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Access to the world's art is so prevalent in our cultures these days that it is easy to forget 

that our age is one of the more perplexed moments to be alive, as an artist.  While this is hardly a 

cause for artists (or anyone) to claim victim-status, nonetheless the diversity and 

multiculturalism of the world means that we have more choices and perspectives to consider than 

ever before.  One by-product of multiculturalism is a truly vibrant and enriched world, all of 

which is cause to cherish our age.  But another, less exciting by-product, is simply analysis-

paralysis.  In this world, how do we know what to do?  How do we operate and fully-engage?

With so many choices, options, and variables, how do we make choices that we can live with?

Ken Wilber has characterized this age as “the world gone slightly mad” and that to me is 

certainly a good place to begin.  We are mad with information.  And we are mad with art.  It is 

everywhere!  In as few as a couple computer keystrokes, or a couple miles from your house, or a 

couple hours of a trip, art not only waits for you, but does so in abundance.  At times this can be 

a bit much.  As we travel the world (physically, mentally, spiritually), art is at every stop.  

Multicultured creativity has now become impossible to avoid.  We are surrounded by things.

Further, we know more about the fibers of the world's cultures past and present than we

ever have. This knowledge, and access to knowledge, is new in human history.  In the past, there 

have been points where access to information has increased, but those now pale against the sheer 

explosion of technology and data.  Today, events from the other side of the globe can be known 

the world over in minutes. We have an informational and technological glut that can stare us in 

our faces from the moment we enter our bodies every morning.  Questions of morality at the 

world level are being explored in ways entirely new to human consciousness (and some not new, 

but in new clothes). 
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For art, we don't even know for sure whether it can reasonably be taught in schools, or at 

all.  Critics are around every corner.  The idea and definition of ‘art’ itself is under debate and 

scrutiny.  Many seek a more widely-held moral embrace that considers the rights and 

responsibilities of all on Earth, but don’t know exactly what this means in practice.  And, again, 

artwork is simply everywhere.  So come on now, for artists who want to engage the world, not 

put their head in the sand, and simply keep up with the at-the-speed-of-light rate of change of our 

world, can these admirable souls simply get anamen?

Sometimes it is simply about recognition, isn’t it?  All of us find satisfaction from the 

simple creation of art in our home studios and communities (local and global). Others look for 

peace in the routine of art production, and the routine that attends to art and artists at local 

theatres, museums, clubs, and streets. Others look in new places for the sources of deep 

inspiration and intimate encounter, beyond surfaces and over-baked irony, anywhere they can 

feel it. Others seek more comprehensive ways to interpret, assess, and engage the emerging 

currents of art, from around the world.  Some of us work to undermine and change outmoded 

ways of thinking, or even to end human oppression through the widening of human 

consciousness, and a change to kinds of human behavior. Some of us seek a deeper moral 

purpose for our art. Some simply look for ways to communicate energies that, quite literally, 

have no other means of outlet than our creative and mysterious artwork. Some of us just make 

things, creatively, according to our own recipes, because an inner song moves and shakes us to 

do so.  And it seems like many people don’t give a damn.

The Pluralistic Age

So part of what contemporary artists face is simply Pluralism, in many forms.  There are 

divergent, contradictory, and often dissociated ideas, ideologies, worldviews, and schools of 

thought about how to process our interior and exterior perceptions, and how to operate in the 

world.  As our cognition goes global, people weigh a wider array of perspectives today than even 

200 years ago.  Communication between cultures and individuals is more possible than ever 

before.  Our books, newspapers, magazines, and televisions are filled with investigations of the 

nature of the human psyche.  The self-help aisles have become the largest and most populated 

sections of our bookstores.  An entire thought movement has emerged in the last forty years—
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what is called the New Age movement—that aims to incorporate traditional wisdom with current 

wisdom from traditions around the world—all to re-enchant our lives, relationships, day to day 

business, sex life, self image, spirituality, tribal history, sense interconnectedness, and openness 

to our emotions.  

Some people (actually many) suggest that aspects of the New Age movement have simply 

gone too far without real direction or realistic purpose.  It has fostered, for example, a false retro-

romanticism of lifestyles that never were.  The writer and educator Camille Paglia has written 

extensively and notably about the New Age movement as much as anyone.  In her essay, “Cults 

and Cosmic Consciousness: Religious Vision in the American 1960s” she writes:

There has been wave after wave of influences from Asian religion over the 

century and a half since Emerson and Madame Blavatsky, but the resultant New 

Age movement is choked with debris—with trivia, silliness, mumbo-jumbo, 

flimflam, and outright falsehoods. The first step in any solution is a return to 

origins—to the primary texts of sacred literature, supported by art history and 

archaeology. 

In my general view, what the New Age (in broad usage, inclusive of mid- to late-20th

century social/political movements in North America and portions of Europe) has advocated, to 

its credit, is a certain degree of increased sensitivityin our numerous kinds of human relations.  

Especially with those aspects and traditions of human life that seemed trampled upon, oppressed, 

and marginalized due to the forces of modernity, global economy, and other social shifts, the 

New Age (as a strong component of the Pluralistic worldview, which values the voices of 

everyone) has brought to the fore a certain delicateness that humans can have in our day-to-day 

interactions with others, as well as the ways in which we view and honor our own physical 

bodies.  Strategies for healthy, engaged, and integrated lifestyles have, for example, been 

fostered in the West due to the pioneering efforts of the Esalen Institute in California.  Indeed, 

Paglia cites this institution, and its founders Michael Murphy and George Leonard, as one of the 

landmarks of the New Age movement.
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To this general discussion, noted author Christopher Lasch adds that a high degree of 

narcissism has emerged as part of the fabric of the New Age.  In his book, The Culture of 

Narcissism: American Life in an Age of Diminishing Expectations (nearly 30 years old but still 

as resonant as ever), Lasch writes:

Narcissism appears realistically to represent the best way of coping with the 

tensions and anxieties of modern life, and the prevailing social conditions 

therefore tend to bring out narcissistic traits that are present, in varying degrees, 

in everyone….It reflects the conviction—as much as projection of inner anxieties 

as a perception of the way things are—that envy and exploitation dominate even 

the most intimate relations.

Therefore Lasch suggests that narcissism is a symptom of the modern age.  And he is 

certainly not alone in criticism of contemporary life on the grounds of “heroic self-inflation”.  

My point is that if indeed the contemporary age has in its deeper currents the forces of Pluralism 

(e.g., New Age, narcissism), today’s forward-looking artists must faceboththe dignities and the 

disasters of that worldview as they attempt to forge new meanings, new visions, and new images 

for the world at large through their artwork.  To say that Pluralism and its attendant forces do not 

exist, and thus need not be dealt with personally as an artist, is in my view to put one’s head in 

the sand and claim wisdom.  We cannot put our heads in the sand, and frankly, society 

increasingly will not let us.

Boomeritis

Informed by Paglia’s and Lasch’s work, as well as others, Ken Wilber has detected a 

larger current, which he calls boomeritis.  For Wilber, boomeritis has emerged in societies and 

people where the dignities and 'good news' of Pluralism as a large scale human development 

opens up the opportunity for rampant narcissism and self-absorption on the part of some who 

live in pluralistic societies and communities.  Wilber writes that in that last 40 years, “important 

but partial truths [from various fields of human thought] was blown all of out proportion by an 

overestimation of the power and importance of the self.”  And that is at the root of the ‘bad-
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news’ of Pluralism.  If, as Pluralism suggests, we honor everyone’s views equally, then we have 

a difficult time when we try to tell other people what to do, or even that their views are wrong or 

inaccurate.  It is easy to deflect the truth in a Pluralistic society.  Taken to heart, people can (and 

do) simply respond with “Nobody tells me what to do.”

Pluralism as a contemporary development can have these negative sides, but Wilber 

points out the many positive developments of the pluralistic worldview.  Increased attention to 

human rights, inequalities in the distribution of wealth, minority and women's rights, increased 

sensitivity to the range of human cultures, the rise of consensus and collaboration, and the 

widespread emergence of eco-awareness are some of the major developments that Pluralism has 

brought forth.  And it important to remember that all of these ideas have in various ways been 

depicted in art that was produced by artists informed by a Pluralistic worldview.  Artists have 

played an important part to increase and deepen human consciousness along the lines of 

Pluralism.  There is a reason, for example, that scientists look to artists for inspiration for their 

new inventions.  Artists historically ride the waves that few realize where there, often until many 

years after the surf has crashed to shore.

The point is that I believe that the future of art need not be relegated to conformity with 

the ideas, concepts, values, and codes that are part of so-called postmodern art. 1  If you agree, 

then an essential step towards artwork that evokes new worldviews (beyond Pluralism) is to 

accurately name the characteristics of the present and common worldview or worldviews, and 

the periods of art that loosely correspond.  I have concentrated here on aspects of pluralism and 

postmodernism.  Others bring to our awareness characteristics of modernism, romanticism, 

classicism, and so on.  Taken as a team effort, the descriptions of the characteristics of the 

world’s previous and current worldviews are in my view a way to help artists create deeper and 

more enriched art—and art that depicts a new worldview that rings but faintly now.  

So if we name the aspects of the Pluralist worldview (egalitarianism, increased civil 

rights, the New Age, narcissism, boomeritis, and so on), then what happens?  We thus objectify 

Pluralism, dislodge it a bit from our unconscious behavior and thought, and are therefore a little 

less beholden and bound by that view.  We are open to creative emergence.  We are open to that 

which lies just over the horizons, and just behind our every breath, in every moment.  
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This is not an plea to ignore Pluralism—far from it.  I suggest that we simply transcend 

and include it from here on out, in our behavior, thought, and interactions with other people and 

environment.  To do so, we can call it out, shout it loud, quietly contemplate it, highlight it in 

multi-colors, shine all of the sun on it that we can, in both its positive aspects (to celebrate) and 

negative aspects (to remedy).  

And overall, the objectification of Pluralism (and any worldview) means that we then and 

only then can make art that is not servant to an system of thought that is perhaps outmoded, 

worn-out, or in need of further investigation (as I believe Pluralism by itself already is).  With 

the object named, a deeper and wider subject can emerge in artists’ intuitions, as the initial 

signals of the next worldviews, which will include Pluralism in its makeup as potato stew 

includes potatoes.  And thus worldviews beyond (but inclusive of) the Pluralistic worldview can 

truly pop.  And art, as Schopenhauer suggested, can again “bring transcendence”, endlessly, and 

as sheer beauty in every moment.

Worldviews

At this point, I really ought to clarify what the heck I mean by worldviews.  For those 

familiar with the term, it is one of those terms, that is thrown around in today’s discourse

carelessly, often as a poor excuse to assert a mere difference of opinion (i.e., “He and I have 

different worldviews on this matter…,”—oh, how convenient…).  The way that I prefer to use 

worldviews is in the historical and developmental sense.  I look at the human worldviews as I 

would look at the Earth from 35,000 feet above ground.  Perhaps the most well-known writer on 

worldviews in this broad sense, although there are many, is of course Jean Gebser.  His opus, 

The Ever-Present Origin, is an excellent introduction to the historical emergence of worldviews 

from as far back in human history as we can tell.  (It contains fascinating descriptions of art in 

several mediums, too.)

Ken Wilber, who has incorporated Gebser’s work on worldviews, and expanded the list 

into spiritual dimensions, describes worldviews as the intersubjective practices, communal 

meanings, linguistic signs, semantic structures, and contexts that are generated in the world’s 

cultures.  Or in short, worldviews represent the general ways in which cultures (and people in

the cultures) have looked at and interpreted the world.  Hence we have a world-view—the view 
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we take of the world.  And for the purposes of this paper, worldviews are the primary 

background for artistic meaning, collectively-held.  

There are many ways to measure and gauge the worldviews that humans have held since 

as far back as research allows.  Those worldviews that are widely-held enough in the present day 

can, to follow Gebser, be described as the following:  Archaic, Magical, Mythic , Rational, 

Pluralistic/Existential , Holistic/Integral .  Furthermore, Wilber suggests that worldviews 

beyond this list can be called Psychic, Subtle, Causal, and Nondual.  All developmental 

worldviews, no matter what the name, represent the ways (much more complicated than I can 

describe here) in which humans in culture look or have looked at the world.  The worldviews 

represent, in general terms, the many ways in which we organize and interpret our experiences.  

Two people with different worldviews quite literally see and experience a different world than 

each other.

The general view that I support is that all worldviews are more or less true, especially for 

the time and place in which the worldviews have emerged.  In the present day, which in the West 

(and many cultures around the world) is predominantly marked by the Pluralistic worldview, 

humans can incorporate aspects of previous worldviews into their words, actions, and created 

artwork.  This is what allows, for example, Picasso (who worked within a Pluralistic worldview) 

to sometimes depict what we might think of as archaic, magic, or primitive art, as a kind of 

visual regression.  This dynamic (access to surface marks and traits of previous worldviews) is 

part of a human capacity which is itself a mark of a highly evolved worldview.  Even the world’s 

graffiti artists, who ostensibly produce primitive ‘street’ art, use techniques in visual perspective 

and spatial depiction that were perfected in the Renaissance.

In short, artists depict worldviews.  Artists intuitively paint, draw, sing, play, sculpt, 

dance, write, and in their artworks, in general evoke characteristics of various worldviews.  And 

via our worldview is the manner in which we interpret art.  The ability to do so is in direct 

relation to the depth and span of artists’ cognition and education, as well as those of the viewers.  

As we are immersed in artworks, we can feel a transparent energy that evokes a world.  And in 

the best art, these energies are palpable.

So I ask:  What are the worldviews that today’s artist can evoke through their art?  What 

might the next worldviews look, smell, taste, feel, and sound like?  Can artists take on a moral 
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responsibility, and offer to the world an intuitive vision of our own evolution, as a gift to this 

generation and future generations?  What is next, that only now pokes in sketch form just over 

the horizon, and just behind our breaths?  What is new and avant-garde today that in 500 years 

might be commonplace?  What do we have the courage and love to offer?

The Stories of Art

In a readable and brilliant short book called Stories of Art, author, art historian, and 

painter James Elkins creates a brief but exquisite survey of the ways that visual art has been 

presented in art history books.  While most if not all art histories are peer reviewed and contain 

objective facts about artworks (names, dates, places, materials), nonetheless what emerges, even 

in the most official accounts, is a narrative presentation of the interplay between art and culture

that (like anything else) has characteristics of author bias.   Authors create interest, an 

overarching narrative tension, drama (sometimes artificial), and a chronology from art's earliest 

beginnings to the contemporary manifestations.  Or in by any other name, the art historians tell a 

story.

Elkins examines perhaps the most well-known example, E.H. Gombrich's aptly named 

The Story of Art.  Gombrich’s classic is one of many such attempts to create a single account of 

all of the world's art, from past to present in every world culture.  According to Elkins, it  “is the 

closest the century came to producing a book with clarity of purpose and a single, continuous 

narrative.  It tells the story of art—the story, not just any story—with almost no distractions.”  It 

has become a standard and conventional art chronology, especially in the West.  According to 

Elkins, “At heart is has one message: the discovery, triumph, and abandonment of naturalistic 

skill.”  Now that is drama!

The problems with Gombrich's book, which in truth Pluralism helps us see, are numerous

according to Elkins.  Non-western art is often slighted, when it is even included.  Tribal art, even 

when recently created, is often mischaracterized as prehistoric.  Narrative discrepancies with the 

course of prehistoric and ancient art do not make for very effective preamble to Egyptian art, 

which is often the official beginning of the story.  Also, the standard story of art tends to 

overlook the fact that art production did not begin with an unqualifiable starting point in time.  
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And terms and time periods that Western art histories use seem inappropriate and overly 

ethnocentric when applied to non-Western art.

Subsequent art history books have tried to remedy these problems.  But each of these has 

tended to reinforce one of Elkins’ main implicit conclusions:  truly worldcentric art history texts 

have only recently begun to be written.  To me, this is understandable, because to account for all 

of the world’s art in a single book (or series of books) is both a Herculean task, and it begs the 

question if anyone would actually have the time to read it.  With the sheer mass of art that we 

know about today, from around the world, (as I mentioned at the start of this essay), it almost 

seems that putting it all in a book or books itself might be an outmoded idea.  For historical 

purposes, of course, I agree that we ought to do it anyway.  Perhaps in the process, we will 

stumble on a more efficient means to present a worldcentric history of art.  (Something tells me 

that the information super-highway might be involved here.)

Another problem, Elkins suggests, is that non-western art history authors often do not 

provide the elements of art history that Western art historians expects to find.  These elements 

include the gathering of contemporaneous artists into harmonious groups, the tracing of related 

movements through time, or finding connections between artworks and their surrounding society.  

In general, according to Elkins, non-Western stories of art tend to lack “the kind of historical 

purpose that is associated with historical writing.”  That is why he writes (emphasis mine):

Non-European texts can be quoted and interpreted, but they can't usually be 

experienced as art history, only as materials for art history.

As an example, Elkins chara�F�W�H�U�L�]�H�V�� �W�K�H�� �S�X�U�S�R�V�H�� �R�I�� �3�H�U�V�L�D�Q�� �D�X�W�K�R�U�� �4�—�G� �̄� �$�K�P�D�G�
�V�� �E�R�R�N��

Calligraphers and Painters, as “to show how paintings can be revelations of creations itself: an 

impossible notion in the secular, historicized, academic world that supports art history.”  He even 

suggests the book cannot be understood, because in trying to do so, one would pass a border 

where “art is a branch of religion”.  

While I completely respect Elkins’ work in general, which I view as brilliant and one of 

the sources of my own thoughts on Integral Art, I think that a wider point can be made here, as 

well as one more respectful to non-western accounts of art.  We do not need to for Ahmad’s 
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book to fit a definition of art history used in the West (which it obviously doesn’t).  But we 

cannot dismiss its ground value either.  Elkins essentially discounts Ahmad’s work because it 

does not meet the requirements of an authentic ‘art history’.  But I ask:  What if, instead of the 

use of the Western academic art history books as a monolithic gold standard, we actually carry 

Elkins’ main thesis—that there is not one story of art, but many—to a fuller conclusion? 

If each and every account of art, past and present, and from every culture of the world, 

were honored on their own terms, can we simply call this mass (in its depth and span) the 

world’s “art literature”?  Would doing so be a general way to honor the entirety of the art world?  

Isn’t this an inclusive view that does not needlessly marginalize any story of art, on any subject?  

And further: Can any kind of account (history, anecdotal, poetic and spiritual incantation, 

biography, production and education methodology, interpretive theory, and so on) tell us 

something of deep and radiant value, depending on the nature of the account?  If we were honor 

all such accounts, all stories of art, what thematic patterns emerge as we survey this literature?  

How might we group the themes?  And won’t these themes, if taken in concert as a general way 

to approach the art world from this point in history forward, be a more inclusive and 

comprehensive way to proceed?  

The Integral Stories of Art

The answers to all of those questions are, in my view, a resonant yes—and let’s get this 

inclusive and comprehensive off the ground, on these very premises.

So, straight to the specifics:  As I see it, an inclusive approach that would account for the 

primary themes and stories of art is based upon, fundamentally,four dimensions.  These four 

dimensions are Artist Consciousness, Artwork Production , Art Institutions , and Art 

Interpretations.  These appear to me as four of the primary themes in the world’s stories of art.  

Again, these are meant to be inclusive—not to shove nor compartmentalize—and to index and 

file the many stories of art in simple terms for the purpose of clarity in the face of a breathtaking 

amount of information, insight, accounts, and opinions that exist in the world’s art literature.  

Ken Wilber’s use of ‘Integral’ means, in the simplest terms, ‘inclusive and 

comprehensive’.  It is my view that the four-dimensional model (which I expand below) fulfills 

one of the foundational requirements of any authentic Integral Approach, as described by Wilber 
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through the course of his 25+ books on his more general Integral Model—that is, to have a 

model that takes as much of the world’s sources value into account.  For just that reason I call 

this paper the Integral Stories of Art—because what the contemporary art world faces, in light 

of Pluralism, are accounts and sources of value that require a worldcentric framework in order to 

best honor, assimilate, learn, test, and reflect upon their merits.  If what the art world faces are 

Integral Stories, then it follows easily that we can learn from all of them, because all stories have 

something to say, and something to offer.  Or as Wilber writes, nothing can be 100% wrong.

I will return to Wilber’s work at the end of this paper, but for now I would like to take 

you on a brief but illustrative tour through these four dimensions, as a means to introduce each as 

a true but partial aspect of the Integral Stories of Art.  

But before I do, I must beg the forgiveness of the reader.  This is because while I believe 

(and the evidence suggests) that my conception of the Integral Stories of Art (as an application of 

Wilber’s Integral Model to art) is comprehensive and inclusive as a general model, my 

descriptions in this essay are not comprehensive and inclusive, but in fact a partial and painfully 

short outline.  I just want to touch on enough general points to get the larger discussion of 

Integral Art off the ground as high, gentle reader, as you would like to proceed.  So I aim here to 

only introduce this four-dimensional view of the art world—as a signal for future study by 

others—and not to go into exhaustive detail, which in fact will be done as I and many others go 

forward to fashion an authentic Integral Art (in theory, practice, and artwork production).  

And just to head off any important but superficial howls from certain circles: Yes, I know 

that the choices I make indicate my own biases as well as my own limits (though as a scholar, I 

have done exhaustive research into the depth and span of art treatises, manifestos, histories, etc., 

as any scholar must). And yes, I use select examples that I believe best illustrate my larger point 

(which is essentially that that there is not one monolithic story of art that can succeed to tell a 

comprehensive and inclusive tale, beyond inevitable ethnocentric bias, but in fact many, held 

together by the Integral model). Other specific examples can of course be used to demonstrate 

this larger point, and therefore my choices are only the tips of the iceberg that float in a larger 

ocean.  So logically, my own story (i.e., this essay) cannot succeed by itself alone, which is why 

I work side by side with others on Integral Art, and why I chose here to give a very brief outline 

here in this paper, as a reconciliation between depth, span, my own limits as a single writer, and 
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a reasonable page length for you, gentle reader, so that you do not get bogged down with words, 

and tire when I aim to inspire.

So (whew) with that caveat in mind, let’s take the tour!

The Story of Artist Consciousness

(keywords: interior perception, creativity, inspiration, motivation, artist practice)

Let me pick up where I left���R�I�I���Z�L�W�K���U�H�J�D�U�G���W�R���(�O�N�L�Q�V���D�Q�G���4�—�G�¯���$�K�P�D�G�������2�I���F�R�X�U�V�H�����(�O�N�L�Q�V��

�L�V�� �D�F�F�X�U�D�W�H�� �W�R�� �V�D�\�� �W�K�D�W�� �4�—�G�¯�� �$�K�P�D�G�
�V�� �E�R�R�N��Calligraphers and Painters is not a book about art 

history in the strict sense, commonly defined as a narrative mix of historical dates, times, places, 

as well as formal commentary on art pieces and larger thematic periods, ideas, and directions.  

My point is that because Ahmad’s book (and any such book—there are thousands) deals 

primarily with issues of being and creativity—or in Elkins’ terms “revelations of creation 

itself”—this should under no circumstances render such a book incomprehensible, or useless.  

These kinds of stories in world’s art literature ought to be honored and incorporatedin some 

capacity, according to the value offered by the story.  And in this case, what we have are

accounts and insights about creativity, consciousness, and the interior aspects of artistry.  So 

let’s include those stories in an Integral Art, because each is important.

Another example of an Artist Consciousness story of art is Hazrat Inayat Khan's The 

Mysticism of Sound and Music. This seminal treatise of the Sufi tradition is an example of a book 

that deals with art (here, specifically music) not in historical terms, but according to the 

perspective an musician who experiences sound energy on the internally experienced levels of 

body, emotions, mind, and spirit.  He writes that “Life is a symphony, and the action of every 

person in this life is the playing of his particular part in the music.”  What Inayat Khan illustrates 

is not a historical account of music’s chronology, but instead his view of the phenomena that 

musicians can perceive in a first-person perspective.   Here are more of his descriptions:

Every moment [a musician] is inspired to sing a certain song, or to play a certain 

mode, he becomes an instrument of the whole cosmic system, open to all 

inspiration that comes, at one with his audience...And it is not only music that he 

gives to the people, but a phenomenon in itself.
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Yes, this is poetry!  It is wild!  And in truth it is the stuff of inspiration to artists who 

resonate along these terms.  A quick survey of the extant literature shows that every medium of 

art has many such stories that serve to represent, illustrate, depict, and guide creative people of 

any stripe through the often scary caves of interior perception.  Creativity is a Mystery, and these 

books offer lit candles.

Accordingly, the stories of consciousness have also been told from a psychological frame 

of reference.  If Inayat Khan, Ahmad, Copland, Nachmanovitch, Kandinsky, Hildegard, Saint 

Theresa, Rumi, Tharp, Cage, Cameron, Dante, and even parts of the Koran, Bible, Tao Te Ching, 

Bhagavad Gita, etc.(to name a few)—if all of these storiesdepict aspects of interior experience, 

then research stories written by contemporary thinkers have demonstrated with reasonable 

assurance what the structures of interior experience, in a more formal sense, appear to be.  Here I 

refer to the work of Howard Gardner, Jean Piaget, Victor Lowenfeld, Jane Loevinger, Lawrence 

Kohlberg, James Mark Baldwin, Ken Wilber, and others who have explored and highlighted 

what appear to be prominent structures of consciousness.  

In particular, Wilber’s work to integrate accounts of consciousness from cultures past and 

present from around the globe serves as a fundamental platform for continued exploration of 

consciousness, if only because his model is open to truths from science, mysticism, psychology, 

sociology, hermeneutics, and all other major domains of human knowledge.  Wilber’s work is a 

revelatory for those that thought that the aspects of human life, love, art, morals, and science 

were forever dissociated and fractured.  And his work is a true service, I believe, to current and 

future generations of leading-edge creative folks who want to don the mantle of avant-garde and

push consciousness forward in ways where all of humanity is invited to participate and engage.

The Story of Artwork Production

(keywords: artifact, technique, skills, symbolization, semiotics)

Formal treatises on the creation and production of artwork abound around the world.  The 

Story of Artwork Production is told through accounts that talk, in simple terms, about how to 

make art.  In music, there are composition and performance books that reflect the wisdom and 

experience of musicians and composers who have come before us.  In film, a relatively new art 
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form, every year brings new manuals to operate and use the newest film equipment and editing 

software.  Hundreds of playwrights that have written books on the art of live theatrical plays.  A 

branch of semiotics has emerged as a way for artists to understand how artistic symbolization in 

any medium is both crafted as well as received by audiences.  The grammar of each medium of 

art is usually learned by most every artist to some extent, and many stories aid this education.

Additionally, a whole host of stories discuss the effect of the world’s art schools on art 

production.  In Why Art Cannot Be Taught, James Elkins gives a tour through the history of art 

schools in the West, and the nature of what has been emphasized, through time, that artists must 

learn and negotiate in order to properly produce artwork. As a professor at the Art Institute of 

Chicago, Elkins has firsthand experience with both studio students and educational methodology.  

He suggests that contemporary art schools, while often problematic, can nonetheless teach four 

primary things.  

1. Knowledge of contemporary criticism and art theory.

2. The tools to survive in the contemporary art world.

3. How to see yourself, others, and the world.

4. Technique.

Simple, perhaps, but this really says quite a bit.  I will discuss some of the institutional 

forces at play within art schools in the next section.  At this point, I suggest that all artists 

consider Elkins’ four items, as each relate to artists’ practice, routine, and short- and long-term 

choices.  Though simply stated, each items contains a wealth of potential options.  For example, 

number three—how to see yourself, others, and the world—could mean everything from a daily 

read of the local news rag to a week-long meditation retreat.  ‘Technique’ could mean everything 

from a simple brushstroke to a formal imitation of a masterwork, for study.  There is a depth and 

span to each of Elkins’ items. 

Stories of Artwork Production tend to offer direct challenges to artists, in terms of 

concrete choices made in creative studios and workspaces.  Art production, from this perspective, 

is entirely object-oriented.  The cuts of the blade on paper, the strokes of the brush on canvas, the 

meter of the prose in the play, the beats of a harmonic phrase in a composition, the steps of an 
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actress in a film—these are material choices, entirely practical and non-theoretical.  For 

sculptors, there is much to be learned, from a well-written account of how Michelangelo created 

David; for composers, how Bach crafted his Unaccompanied Suite for Solo Cello; for film 

directors, how Spike Lee seems to make his characters float along the sidewalk, in a motionless 

trance.

And even if artists choose not to enter a formal art school, the proliferation of Stories of 

Artwork Production means that a healthy body of knowledge exists for them to research and 

learn from.  The basic point is that there are examples beyond count that describe the formal 

practices that artists have used to produce artwork.  There are exercises, studies, models, and 

forged paths for artists-in-training to follow, on their own or with the help of a teacher.  All of 

these valuable examples ought to be part of the art literature, and one of the primary themes in 

the Integral Stories of Art.  I dread a view of art production that is devoid of practical technique.

The Story of Art Institutions

(keywords: museums, art schools, connoisseurship, pedagogy, curated venues)

Of course art schools are institutions.  I brought up the subject of art schools in the 

previous section to highlight their effect on artwork production from the artists’ perspectives.  

Here I expand the topic in light of larger organizational, political, and social forces that, along 

with museums, curated art venues, art associations, and local/national governments, form what I 

call the Story of Art Institutions.  Accounts along this dimension tend to convey the ways in 

which social ideology and policy meets art and artists.  These forces have a substantial effect on 

the art world, and there is a lot to say in this regard, and many stories.

A particularly notable example is Exhibitionism: Art in an Era of Intolerance, by Lynne 

Munson.  A source of quite a bit of controversy when it was published, Munson’s book examines 

three main areas of the art world’s institutions.  One is the NEA (National Endowment for the 

Arts) through a hard look at its original intent as well as its development over the last 40+ years.  

Here she describes a political shift from excellence to fashionability in the art and institutions 

that the NEA has chosen to fund.  Another area is what she calls the “new museology”, or 

philosophy of art museums.  Here she traces the changes in emphasis in various U.S. art 

museums, from what she calls a passive repository for contemplation to a more active marketing 
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force and advocate for various ideologies as even a venue for contemporary, still-living art.  

Finally, Munson examines the almost radical shift that the Harvard University art program has 

undergone in the last 75 years, from an institution that stressed connoisseurship skills to a more 

theory- and less object-based program, dramatized by the fracture between Harvard’s famous 

Fogg Art Museum and the school’s actual art history department (now in a completely separate 

building).  Because Munson’s book deals with these three major issues (of course her 

conclusions can be debated), in my view it serves as an excellent example of a Story of Art 

Institutions, and a great primer on hot-button issues.

Other Stories of Art Institutions talk about the philosophies of art production, from the 

perspective of the school.  Again I cite James Elkins (who I also believe is clued into the major 

issues of today).  He writes:

For practical purposes art instruction doesn’t involve a fixed curriculum, a 

hierarchy of genres, a sequence of courses, a coherent body of knowledge, or a 

unified theory or practice.

As Elkins suggests, these dynamics are incomplete contrast to the nature of art schools in 

the West up to the contemporary age.  The changes are striking.  Basically, take the negative of 

his diagnosis above, and over time Western art schools have rigorously stressed each one.

Or witness the words of Julian Spaulding, a curator a gallery director with 30 years of 

experience, including at the Glasgow Museum of Art. Emma Tennant, in The Spectator, 

summarizes: 

Spalding describes how difficult it is nowadays for a young artist to find the right 

language with which to express his or her ideas. The loss of the old atelier system 

is noted, but even worse, and not mentioned, is the disappearance of the craft 

ladder which enabled aspiring artists of the past to realize their dreams. Hogarth 

engraved silver; Turner coloured lithographs; David Roberts painted stage 

scenery; Renoir decorated china. None of these possibilities is open to today s 

‘fine art’ students. They are under great pressure to be ‘creative’ and to ‘express 



The Integral Stories of Art
© 2004 Electric Goose Productions.  All Rights Reserved.

www.MatthewDallman.com
17

themselves’, but they have not been taught the skills with which to do so, as it is 

no longer thought necessary to learn to draw, paint, carve or model. The divorce 

between art and craft is complete. No wonder there is so much angst and misery 

at these places. 

Or take noted author and artist Suzi Gablik, who writes in Has Modernism Failed?: 

The overwhelming spectacle of current art is, at this point, confusing not only to 

the public, but even to professionals and students, for whom the lack of any clear 

or validating consensus, established on the basis of a common practice, has 

ushered in an impenetrable pluralism of competing approaches.

In short, art schools, while institutions that breed artistic success for some artists, 

nonetheless are often simply a mess (and a high-priced mess in many instances).  Art schools 

struggle with the view, espoused by Spaulding, that schools overemphasize the interior ‘finding 

your original creative voice’ aspects.  Schools also struggle with the view, espoused by Elkins 

and Gablik, that the endeavor to create a workable art school curriculum is failing badly.  In my 

opinion, because the pluralistic worldview sees the sacred and the profane in a single breath, and 

emphasizes (rightly as far as it goes) the innate ability that every person to be creative and have 

the opportunity to create art, great lengths are taken in many art school circles to assert a 

heterarchal approach to art production.  

Of course, heterarchy is fine as far as it goes (same for hierarchy), but the view that 

heterarchy is better than hierarchy is strange and contradictory.  Such a view ranks heterarchy 

over hierarchy, and thus makes a hierarchical judgment in favor of heterarchy.  Anyone who has 

gone to a liberal arts college in the last 30 years is likely familiar with those views that espouse 

the supposedly inherent (or oppressive) problems with hierarchy.  Certain professors seem to be 

hell-bent on the destruction of hierarchy, as if such a thing were even possible.

In brief terms, an encouragement of skill mastery in the arts is a hierarchal approach to 

art production.  There is no way around this fact.  The mastery of artistic skill ultimately values 

one form of art production over others (art with high skill mastery over art with lower skill 
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mastery).   The Pluralistic worldview does not want to oppress or marginalize any creative 

person, so technical skill is downplayed in many studio art schools, in favor of creativity in any 

shape or form, regardless of the skill level and technical development of the artist.  Thus the rise 

of many “interdisciplinary” art programs that aim to offer art students practical experiences in 

many mediums of art (painting, music, sculpture, poetry, and dance all in one major).  The 

danger here is that the important mastery of technical skills in those mediums of art can be left 

completely to the student, on his or her own time, outside of school.  All of which gives rise to 

the question of what exactly students purchase when they write their tuition checks to the schools.

Carried to an extreme, skill mastery is thrown out directly out of the classroom. Death to 

hierarchies!  What remains is artwork born of, in some cases, a cult of personality of the 

professor or department chair.  Thus the agenda of particular professor becomes the norm by 

which art students must measure their art. Ken Wilber has called this boomeritis in academia, 

and that is right on the money. All value systems are dismissed, the thinking goes, except for the 

values of the particular professor (a subtle form of scholastic egocentrism—or simply, 

boomeritis).  As a product of Pluralism, which claims to be inclusive, these kinds of theories 

marginalize those students who do not agree with the professor’s personal stylistic preferences.  

This is not very inclusive, obviously.  For art students, this very problem can render the cost of 

tuition, upon graduation, little more than wasted money.

In general, Stories of Art Institutions deal with the social theories, pedagogical 

philosophies, and political intentions of the world’s house of art (schools, museums, venues).  

Given that this dimension of the art world is, essentially, sociological and systems-based, 

perhaps here more than anywhere else I have barely scratched the surface.  The Story of Art 

Institutions is a long and complicated story to tell.  There is a lot to consider, reflect upon, and 

negotiate when ‘business’ enters the equation.

It might be that, ultimately, this bespeaks both that art has become a big business in the 

contemporary world, and simply that humans, perhaps unconsciously, want to take every 

measure possible to protect the wonderful artwork and creative artifacts that human up to this 

point in history have produced.  Many people are cynical about the relationships between art and 

institutions, understandably so in many cases.  
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But I am quite sure that I am not alone when I say that I am thankful for many of the 

world’s institutions, and for the tireless people who run them (and I mean tireless), because quite 

literally most people can take a short drive in their car, or subway ride, and within the hour can 

experience transcendence as evoked by the works of our artists, past and present.  Think about it:  

It is a miracle that a person can make something that others can find meaning within.  I am glad 

that we have institutional protections that help ensure that future generations can enjoy this same 

privilege.  There are many problems and tragedies in this world, but the first-hand experience of 

art is certainly not one of them.  It is one of our most human dignities.  We rightly celebrate art.

The Story of Art Interpretation

(keywords: interpretive schools, aesthetics, viewer/audience response)

And as we experience the wonder, joy, confusions, and mysteries of artwork, inevitably 

we begin to recognize that there are several, often contradictory, ways to frame our 

interpretations.  Beyond simple statements that a picture is worth a thousand words, a relatively 

brief survey of the world’s art literature shows that there have been changes over time in the 

ways that critics and the public have shaped the meaning of art.  Some of these changes are due 

in no small measure to changes in developmental worldviews (as I mentioned earlier), because 

two different worldviews literally see, for example, two different Marc Chagall paintings, even if 

in both cases, the painting in question is the same, such as Chagall’s The Green Violinist.  

But there are at least two other major currents that make up a substantial portion of what I 

call Stories of Art Interpretation.  The first current deals with the 12-20 major schools of 

academic art interpretation that we know about.  I could not possibly do any of them full justice 

in this introductory essay, but perhaps a basic list of many of the predominant schools will 

suffice.  In Laurie Schneider Adams book about visual art, The Methodologies of Art: An 

Introduction, she explores the following approaches (or interpretive methodologies): Formalism, 

Iconography, Marxism, Feminism, Biography and Autobiography, Semiotics (Structuralism, 

Post-structuralism, Deconstruction), and Psychoanalysis.  Lots, huh?  There is more. In Terry 

Eagleton’s Literary Theory: An Introduction, he explores several of the above (here in literature 

and poetry), and adds Phenomenology, Hermeneutics, and Reception Theory.  In Peter Kivy’s 

An Introduction to the Philosophy of Music, he discusses Affective/Arousal theory, Formalism, 
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Narration and Representation.   This is a fairly representative list of the diverse schools one will 

find in academic circles of most every medium of art.   The eyes of common houseflies view 

their insect world through 4,000 lenses—humans seem to want to do the same with art.

As a general guide, Ken Wilber has offered an overview of all of the major interpretive 

schools and methodologies.  In his essay, Integral Art and Literary Theory, the major 

interpretive schools can be looked at in four basic ways:  schools that look only at the 

maker/creator of the art; schools that look only at the art object; schools that look only at the 

social/political forces at play in and around artworks; and schools that only look at viewer and 

audience responses to art.  So in simple terms, instead the use of only one or two of these 

general schools, perhaps each and every one can offer a slice of insight into every piece art, 

where possible?  And one step further: perhaps anything less than the explicit incorporation of all 

of these schools as sources for potential insight needlessly marginalizes the fullest, most 

comprehensive and enriched experience of artwork we can have. 

The other primary current in the Story of Art Interpretation is actually mentioned 

above—that of viewer response.  I simply want to expand this slightly because there are 

interesting pieces of evidence that give us an informed understanding of how people react to 

artwork.  Notable work by Abigail Housen suggests that, far from a uniform response to art, 

people actually have several kinds of responses.  In a wide-ranging case study and dissertation 

called The Eye of the Beholder: Measuring Aesthetic Development, Housen concluded that there 

are five predominant responses.  The responses are actually developmental stages, because 

people grow and evolve in their abilities to interpret and experience art.  There is a loose 

sequence through which people can pass from stage to stage.

Related to the development of one’s cognitive capacity, Housen’s five aesthetic response 

stages are:  Accountive, Constructive, Classifying, Interpretive , and Re-creative.  I describe 

the nature of these stages and Housen’s seminal research in general in other essays.  The point is 

that people of similar backgrounds, intelligence, and worldview can nonetheless react—in the 

moment—to the same artwork in notably different ways.  For example, a viewer at Housen’s 

Constructive stage might not like a piece of art because the tree in the painting doesn’t look like 

a tree is supposed to look.  Whereas a viewer at Housen’s Interpretive stage might seek in an 

artwork a personal and intuitive encounter, which might be different with every new glance and 
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breath.  These are just basic examples, but illustrate rather clearly the difference involved here.  

Housen’s work, I believe, can signal a dramatic shift in the ways that, for example, museums 

structure their exhibits, and teachers introduce children to art in the classroom.  In fact, both of 

these have already happened to various degrees in some contemporary museums and elementary 

schools, a development which I fully support.

In Conclusion: The Art World Through A Four Quadrant Lens

As I took you on this tour through the Integral Stories of Art (which isn’t quite finished 

yet, so hold on) some of you may have been familiar with the general conceptual gist that 

informed my choices of Artist Consciousness, Artwork Production, Art Institution, and Art 

Interpretations as the primary currents in the Integral Stories of Art.  For those that are not 

familiar, no need to worry, because I will now briefly explain the conceptual origins of the 

framework for the Integral Stories of Art 

The outline of this paper is informed by the work of Ken Wilber, and his Integral Model.  

The ideas here represent an application of the Integral Model, in an introductory form.  Wilber 

suggests that any occasion of being-in-world can be viewed through the lens of what he calls the 

Four Quadrants.  Each of the four quadrants represents a dimension, and all four dimensions 

arise simultaneously at every moment and in every situation we face.  As a simple concept 

(which I diagram below), it is has extraordinarily profound implications for the way we look at 

our world, and any aspect (person, place, thing, idea, experience, vision) that is in our world.  I 

encourage you to fight through any confusion you have right now, because quite simply if you 

understand pronouns, you can understand the four quadrants.  It is that simple, so breathe and 

let’s do this.

What do I mean?  Well, I mean simply that if you understand what the pronouns of I, We, 

It, and Its signify (and of course you do), then the Four Quadrants are a logical extension of that 

four-dimensional understanding.  It is clear to see that the pronouns I and It (and Its) refer to, 

respectively, first-person and third-person.  And it is easy to see that the pronoun We refers to 

second-person.  

Here is a specific and silly example.  Let’s say that I am a turtle, that I am surrounded in 

a pond by a school of fish, and that there is a person who stands on ground next to the pond.  He 
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watches us animals.  Quite likely, at some point I (a turtle) would think to myself, “I am in the 

water.”  Whereas the person on land who looks at me, a turtle, would say “It is in the water.”   

Now back to me.  If, in a thought, I refer to both myself and the school of fish, then I would say, 

“We are in the water.”  And to the person on land, we all look like a bunch of effin’ ‘Its’, who 

float without greater purpose than simple food (silly human).  But there you go:  four dimensions 

of this single occasion, through the lenses of the pronouns I, It, We, and Its.

And of course, I conceived of the four currents of the Integral Stories of Art along these 

same four dimensions. To be clear, I feel that the extent art literature of the world suggests these 

four primary dimensions, through a honor appraisal of their primary insights.  These insights 

emphasize I, It, We, and Its, though obviously expand these perspectives and fill in the details of 

every context.  So, in order:  The Story of Artist Consciousness is an expansion the pronoun I.  

The Story of Artwork Production is an expansion of It.  The Story of Art Institution expands Its.  

And the Story of Art Interpretation expands We.   These basic pronouns, in short form, are the 

framework for the Integral Stories of Art.

Now to the diagram, with the Stories associated with the proper pronouns.  I suggest you

look at this as long you as need to.  Take your time.  All the time you need.

The world’s art literature through a four quadrant lens
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While, due to graphic constraints, this admittedly looks like four boxes within a larger 

box (oh fun, you say—boxes), I believe that what the Four Quadrants offer is not a 

compartmentalization of the art world.  I aim to not categorize, but to honor truths and then make 

basic distinctions about the truths.  Each quadrant, and each Story, illuminates a particular 

dimension of Integral Art.  

So, what we have are not boxes and constraints, but illuminations and open-ended 

application.  Integral means comprehensive and inclusive.  The Four Quadrants is an evidence-

based map that still attempts to accomplish the non-accomplishable—a map of the Mystery of 

Life.  But a good map is better than no map, I suggest, pretty much every time.

As a final major point, I suggest that while the evidence which grounds the Integral 

Stories of Art is from the extant art literature formed from all mediums, as well as the 

interpretative schools, the Integral Approach is not particular to any specific medium or school.  

In this sense, the Integral Approach is not disciplinary, or multidisciplinary, or even 

interdisciplinary.  Rather, it is all of those, and more.  

The Integral Model can be accurately described as transdisciplinary .  This is because the 

same basic ideas and concepts (the Integral Stories of Art, Four Quadrants, and more) can apply 

to any medium of art, or any occasion of art interpretation, or simply any situation or context of 

art in the world.  Of course particular details (where both God and the Devil reside) are needed to 

ground any Integral Approach according to a context of application.  All truth is context-

dependent. The Integral Model can be actively used to ensure comprehensivity and inclusion, 

and it can be used passively as our best attempt to grasp what are very subtle currents of knowing, 

beings, and doing.  It provides a map, in this case, of the art world.  Everyone, no exceptions, is 

left to walk it.  So pack well.

*  *  *  *  *

And so I now conclude my introductory tour of the art world by means of the Integral 

Model.  I have illustrated, often in painfully short account, what I believe is an approach to 

survive and thrive as an informed artist and art-lover in the contemporary world, one who does 

not put his or her head in the sand in the face of the contemporary world’s technological and 
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informational jungle.   No—I can say nothing else but welcome to the jungle.  Here, my friend, is 

the Integral Approach.  It can guide you in your travels through the art world.  There are plenty 

of fun and games that abound, and some of which we only faintly know the name of right now.  

The Integral Stories of Art are a way to help us recognize, and then index, the information, 

insight, experiences, perspectives, and understandings that we come across as we make and 

experience art.  Taken in concert, the Integral Stories of Art aim to bring into focus the patterns 

that lie within the pluralism of the world’s art literature.  This model for the art world is meant as 

a touchstone, to check-in, check-out, and return to again. It can bring coordination not 

opposition; open-ended inquiry not dogmatic fiat.

And in short, to answer both Gombrich and Elkins: No, there is not a monolithic story of 

art, and to say that there are stories of art is not quite right either.  What we face in the 

contemporary world are Integral Stories of Art, which allow us to investigate the wisdom and 

truths we find out there and in here.  While this may sound like a smoky vision of grandeur, in 

fact, to take an Integral stance (implicitly and explicitly) has become more and more common by 

the day, and thus perhaps unavoidable.  While Integral may sound complicated, I don’t think it is 

at all beyond today’s artists.  In fact I view Integral as simply the next step forward, and artists 

can help lead the way.

Endnote

                                               
1 Postmodernism (as a symptom of the Pluralistic worldview) has emerged, in my opinion, as a transitionary 

dynamic, almost a pathology.  As the forces of modernity have already emerged widespread around the globe, and 

Pluralism has (rightly) acted to remedy and fine-tune those forces in an attempt to correct inequalities and social 

imbalances, we are left on the back swing of modernity and the front end of the next great age (as of yet not widely 

named).  Arguably, I believe that what many call “postmodernity” is simply the messy and muddled wake of this 

transition.  Most any piece of art that is explicitly ‘not modern’ is thus ‘postmodern’, no matter how high or low the 

quality of the work.  For myself and others, ‘postmodernity’ is less a period than an ongoing resistance to modernity, 

and what it has brought.  Or as some writers suggest, ‘postmodernity’ is a temporary state.  Overall, I view 

‘postmodernism’ and ‘postmodernity’ as remarkably vague terms that describe little to nothing concrete, are 

unhelpful, and ought to be discarded.  The vagueness allows both terms to be the subject of straw-man arguments.   

On the other hand, ‘Pluralism’ is a more limited term, and thus, more descriptive and useful, in my view.  I 
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acknowledge that there is far from a consensus on this general issue, so I will continue to use both ‘pomo’ terms 

because each is in the common philosophical parlance.

But back to art.  The rise of so-called 'postmodern art' has brought creative depictions and representations 

that often are marked by surface-based irony and self-reflexivity.  1960s Pop Art is an obvious example of the 

former, and musicians who use their own name regularly in their music are an example of the latter.   If no one can 

tell an artist what to do (characteristic of narcissistic autonomy, or boomeritis), then logically the artist is not 

required to follow the incantations of any person, organization, moral code, or culture beyond what the artist deems 

personally to be ‘right’—thus the entrance of ‘me’ into art, because minus responsibility to anyone else, ‘me makes 

right’. The wide-spread insertion of ‘me’ into artwork in the last 50 years has been dramatic, as well as a near-total 

lack of depth and subtle narrative in surface-based art.  It bears note that self-reflexive art was utterly unthinkable 

800 years ago, and even 200 years ago.  Virtually all art was anonymously created because to put ones name on art 

was simply not valued.  And the world’s repository of folklore, myths, tribal tales, and religions inspired directly or 

indirectly virtually all works of art up until the 19th century.  (Of course, even today’s Pluralistic art is sourced on 

folklore, or the contemporary equivalent of it, which is simply whatever people believe to be true to them—even if 

the non-existence of absolute truth is one of their, ahem, truths).

Thematically, so-called ‘postmodern art’ has others aspects.  Charles Harrison and Paul Wood (Art in 

Theory, 1900-2000) cite three primary critiques advocated by ‘postmodern art’.  These are critiques of the myth of 

originality, of political/social hegemony, and of historical narratives.  From this view, it appears difficult to 

disprove critic Clement Greenberg's now infamous statement, “I don't see art as having ever, in a real sense affected 

the course of human affairs.”   Why is this difficult to disprove, along the lines of so-called postmodern art?   

Because if art—if it is to be authentic to postmodernism—cannot be original (in other words, we dismiss artists’ 

intent), ought to be opposed to dominant political/social structures (such as capitalism, imperialism, post-

colonialism, and others), and also cannot tell a universal narrative (applicable to all or even many humans), then 

what are we left with beyond an art with meaning grounded absolutely nowhere, with an art that is powerless against 

larger forces, and is applicable to a relative few if any people?  Seriously, what is left that, according to so-called 

postmodernism, art can in fact do, beyond the local, inconsequential, and egocentric?  If there actually is anything 

left, often it is a thrill for about five seconds, and then it is time for bed.

I want to note other prominent aspects of ‘postmodern’ art.  These include iconography (focus on surface 

symbols), appropriation (where art steals from other art), and heterarchy between what cultures historically called 

‘high art’ and ‘low art’ (or sacred/profane, fine/folk art, and other dichotomies).  My point is not that art produced 

along these concepts is categorically bad art, or of lesser value than art of Modernistic, Romantic, Baroque, 

Renaissance, Medieval, Ancient, or even any non-Western art term that has been used to place art in a general 

chronology.  My overall view is that any art where I can recognize soul and transparent beauty is good art.  


