


look at a single piece of art for a minimum
of one hour to truly get to the heart of what
it has to say and how that makes you feel.

“If the obvious direct emotional response
is to have any meaning, the question: ‘Do
I like this?” will have to be the opening
question and not the final judgement,” she
writes. “An examination of our own feelings
will have to give way to an examination of
the piece of work.”

Winterson is right to point out that art is
a three-way conversation between the artist,
the viewer and the work, and all three must
have time to be heard in order for ideas to
be challenged and new ways of seeing
developed. Of course, it’s a big ask to
devote a whole hour to one painting or
sculpture or piece of video art. What if
we are not passionate enough to make
that kind of commitment? Or if our lives
are already too busy or too full of other
images? Winterson has one answer:
“The time ... can be found, and those
who call the whole business elitist might
be fair enough to reckon up the time
they spend in front of the television, at
the DIY store ...”

Another answer is to spend some time
regularly looking at art, and gradually
new ideas and ways of seeing will open
up. Sure, some art makes
this easier than other
works, and Winterson’s
comment
our “direct emotional
response” as
offers a hint as to how
this may happen - a
way in, if you will.

And art that makes
us feel — and engages us
more powerfully than art that simply poses
some interesting questions — is what interests
Christov-Bakargiev. “You can’t separate the
intellect from the rest of the body,” she
explains. “Your body thinks, in ways that are
not necessarily your conscious reasoning. So
there is only one experience, which is both
emotional and intellectual. They come
together and usually the intellectual response
is that much deeper if the emotional has been
triggered, because most of our brains work in
a preconscious way.”

And yet we tend not to get as emotional
about art as we once did. Or that’s what
I thought when I started writing this piece.
Gone are the days of rioting at the opening
of controversial exhibitions, which is what
happened when English landscape painter
John Constable exhibited in Paris in 1824,
But then came the furore over photographer
Bill Henson’s Sydney exhibition, which
made national and international headlines.
Suddenly the angry letter-writers came out
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of the woodwork, and I was reminded of the
outburst two years ago when Danish paper
Jyllands-Posten published cartoons deemed
anti-Islamic. The violence, death threats and
self-censorship of the arts that resulted
continue to this today. Clearly, art can still
get people hot under the collar, but there’s
no reason why an emotional connection
must equal an emotional outburst.

The work of Melbourne artist Patricia
Piccinini seduces viewers by appealing to a
sense of family or an affinity with animals,
before following through with a series of
ideas that forces us to think about humanity,

science and technology in entirely new ways.
When I interviewed Piccinini a few years ago
she had just exhibited her work Siren Mole;
Exellocephala Parthenopa at Melbourne
Zoo. In her sci-fi mythology, the siren mole
is a synthetic organism, an advanced version
of a bacterium-like organism that was
created in a lab some years earlier by a
scientist using only chemicals. Piccinini’s
siren mole looks like a hybrid of some of
Australia’s more unusual native fauna. As
she pointed out, it may seem like an unlikely
creature but that’s exactly what white settlers
said about their first glimpses of a platypus.
And, suffice to say, the artwork didn’t look
out of place in the zoo’s wombat enclosure.

“Visitors knew that it was right next to
the wombats, and the wombats were doing
exactly the same thing: they were breathing
and kind of sleeping,” Piccinini told me.
“Most people would say: “What is it?” And
they’d answer: ‘It’s an artificial, constructed
thing,” and then they’d go: “This whole place
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is an artificial constructed thing!” But all the
information was there that it was an artwork,
and that it was talking abour the idea that
we can [now] create synthetic organisms,
and where would they belong and how do
we look after these animals? And visitors
would ask: “What’s it doing in the zoo?” and
the question that answers that is: “Well,
where does new life belong, anyway? What
do we do with it?””

If a trip to the zoo can inspire questions
such as these, one can only imagine what
can be achieved during an afternoon spent
at an art gallery. Piccinini’s work is often
informed by cutting-edge
research, from genetic engineering to
the latest paint finishes used by car
manufacturers. She would no doubt be
interested in recent studies that show
the ways our brains react to art.

The renowned neuroscientist VS
Ramachandran has come up with a set
of 10 “laws” that explain why humans
find art so appealing — regardless of
whether it’s an ancient Indian statue or
a Picasso abstract. The key, he thinks, is
the ways in which it affects
our brains. Ramachandran
begins with the law of peak
shift, which suggests human
and some animal brains
respond more dramatically to
an exaggerated form than
they do to the original. He
points to a study of newborn
seagull chicks that peck at
their mother’s beak for food
immediately after hatching.

Ethologists found that
if they wave a disembodied
beak in front of a chick it will
respond in exactly the same way. It seems
years of evolution have short-circuited the
brain so that the chick need only look for
the familiar yellow beak with a red spot to
know that food is not too far away. If,
however, the ethologist waves a long yellow
stick with three red stripes in front of the
chick, the animal goes crazy, as it’s more
excited by this exaggerated beak than it is by
the real thing. Ramachandran believes that
human brains respond in a similar way when
we look at and process art. Our neurons fire
like crazy, causing us to connect with
something, no matter how lifelike it isn’t.

What does a study of hungry seagull
chicks have to do with whether or not art
can change the way we see the world? It
seems to me that in causing our brains to
work differently art is literally changing us,
even if it’s only for a moment and in the
most intangible way. In this split second,
with our neurons firing on overdrive, we
may get a glimpse into something new. =
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