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R. G. Collingwood is best known within the philosgpof art for his development of
the so-called expressionist theory. Briefly statidis theory regards expression as a
necessary condition for the production of any arkwavhere expression is conceived
as a process whereby the artist transforms inchbatgghts and feelings into some
clarified form within a given artistic medium. Mwtention is not to examine the
conception of expression itself, but instead, tirrCollingwood’s earlier distinction
between art and craft. Here | am particularly ies¢ed in Aaron Ridley’s analysis
which maintains that, despite a strong distinctibetween art and craft,
Collingwood’s account is flexible enough to accondlai® a notion of technique
relevant to artistic production, where such techaiig itself craft-like in charactér.
Though | agree with Ridley’s conclusion, | thinketh is room to better spell out the
role of technique on Collingwood’s account. | shdth this by examining the
experience of artistic practice in the cases af jagrformance and electronic music
composition. The aim of this paper is to show t@aflingwood’s account looks
eminently applicable to these instances of art iwithopular culture, but more
importantly that these cases point us to an enmctinof Collingwood’s account

which better accommodates a notion of technique.

1 Itis here also helpful to note that understagdéchnique as ‘craft-like’ in character is faithto

its etymological root which is presumably from tAeeektechné generally translated as ‘skill’ or
‘craft’.
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|.  SETTING UP THE PROBLEM

In his Principles of Art Collingwood makes a distinction between art araftan
order to reject an instrumental view of artworksgan which the artistic process is
entirely conceived as a means of achieving an iexégntly specifiable end (the
artwork). On Collingwood’s view a work of craft édways completely explicable in
terms of some preconceived end before its execguyienthis isnot the case with
works of art: art-proper is not to be equated withft. Instead Collingwood presents
the thesis that (a) art involves expression, withdqualification that (b) expression “is
an activity to which there can be no technigti®n the other hand, he maintains that
(c) technical skill is “something used in the seevdf art® (albeit with a stress that
such skill should not be ‘identified with art’). Ken together, these claims generate
an apparent contradiction: technique is employedhm service of art which is
essentially characterised by an activity that careraploy technique. While some
early commentators suggested that Collingwood'sciaft distinction commits us to
denying (c), i.e., artworks can never involve taghe (where technique is here
conceived in terms of a means-end structlir&jron Ridley helpfully rebuts this

charge by claiming that

Collingwood is... committed only to a negative olathat an artist’s technique, insofar
as it is understood instrumentally (in terms of ngeand ends etc.), is not the essence
of his art. He is not committed to the silly claimat technique is irrelevant to the

production of works of an.

Instead, Ridley suggests that the art-craft difbnds between ‘various aspects’ that
an object may have, hence there is no contradiati@aiming that the production of
an artwork involves technique. He bolsters his dagediscussing Collingwood’s
remarks on representational art, in which the neotiv represent is regarded as
instrumental in character, where “what makes [tbgd] a representation is one

thing, what makes it a work of art is anoth@r.”

Collingwood (1938), p.111.
Ibid, p.27.
* Cf. Mounce (1991), p.11 where he claims thawfhg specified that the means-end relation is
characteristic of a craft... [Collingwood] is foct® deny all trace of it in art.”
> Ridley (1998), p.14.
®  Collingwood (1938), p.43.
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While Ridley helpfully points us towards a reading Collingwood which
accommodates technique, his distinction betweenatte and craft-aspects of an
object reveals a new problem. Insofar as technigjukought of as instrumental, the
problem can be made clearer by asking whether weoargnore those instrumental
features pertaining to technigue when considerireg dbjectqua artwork? Though
Ridley’'s solution allows that technique might benacessary condition for art-
production, it seemingly fails to specify exactihat ‘service’ to art technique might
perform; worse still, Ridley’s rigid demarcation aspects of an object might be
construed as rendering technique impotent to peoaialy such service to art. | shall
suggest that a more fruitful development of Riddeynalysis is to refine the
conception of technique on offer, where we hopelteidate the ‘service’ technique
provides to art.

II.  THEPUZZLING RELATION BETWEEN TECHNIQUE AND ART

At the outset, it should be pointed out that thezting relation between technique
and art is not new. Indeed, TieCritique of the Power of Judgmelant framed this
very problem in his discussion of genius, itsekigaed to resolve a tension generated
from his positive account of fine art involving thgentional production of beautiful
artefacts, and his claim that beauty is not a qoifc€he tension arises in Kant's case
because he stipulates that technique (i.e., imeaki production) be employed in
artistic production, yet also demands that a conoépwhat is to be produced’ be
provided which, given his claim about beauty, seemsdebar technique from
producing anything beautiful.

Though the credence of this puzzling relation betwart and technique can
be traced to Kant, there are recent discussionshefrelation between art and
technique more pertinent to our project. For exanpl. Keith Sawyer discusses the
artist’s creative process while connecting the ioigaroblem-finding versus problem-
solving to Collingwood’s account. Here he underdtafthe creative process [as] a
constant balance between finding a problem andrepthat problem?® In particular,
Sawyer uses the example of a five-hour improvisakip Picasso captured on film in
which we see the artist work through a range cdsdeach painted over the last, only
to finish by declaring he will have to discard tt@nvas. Sawyer remarks that “the

7 Kant (1790).
8 Sawyer (2000), p.159.

40



ADAM WILLS

time was not wasted — [Picasso] has discovered suemeideas, ideas that have
emerged from his interaction with the canvas, iddeg he can use in his next
painting.”® Interestingly, Sawyer's notion of ‘problem-findingeemingly captures
some distinctive intermediary process between thist’'a initial confrontation with
the canvas and the process of arriving at sometetavtistic product, i.e., expression-
proper pace Collingwood. Though the relation to technique id e&plicit, we can
guery this relation by asking whether such a precésproblem-finding’ is amenable
to instrumental characterisation.

Paisley Livingston also points us toward the relatbetween art and technique in
his discussion of Henri Poincaré’s view of the trkeaprocess, and the relation
between inspiration and constraints. Livingstorritaites Poincaréhe view that
“creative achievements are often the product ofedbht sorts of interacting
psychological processe¥’He makes further use of this model by identifyore of
these processes as a prior commitment to a schegwnstraints which “orients the
creative process by establishing formal as wellsalsstantive, or content-related
parameters, and corresponding normative expecgtiand conditions™® My
understanding of the driving intuition behind suah account is that constraint
functions as &atalystfor creative action, where, without it, our endeans would be
too ‘open-ended’. The discussion is related to riepke insofar as the purposeful
intentions involved in laying out such constraiats often thought of as instrumental,
where one might describe their end precisely ims$eof the catalytic function they
have upon the creative process.

Although neither Sawyer nor Livingston discuss esgion, they may be
understood as regarding some kind of creative ggas a necessary condition to art-
production. Given also that, in both cases, we ltperied the role of technique with
respect to such creative processes, both discigssitay prove useful ‘food for
thought’ in refining the conception of technique the Collingwood/Ridley account.
Having said this, it is not clear how we are toegrate such ideas of ‘problem-

finding’ or ‘constraint’ with this account. We tuta this challenge in the next section.

° Ibid, p.150.
1 Livingston (2009), p.131.
1 Ibid, p.138.
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IIl. TECHNIQUE: THE CASE OF JAZZ

In order to develop a Collingwoodian account, wesmaccommodate its central
thesis, namely that ‘art is expression’. Collingwodescribes this in terms of
expressing emotion, where he claims this emotiomas pre-conceived before
expression, but is rather dependent upon that ssjore to come into existenteHis
further claim is that expression results in ‘a aertthing’ as opposed to description,
for instance, which results in “a thing of a cantaind.™? Ridley describes the latter
claim here as a corollary to the first, and po#iiese claims as explanations for two
intuitions concerning expression in artworks: thaé medium of expression is
inseparable from what is expressed, and that esipress always uniqu¥’ The art-
craft distinction makes sense in this light sinaaks of craft are not unique, they are
‘things of a certain kind’, and thus different fraantworks which are unique. Ridley
helpfully relates this discussion to accounts ofppsive actiort” He identifies a
standard model of purposive action as one in wiieh purpose it serves can be
specified independently of the action itself, whese note that this model describes
what Collingwood calls craft. However, the prodantiof art, on Collingwood’s
account, involvesnother kindof purposive action in which the purpose cannot be
independently specified. If this were not so thée tlarified emotion could be
specified independently of the act of expressiomiciv contradicts the claim
concerning expression’s dependence upon the medawenajso note that this grounds
our understanding of Collingwood’s claim that exgsien is ‘something to which
there can be no technique’. This is the key idehdid sight of when extending the
Collingwood/Ridley account: arustinvolve an expressive-purposive action which
can never be reduced to some instrumental-purp@sitren (or set of such actions).
Yet if this is so, how can there be an importantration between technique, itself
instrumental or craft-like in character, and art?

Let us begin the proposal with an example. Fromtwias already been said we
can see that Collingwood’s account prevents a mofdattistic expression in which
the agent fully preconceives the result beforeisea) it. An excellent example to
support his case is that of musical improvisatidricl, by definition, can never be

fully preconceived. We shall first focus on the mxde of improvisation in jazz, in

12 Collingwood (1938), p.111.
13 Ibid, p.114.

14 Ridley (1998), pp.28-9.

5 Ibid, pp.32-3.
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particular based on the model of a jazz standdnds@ standards are often presented
in sheet music form with fairly minimal content,nsisting of a chord progression and
a melody. Such a framework can form the basis pkavisation when the performer
spontaneously plays melodies built on the chordj@ssions laid out in the standard.
The improvisation itself is by no means pre-deteediby the standard, a fact that is
evident to anyone who has heard two radically ckfié performances based on the
same standard. Indeed, the jazz standard is desigrfacilitate the individuality and
uniqueness of such improvisational performance& &kample is interesting since
the jazz standard serves as a catalyst for a penadic case of artistic expression,
i.e., musical improvisation, yet at the same timatself a ‘thing of a certain kind’
(which gives it a craft-ike complexion). The quest is whether the
Collingwood/Ridley account can help us understan@ musical expression is here
linked to the function of the jazz standard.

On the Collingwood/Ridley account, technique isdally construed as some kind
of instrumental purposive action (i.e., action wahmeans-ends structure). We shall
here propose to refine this conception by charesotgr technique aa competence
involving medium oriented structureBhe example of the jazz standard is supposed
to exemplify the notion of &tructure here insofar as it points to a framework in
which the player can improvise, yet in no way daieately specifies the nature of
the expression itself. Moreover, it is plausibdiattwe have the accommodation of
expression as an instrumental end in mind heregesitne structure helpfully
‘constrains’ the domain in which expression is gatedl, rather than preconceiving it.
By medium orientationl mean to emphasise that the kind of structurepiestion are
necessarily born out of a relationship with the medof expression itself, where this
relationship is logically prior to the formation d@he structures themselves. By
competencel mean to stress a connection with the instrualgmtirposive actions
pertaining to craft. In particular, the competemgequestion can be discussed in
means-ends terms which are dictated to it by teecpnceived structure to which it is
coupled. Put another way, the competence seemswolve some theoretical
knowledge which goes hand-in-hand with the str#ctun the case of the jazz
standard, for example, one may purposively seldathvscales to improvise upon
with ‘the accommodation of expression’ as an endninmd, where this selection
involves a judgment based on some knowledge of antigory. This notion of

competence is somewhat clarified by intuitive apgeathe qualitative difference
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between ‘reading’ a chord sequence in a jazz stdpdehich involves an almost
mechanical improvisation that leans heavily on tbgcal devices, and ‘feeling’ the
chord sequence while improvising upon it, whichalwves jettisoning the theoretical
scaffolding in the former case. We might be temptedall the latter notion of feeling
competence, yet this looks more like what Collingd@alls expression. In contrast, |
want to emphasise the prior more technically canstd approach to the medium as
that which constitutes competence. The intuitiomefpful here because it indicates
that reading and feeling should not be pulled agawt merely seen as ends of a
sliding scale.

The discussion above might link up with the noti@isworking out ideas’ and
‘constraints’ presented earlier since, on this nhadgechnique, the constraints are
equated with the medium oriented structures, whideworking out of ideas is based,
initially at least, on what we might call competenMoreover, the use of this model,
as | understand it, is that is starts to descrilgeviay webeginto go about artistic
expression, and how something like technique migdome the facilitator of this
phenomena.

We must now ask whether our refined notion of témpe is compatible with the
Collingwood/Ridley account. We identified the kdgim of this account in terms of
the irreducibility of those purposive actions distive of art to those constitutive of
craft; part of the reasoning being that any sucduecgon would involve a relapse into
the so-called technical theory of art. With resgecbur refined notion of technique,
the claim that technique has some catalytic functipon expression need not itself
imply that art is reducible to technique. Indeduk &nalogy to a positive catalyst in a
chemical reaction is helpful since this merely litaties the reaction in question, and
remains independent of the reactants and produoetdvied in such a reaction. In the
same way, technique is never here regarded asitatinst of expression, but is
nevertheless substantively connected to it. Thes dmaracterisation of technique
given is seemingly compatible with the CollingwdRdlley position. We must
further ask whether this conception of techniquecidiates the ‘service’ technique
supposedly provides to art. In response, the pexpasnception at least makes the
broad strokes of this service a little clearerhteque is involved in providing some
contextconducive to expression.

However, there may be a point of objection here.rédéall that the proposal was

initially arrived at by critiquing Ridley’s positioon the grounds that Ridley failed to
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do justice to a substantive connection betweearatttechnique; a connection implied
by Collingwood’s own admission that technique pdea some ‘service’ to art. What
is really at stake, therefore, is understandim@yv technique has some positive
function on the process of expression. However etgezlaiming that technique has
some catalytic function upon expression seems dnolyshift the burden of
explanation; we must now explain how this catalfdiection works. Admittedly then,
in the face of the sceptic, we have merely refittedCollingwood/Ridley position to
the extent that it looks ‘more plausible’ to pasisubstantive relation between art and
technique, without giving proper indication as towh art and technique are

meaningfully connected. | will begin to take upstishallenge in the next section.

V. DiscovERY: THE CASE OF ELECTRONIC MUsIC PRODUCTION
Our question is this: how can the kind of competeiscussed in relation to
technique turn into something like expression-prap@/ith respect to the intuitive
difference between ‘reading’ and ‘feeling’ canvaksarlier, the question can be put
by asking how such @ansition from reading to feeling is possible. Here | sugges
that an illuminating approach to understanding tissue is to focus on a more
complex notion of ‘working out ideas’ in the mediuwhich may exceed mere
competence, and start to involve something likeugen expression. To provide a
speculative sketch for such a notion | shall camstie more contemporary example
of electronic music composition, in particular withfocus of the popular genre
known as ‘electronica’.

| should begin by explaining why | think the cageslctronic music composition
is particularly apt for our purposes. Firstly, suobmposition involves an overtly
technical medium where, unlike the case of jaze, ilinge of possible technical
interactions with the medium is greatly multiplieglying the practitioner little hope
of achieving anything without a fairly robust teatal knowledge. Secondly, it is a
particularly labour intensive medium to work witiyhere the final product is
generated from a vast number of small additiorsswees and alterations. Moreover,
the third key point is that such small interactiomgh the medium can often be
described as ‘pre-conceived’. For example, one suehaction might be application
of a filter to cut out unwanted frequencies whediag a new audible element to the
work-in-progress, where this looks like the kindpofrposive action relevant to craft

and not art in Collingwood’s view. Indeed, engageimeith the medium lookso
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technical that one may question its viability (irolidhgwoodian terms) for the
expression of emotion in general. In spite of thiwry, the last few decades have
seen a great many innovative artists working is thedium whose artistic-products
surely have expressive melit.Our question then becomes: how might this be
possible on the basis of whaima facielooks like a craft on Collingwoodian terms?

One kind of answer turns on the notion of ‘disc@Vvevithin the technical space,
or medium-oriented-structure as we previously l@oeit, which is akin to the notion
of improvisation that constituted genuine exprassiothe case of jazz. In particular,
though the individual routine-like interactions withe work may be instrumental,
there can often arise various unanticipated results ‘discoveries’, from such
repeated interaction with the medium. From the poinview of the maker, these
discoveries show up as kinds of micro-breakthromgtihe medium, where they take
on such a character precisely because they exbeestope of what was considered
possible within the technical structure. In pafacy some of these micro-
breakthroughs might be conceived as microcosmsmfession-proper, which serve
to guide our future engagement with the medium.

Though this sketch clearly needs to be worked aumbre detail, it at least
highlights how technique and expression might beanmmgfully linked on an
expressionist account such as Collingwood’s; namalguch a way that expression
emerges against the background of instrumentaltierstood structures which might,
in turn, be further developed on the basis of ungrdted discoveries constitutive of
expression within the medium. One challenging qaedor this development of the
proposal, however, is exactly how those expressamsstituted by certain micro-
breakthroughs in the medium cgnidefuture engagement with that medium? Clearly
such a guiding process cannot itself be instruntigntenderstood, else we are in
danger once again of relapse into the technicalryhef art. This also raises a broader
guestion: how can expression, which is paradigmattipurposive actiowithout a
means-ends structure, serve as norm to guide tpeklnivhich is paradigmatic of

8 Though I take this ‘expressive merit’ as an agstion for the purposes of this paper, some
pertinent examples to substantiate this claimh@dpinion of the author) might be: ‘Dayvan Cowboy’
by Boards Of CanaddTea Leaf Dancers’ b¥lying Lotus ‘My Angel Rocks Back And Forth’ by
Fourtet ‘“Toys’ by Amon Tobin‘lambic 5 Poetry’ bySquarepusherAir Song’ by Solar Fields

‘Kong’ by Bonobg and ‘Childhood Montage (Title Sequence)’'BY. There are of course many more.
(All the examples given here were available telisto online abttp://www.youtube.conat the time

of writing.)

46



ADAM WILLS

actionwith a means-ends structure? Answering this questibrmaie us to a better
understanding of how art and technique might betsuibively linked.

Admittedly more needs to be done in assessing wehdfie notion of ‘discovery’
canvassed here is compatible with the notion ofesgon on a Collingwood/Ridley
account; without such an assessment we may haeevati®ns about positing the
ideas developed in this section as a refinemernhaf account. On the other hand,
given that the notion of discovery—which was cdnositie of the beginnings of
expression—necessarilyexceeds the medium-oriented structures pertaining to
technique, we may still maintain that expressionrnsducible to technique, which
makes the proposgbrima facie compatible with the Collingwood/Ridley view.
Supposing that such a compatibility can be justifithen the example of music
production casts the nature of technique’s seriacart in a clearer light: technique,
and the medium-oriented structures associated tetttinique, provide a certain field
of operation in which the practitioner instrumelhytacts upon the medium, out of

which (and perhapsnly out of which) genuine expression may emerge.

V. CONCLUSION

| have hoped to demonstrate that the basic comgepfitechnique sketched above is
broadly compatible with the Collingwood/Ridley aoot, and that it overcomes the
danger of rendering technique impotent to providg service to art on such an
account. Indeed, the rumination on practice withimsic production seems to indicate
that technique supplies a vital service in prowdthe contextout of which certain
‘expressive’ discoveries within the medium can bede where, more precisely, this
context is equated with some technically constréieltl in which the artist can
operate, against which the discoveries show umasticipated results. This view is a
development of the proposal related to the jazadstal, which pointed more
generally to the idea that technique involves soorgext which facilitates expression
itself. Although our project was to connect instentally conceived features of
artistic production—i.e., those involving technigte artistic expression itself, it was
of course crucial that we avoided the claim thahtéque is a sufficient condition to
artistic-production (which involves genuine expres} else we relapse into the so-
called technical theory of art which is incompatilwith the Collingwood/Ridley
position. However, as | understand it, the Colliog@/Ridley accounts perfectly

compatible with the claim that technique is a nsags condition to the artwork,
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making it in principle amenable to our proposednezhent of the conception of
technique. If this proposal downplayed Ridley’s @eoation of technique into the so-
called craft-aspect of the object, it hopefully dieywed his key observation that
Collingwood’s account is rich enough to accommodtehnique. Indeed, the
proposal here suggests that, far from debarringnigoe, Collingwood’s account is
fruitfully approached via the concept of technigwdich may provide a route to

better understanding his notion of expressionfitsel
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