine how the cognitive 
component of original thought might be constituted. 
My concern here is simply to stress the necessity of 
looking for this cognitive component in the experience 
of the artwork itself and its appropriate context, not 
solely or predominantly in the accompanying literary/
scholarly apparatus which remains as documentation 
(Hay 2002).

 Young argues for the cognitive value of artworks 
and the relativity of multiple ‘artworlds’ which form 
appraising publics. Appraisal is not problematic within 
a given ‘art-world’ because the criteria of assessment 
previously agreed upon by that art-world can be 
appropriately applied. Thus, a modernist-oriented art 
school might recognise modernist-oriented artworks, 
but not necessarily postmodernist oriented artworks 
and vice versa. A problem might ensue in the broader 
arena where comparability is sought across different 
(and perhaps contradictory) artworlds. Whilst Young’s 
arguments here are useful, his failure to accommodate 
most modernist and avant-garde art into his definition 
(of cognitive art) seriously undermines the credibility 
of his aesthetic judgment. This does not however negate 
the usefulness of his categorisation. Precisely, he falls 
victim to what both Kant and William Wordsworth 
observe as the ‘paradox of originality’: the difficulty 
of identifying and subsequently appreciating new 
knowledge, precisely because of its newness. This 
is perhaps the fundamental problem for would-be 
assessors of Doctorates in art practice. If the full 
cognitive potential of artworks-as-research is to be 
realised, it has to be recognised, in the act of appraisal, 
that their epistemological contribution lies within the 

work itself rather than in the ‘box’ which contains the 
thesis or written commentary (Hay 2004).

thinking ‘outside the box’:  
Defining originality

One of the defining characteristics of a Ph.D in any 
subject is that it should include ‘original research 
material’. To the Romantic sensibility, which both 
Kant and Wordsworth helped form, originality would 
have been defined by a now outmoded and often 
overused word – ‘genius’. Timothy Gould argues that 
although Wordsworth denied direct knowledge of 
Kant’s Critique of judgment (1992), there is neverthe-
less significant common ground to argue that they 
shared similar views on the nature of genius and its 
reception. Significant parallels exist between Kant, 
who argued that: “Genius is the innate mental disposi-
tion (‘ingenium’) through which nature gives the rule 
to art” and “fine art is only possible as a product 
of genius” (Kant 1992:§49:181), and Wordsworth 
(1996:750), who declared:

Of genius, the only proof is, the act of doing well what 
is worthy to be done, and what was never done before: 
of genius, in the fine arts the only infallible sign is the 
widening of the sphere of human sensibility, for the 
delight, honour and benefit of human nature. Genius is 
the introduction of a new element into the intellectual 
universe: or if that not be allowed, it is the application 
of powers to objects on which they had not before been 
exercised, or the employment of them in such a manner 
as to produce effects hitherto unknown.

Whether the word ‘genius’ is used in its Romantic sense, 
or ‘originality’ in the modern sense, the concept’s 
application to artworks is however, especially 
problematic, particularly for the audience. How so? 
Gould (1982:180) explains that, “ the difficulties for any 
audience or in any mode of reception (as I shall call it) 
that finds itself presented with works of originality” 
occur because, 

[w]e are to think of the products of genius and original-
ity as something that makes sense in a new way, or 
simply as making new sense. The relation of originality 
to its audience is to be investigated as the relation of 
the capacity for making new sense to the capacity for 
following such sense. 

Insofar as artists-as-researchers invent new types of 
knowledge, never seen before, they hit upon a paradox: 
for their creations to be considered ‘art’ by their 
audience, they have to conform to certain pre-agreed (a 
priori) criteria. Insofar as their creations are genuinely 
new (and therefore not previously conceptualised) 



thinking ‘outside the box’ – appraising art-practice-as-research thinking ‘outside the box’ – appraising art-practice-as-research

57 58on making on making

they become more or less unintelligible (as art) to 
that audience. 

Likewise for Kant, originality was the ‘primary 
property’ of genius; totally opposed to ‘the spirit 
of imitation’. Genius is seen as an intervention by 
Nature into human affairs. It starts or exists outside 
of our daily life, which, for Kant, is bound up with 
and structured by rules. Genius is thus the way to a 
new rule:

It may be seen that genius is a talent for producing that 
which no definite rule can be given: and not an aptitude 
in the way of cleverness for what can be learned accord-
ing to some rule; and consequently, originality must be 
its primary property (Kant 1992:§46:168-169).

One of the issues confronting all art publics, includ-
ing appraising bodies and research boards, is how to 
distinguish between genuinely innovative art (which 
contributes to knowledge) and nonsense (which does 
not). As Kant (1992:§46:168-169) says:

Since there may also be original nonsense, its products 
must at the same time be models; i.e. [sic] be exemplary; 
and consequently, though not themselves derived from 
imitation; they must serve that purpose for others, i.e. 
[sic] as a standard rule of estimating. 

Works of genius/originality serve both to break 
existing rules, and to constitute new rules through 
which art (and knowledge) advances. Originality in art 
is then, by its nature, ‘thinking outside the box’ into 
which convention or tradition tries to place it.

A further paradox which Kant observes follows from 
the observation that products of genius are first and 
foremost ‘original’. Genius is diametrically opposed 
to ‘imitation’, and yet, for its products to be accepted 
as art, they must serve as the standard for new types 
of imitation.

Ted Cohen (1975:671) provides the reminder that this 
quality of saying something truly new by utilising 
the existing, is one of the defining characteristics of 
metaphor:

Seen in this way, a metaphor may be the best availa-
ble example of what Kant called ‘products of genius’ 

− Genius, according to Kant, is the capacity to produce 
things which are ‘original’ and hence things which 
cannot be made sense of by means of any rules of explica-
tion, but which nevertheless do make sense (a new sense). 

Works of genius make (new) sense; but because this 
sense is new, its audience has not (yet) been able to 

understand it (using the ‘old’ rules). “On this account”, 
argues Gould (1982:184), “the connection between 
the work and its reception by others is at least as 
intimate and as hard to elucidate as the connection 
between somebody’s making sense and somebody’s 
following it”. 

Precisely herein lies the value and the risk that mark 
the possibility of original work, and the need to remain 
open and attentive to the new order which originality 
proposes. 

The thirst which inspired the wine-taster above, 
engenders what Daniel Dennett (1991:3-21) has 
termed an ‘epistemic hunger’ for a conceptual basis of 
aesthetic judgment, and it may well be that the object 
of such hunger is, for now, unpalatable, because it is 
in process of redefining taste. Gould (1982:186) points 
out that: “The effort to go beyond the existing rules 
and produce something which cannot be made sense of 
by the old rules, still presents itself as making sense”. 
This is received initially as an affront to ordinary 
capacities for sense, but with it comes the obligation 
to expand these to accommodate new knowledge. 

On this showing, the product of genius … is an example, 
not for imitation (for that would mean the loss of the 
element of genius and just the very soul of the work) but 
to be followed by another genius – one whom it arouses 
to a sense of his own originality in putting freedom from 
the constraint of rules so into force in his art, that for 
art itself a new rule is won – which is what shows a talent 
to be exemplary (Kant 1992:§46:318).

Bohm (1996:17), writing on scientific creativity, notes 
very much the same process:

Thus a new creative perception leads, as it were, to a 
new order in the hierarchy of our understanding of the 
laws of nature, which neither imitates the older orders 
nor denies their validity altogether. Indeed, it serves as 
it were, to help to put our knowledge of the older laws 
into a more appropriate order, while at the same time 
it extends the frontiers of knowledge in quite new ways. 

It is, I would argue, precisely this delivery of the 
apparently unpalatable to our (perhaps jaded) 
sensibilities, which prevents taste, and therefore, 
culture, from reifying. Herein lies the value of studio 
practice-as research: by obliging us to think ‘outside 
the box’, our knowledge is expanded and our cultural 
life is reanimated.
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endnotes

i.  Kant’s conception of consensual appreciation of the beautiful has some parallels with Rasa theory, as well as some 
differences, particularly where Rasa is closer to empathetic or intuitive apprehension than Kant’s conception (see Rasa 
2010). 

ii. “In respect of the good, it is true that judgments also rightly assert a claim to validity for every one; but the good is only 
represented as an Object of a universal delight by means of a concept, which is the case neither with the agreeable nor 
the beautiful” (Kant 1992:§7:53). 


