
1

What is art?  Can it be defined?

“My task which I am trying to achieve is, by the power of the written word to make 
you hear, to make you feel—it is, before all, to make you see. That—and no more, 
and it is everything.” - Conrad, preface to “The Nigger of the 'Narcissus'”

Introduction

In this essay, I will briefly discuss some of the attempts that have been made to define art 

before providing a definition of my own, which I will then elaborate and defend.  I argue for 

a definition which, while it may not always be helpful in judging whether or not something 

qualifies as art, can provide direction for an artist who wishes to create a work which has 

value and worth.

Background

Typically, attempts to provide a definition of art have focused on the intrinsic features of 

artworks in an attempt to identify a property that all such works have in common, such as 

imitation, representation, significant form, expression, etc..  Such “evaluative” definitions 

often provide criteria which may be used to judge the worth of a given artwork: for 

example, if “art” is simply a matter of imitation, then it seems to follow that a painting 

which captures the exact colour and shape of a flower must be “better” than a crude sketch 

of the same flower which bears only a passing resemblance to it.
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As an alternative to the problem of finding a property which all works of art have in 

common, other types of definition have been proposed.  A “classificatory” definition is one 

in which works of art are so called not based on any intrinsic properties common to the 

objects themselves, but because of the context in which they appear.  For example, Dickie's 

“institutional theory” claims that “a work of art is an artifact of a kind created to be 

presented to an artworld public” (Dickie 1983:53);  For Carey, “a work of art is anything 

that anyone has ever considered a work of art, though it may be a work of art only for that 

person” (Carey 2005:29).  In contrast to an evaluative definition, classificatory definitions 

do not immediately appear to offer any clue as to the worth or value of a given piece of art.  

Another suggestion is that perhaps the the term “art” does not pick out any single feature of 

an object, but rather encompasses a set of “family resemblances”, working in the same way 

as the word “game” as described by Wittgenstein: although we suppose ourselves to 

understand this word, we find it difficult to identify a single property common to all games. 

If art is a concept like this, then perhaps “the best that philosophers of art could then hope 

for was to reveal the complex pattern of overlapping resemblances between the things that 

we called art” (Warburton 2003:66).  
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Definition

Rather than attempting to discuss the various flavours of these ideas that have in the past 

been put forward, I use this essay to defend an “evaluative” definition (i.e. one that can be 

used to judge the worth of an art work) which is chiefly derived from the ideas of Tolstoy 

and Collingwood.  Specifically I suggest : 

Art is the most effective way of communicating emotion, and is the more valuable 

for its originality and technical accomplishment.

The chief aim of this definition is not so much that it should help an audience decide 

whether or not something is a work of art, but that it can act as a guide to the artist who 

wishes to know “what must I do to create worthwhile art?”

In the following sections I will try to elaborate the meaning of this this definition, and to 

anticipate and address some of the problems that arise in response to it.

Art as Communication

In his essay “What is Art?”, Tolstoy identifies art with the communication of emotion or 

feeling: “If a man is infected by the author's condition of soul, if he feels this emotion and 

this union with others, then the object which has effected this is art; but if there be no such 

infection... then it is not art... the stronger the infection the better is the art” (Tolstoy 

1930:228).  I believe that this is broadly correct, but it raises the question of whether 
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communication of emotion really is both a necessary and sufficient condition for art: on the 

face of it, there are reasons to suppose that it is neither.

In the first place, there are many objects which are widely regarded as being “works of art” 

in which it is not immediately clear what, if anything, is being communicated.   We might 

be prepared to accept that Imagine  is successful in communicating Lennon's wish for a 

better world, or that Munch's Scream evokes a feeling of angst, but what is being conveyed 

by Duchamp's Fontaine, or Yves Klein's Blue Monochrome (a painting consisting simply of 

a solid blue rectangle)?   For communication to be a necessary condition, it must be shown 

to be a feature of all “works of art”.

Secondly, it might seem implausible to suppose that all communication of emotion results 

in art:  there are surely situations where an emotion or feeling is communicated without 

there being any “art” present:  I may read a letter from my wife in which she says she is 

happy, and as a consequence feel glad, or overhear someone weeping, and be moved to 

tears myself; I think it would be reasonable to say in these cases that I had to some extent 

been “infected” by emotions, but it doesn't seem obvious that any “work of art” was 

present.   In other words, it is not clear that “communication” is a sufficient condition for 

art.

In order to understand why it is the case that communication is both necessary and 

sufficient, I need to explain exactly what I mean in my definition by “communicating 
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emotion”.

“Communicating emotion”

In his definition of art, Collingwood advances a view which is, like Tolstoy's, based on the 

idea of communication.  He says, in the case of a painting which is a true work of art, “the 

picture, when seen by some one else ... produces in him (we need not ask how) sensuous-

emotional or psychical experiences which ... are transmuted into a total imaginative 

experience identical to that of the painter” (Collingwood 1958:308).   It is important to note 

that what is being communicated is a “total imaginative experience” (not just a simple 

mood such as “fear”, or “sadness”).   For Collingwood, artist and audience are sharing a 

common experience, through the medium of art.  This is what I mean when I refer to 

“communicating emotion”: this sharing of experience. This, I would argue, is one of the 

things which can make art so powerful: it provides a means of communicating certain 

experiences in a particularly vivid way that might otherwise not be possible.  So much so, 

in fact, that a common effect of experiencing a work of art is that one feels compelled to 

commend it to others; and it might be said that in so doing, we are sharing not only in the 

ostensible experience expressed in the art, but also in the artist's desire to communicate that 

to other people.

However, if art relies on communication, then this raises a difficulty.  In order to know 

whether communication of emotion has taken place, it is not enough simply to experience 
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an emotional reaction to something: we need also to know that what the audience 

experiences is what the artist was trying to communicate.  Typically, the artist and audience 

are not in a position to discuss this.  And even when such a conversation does take place, 

and the artist says – for the sake of argument - “I intended that this symphony would 

express the desolation of bereavement”, it is not clear how we can know that any 

“desolation” we may have felt on hearing the work is at all similar, let alone identical, to the 

artist's “condition of soul”.

In my view, this is a problem which we simply have to accept as being, in principal, 

unresolvable.  But this is not surprising: if “art is the most effective way of communicating 

emotion”, it follows that when art is used to communicate, then there may be no other 

mechanism adequate to convey that particular experience.  Perhaps, with Blue 

Monochrome,  Yves Klein is trying to express his aesthetic delight in a particular shade of 

blue: certainly our experience on viewing the work has a quality of experience which it is 

hard to imagine could have been achieved simply by a discussion with the artist.  

This is not to say that language cannot act as a medium for art: writers and poets make use 

of language to communicate feelings, but in a way that makes it especially effective.  As a 

character in one of David Lodge's books suggests: “'That's the problem of consciousness in 

a nutshell,' Ralph says.  'How to give an objective, third-person account of a subjective, first 

person phenomenon.'  'Oh, but novelists have been doing that for the last two hundred 

years,' says Helen.” (Lodge 2001:42).
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I have said that art involves communication that is effective.  And arguably, Klein's 

painting achieves this.  But I think not all so called “art” does.  Often, for example, 

“conceptual” art is accompanied by catalogue descriptions which explain how it “explores” 

various ideas.  Whether or not it does so in the most effective way is more suspect.  Carey 

highlights this point when he talks of an exhibit at exhibition in Liverpool which he 

describes as

a maze made out of cotton. It occupied a whole gallery, and was said to 'evoke the 
historical suffering of slavery'.  In fact, reading even a short article on  the subject of 
Liverpool and the slave trade would tell you more about the historical suffering of 
slavery than a cotton maze.  But reading is comparatively arduous, whereas 
wandering round a cotton maze is just the kind of slipshod, superficial substitute for 
knowledge and understanding that conceptual art's advocates imagine themselves 
struggling against (Carey 2005:258).

One further distinction that Collingwood makes which I think is useful is that he uses the 

term “art proper” to describe works of art which successfully communicate feeling from 

artist to audience.  But as well as art proper, there is also “art falsely so called”: this applies 

to situations where a work is created with the express intention of arousing a particular 

emotion just for effect, as opposed to being inspired by a feeling that the artist has and 

wants to communicate.  Reading detective novel may be generate feelings of suspense and 

curiosity, but these feelings are typically not representative of the author's experience.  Such 

things cannot be “art proper”, since there is no common shared experience.  For 

Collingwood, these are examples of “amusement” art, and says of them that “Unlike a work 

of art proper, it has no value in itself; it is simply a means to an end” (Collingwood 
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1958:81).   

This, incidentally, causes another problem for audiences, because it means that they cannot 

necessarily know, simply by considering a putative art work, whether it is “art proper” or 

not.  The audience may need to have knowledge of the artist's motives, since it could be the 

case that he is simply trying to manipulate our emotions without having experienced those 

feelings himself.  However, for the artist himself, who presumably wants to create “art 

proper”, this is not an issue.

Communication of emotion as a necessary condition

I mentioned earlier that there are many “works of art” in which it may appear unclear 

whether any feeling is being communicated.  But if it is a necessary condition, then before 

calling anything “art”, we must be able to show what feeling it communicates.  

Now that we have a better idea of what “communication of emotion” means, I think it 

becomes easier to see ways in which we can explain how this is something which can be 

present in works that might on the face of it appear not to be communicating anything.  

As I have already mentioned,  Blue Monochrome may be Klein's way of communicating the 

emotion “what a fabulous colour this is!”.   What about conceptual art such as Fontaine? 
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Leaving aside for the moment the issue of ascertaining information about Duchamp's 

intention and state of mind, we might perhaps say on viewing this work, we are provoked 

into feeling things which Duchamp felt.  For example, Colin Lyas devotes around 350 

words to a description of his feelings about this work, ending by asking, rhetorically, “And 

now I can begin to think: was there a better way [than Duchamp's exhibiting the urinal] to 

express this?” (Lyas 1997:107).  One can see how a case can be made for the work having 

the function of communication (although, as in the case of the “cotton maze”, it is open to 

question whether Duchamp has found the most effective way of expressing his emotion).  

In short, I do not think it is unreasonable to suppose that all “art proper” performs the task 

of communicating emotion, in which case it is justifiable to claim that communication of 

emotion is a necessary condition for art.

Communication of emotion as a sufficient condition

If we accept communication as a necessary condition, can a case be made for it being also 

sufficient?  If so, then there can be no cases of communication of emotion which are not art. 

In fact, I think that such communication is peculiar to art.  While the sound of weeping may 

make me feel sad, and so in some way I may be said to have been infected by the emotion, I 

don't think it is true to say that I have shared the experience of the person weeping.  At any 

rate, it doesn't seem that I have experienced a “total imaginative experience identical to 

that” of the person weeping.  There is a difference between empathy in the one situation, 
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and identity of experience in the other.

So I think that it is plausible to argue that “communication of emotion” is sufficient to 

make something a work of art.  But that isn't the whole story: as I said earlier, I want to 

provide a definition that allows for the evaluation of an artwork's worth.  In order to do this, 

it seems to be that there are other features which, while themselves not sufficient or 

necessary, are relevant to judging the value of an art work.  Specifically, I think that it is 

important to take into account originality and artistic ability.

Originality

Damien Hirst made a “goodwill payment” after a complaint was made that his sculpture 

Hymn was simply a scaled up version of a children's toy.  Jeffrey Archer was accused of 

using someone else's idea for one of his own short stories (see “Greatest form of flattery”). 

There is evidently concern about originality in art, and while this is often associated with 

the financial implications of copyright, I think that originality plays a part in determining 

the artistic value of a work: for example, one's evaluation of Hymn  is altered by the 

knowledge that it may have been derived from some other work.  

I recently read a spy novel, in which the protagonist, in one dramatic scene, hid behind a 

hedge while bullets “stitched through the air” above his head.  I was struck by this image, 

thinking it a vivid way to convey the feel of the situation.  Later in the book, in a different 



11

scene, the same phrase was used.   In both cases the form of words was exactly the same, 

but my reaction to it on reading it for the second time was greatly altered by the knowledge 

that it had already been used.  This was not simply because the metaphor was no longer 

novel to me: I think I could have happily re-read the description in the first scene and been 

just as impressed by it.  It was the fact that I recognised the second instance as being 

unoriginal which influenced my evaluation of it.

In general, I think that the fact that something is unoriginal means that it is in some way 

devalued, or inferior.  I do not mean that a copy is necessarily inferior to the original 

(perhaps Hymn is “better” as a piece of art than the children's toy which supposedly inspired 

it), but that a copy is inferior to what it would have been, had it been original.

Artistic Ability

I use the term “artistic ability” to mean the ability an artist has to express himself in his 

chosen artistic field.   There are two reasons why ability is important in the creation of art. 

Firstly, the skill of the the artist in creating his work can add to our enjoyment of it.  “Art 

may not be all craft but craft plays a considerable part in it. To appreciate Catallus' poetry to 

the full one needs to recognize his technical skill as well as respond to the emotions he is 

expressing” (Sheppard 1987:28).   Secondly, and more importantly, someone who has 

practised and studied to improve her technique has, ceteris paribus, potential for producing 

a greater art work than if she had not.  (I say “in general”, because there may be cases where 
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naivety of style still leads to the creation of something of artistic value.)  Part of the reason 

that Bach's music is so fine is that he was a skilled keyboardist and understood how to write 

music to exploit the  limitations and potential of the instruments for which he composed.

While an artist wishing to express something through art will be constrained by his ability, 

exercise of ability without expression is of little value.  John Braine's first novel, “Room at 

the Top”, was very well received and is, I think, an extremely effective novel: in reading it I 

felt that I was made to understand exactly what the central character (and, I presume, the 

author) was feeling.  Braine was an accomplished writer (he later wrote “How to Write a 

Novel”), but the sequel to his first book, “Life at the Top”, though well written, has little of 

the power of its predecessor: largely, I would argue, because it lacks the same emotional 

punch.

Like originality, artistic ability isn't a necessary condition for art.  To return to Blue 

Monochrome,  I would say that the lack of artistic ability required to create it does not 

disqualify it from being a work of art, although it might devalue it.  If it is the case that 

Klein's work succeeds in communicating feeling, then it counts as a work of art, but it may 

not be a very valuable one.

Conclusion

As I suggested at the start, I think the main problem with the definition of art that I have 
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given (in common with any theory based on expression) is that it does not make it possible 

to decide, simply by considering a given object, whether or not it is a work of art.  It may be 

useful in disqualifying certain candidates, and it may also be that we can use it to judge the 

relative merits of art works.  But I think it does provide criteria that are useful to someone 

who wants to set about creating worthwhile art; namely that it requires the creation of 

something that effectively communicates feeling in an original and technically 

accomplished way.  The quotation from Conrad at the start of this essay expresses, I 

believe, the spirit of this definition, and, being art, does so in a way that is probably more 

effective than the essay itself.  

© Nick Hudson 2007 nick@nickoh.com
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