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BOOK REVIEW

BISWAS, GOUTAM : ART AS DIALOGUE: ESSAYS IN PHENO-
MENOLOGY OF AESTHETIC EXPERIENCE. New Delhi, Indira
Gandhi Centre for the Arts, New Delhi in association with D K
Printworld (p) Ltd, New Delhi., 1995.

Goutam Biswas's ART AS DIALOGUE includes six essays in all.
These are (1) Introduction, (2) The phenomenology of aesthetic experience, a
dialogical perspective, (3) Martin Buber's concept of art as dialogue, (4)
Michael Polanyi's aesthetics, a phenomenological study, (5) Personal man and
aesthetic truth, a dialogical view of Rabindranath Tagore's philosophy of art,
and (6) Artistic knowledge, Sarvapalli Radhakrishnan's philosophy of art.
Biswas's focus in the book is on the phenomenology of aesthetic experience
and it is this theme which runs through all the essays and gives them a sort of
unity.

Biswas works within the phenomenological tradition of Husserl,
Heidegger, and Martin Buber. His objective primarily is epistemological.
He sets himself the task of answering questions like 'what is the ontological
status of a work of art? ' how is the meaning of a work of art determined?'
‘what is the nature of man's relationship to a work of art?, and'what is the
nature of the creative process?. He visualized a vantage point from where to
throw light on these questions about any philosophy of art. He writes: "But,
whatever the individual art form may be, its relationship with the spectator or
the artist is a fundamental or universal phenomenon which has its own
ontology. Its discovery may not only provide answers to the questions above,
but lead us to envision a common platform on which all arts may stand
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together." (p.11.). On his view, that fundamental phenomenon is the
aesthetic experience and its ontology is discovered in its phenomenological
analysis which Biswas undertakes in this book.

Biswas considers aesthetic experience inclusive of the experience of
the artist in the process of his creation, the experience of the spectator in
appreciation of a work of art, and the experience of the critic in his appraisal
of a work of art. He does not feel the need to distinguish these experiences
one from the other, although it is possible and I am much inclined to think
that these experiences are fundamentally distinct from one another. For
instance, the critic's perception in evaluating a work of art need not be
identified with the beholder's experience of enjoying a work of art; nor need
the artist's creative experience be assimilated to either of these two. I agree
with Biswas that underlying each of these different experiences there may be
an unformed awareness or experiencing. But then how do we know it? My
answer is that we knmow it and can analyze it psychologically or
phenomenologically only as it appears to us and in no other way unless of
course we choose not to have our feet firmly on the ground. Similarly, we
need to keep different art forms and their distinctive features well in focus in
any project of phenomenological inquir};', or else we put ourselves at the risk
of falling in the trap of innocuous and vacuous generalizations frustrating the
standard purpose of aesthetic inquiry, which is illumination. Biswas looks for
that somethinig which is fundamental in aesthetic experience and is common
to all the art forms,- poetry, painting, sculpture, architecture, dance, drama,
and music, and the result of this pursuit may turmout to be conceptually
disastrous; instead of greater clarity and sharper pérccption, we may land
ourselves in the swamp of muddles.

Let us see what Goutam Biswas means by a work of art. On his view,
a work of art is an "unfinished product” (p.15). He writes: "What I mean by
'never a finished work' is that there is no fixed, fully enclosed or exhausted
fully actualized content in the work of art because it essentially admits of
appreciation in terms of ever unfolding possibilities of meaning. There is no
one particular appreciation of a work, nor can the work's content be
exhaustively brought out. The work is an 'unfinished product' in so far as it
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is a source of unfinished possibilities for appreciation and interpretation."
(p-15). T am afraid Biswas's reasoning here has got mixed up. From the fact
that a work of art is a source of unfinished possibilities for appreciation and
interpretation what follows is that a work of art admits of several possible
interpretations, but it does not follow that a work of art is an unfinished
product unless of course we use language metaphorically and mean by
"unfinished product” something of which many interpretations are possible.
Biswas adds: "From the standpoint of the creator-artist, the work may be a
finished product, but even to the artist, let alone to spectators, the work is
'unifinished’ in the sense that it assumes an 'open textured' character by
becoming an ontologically peculiar entity" (p.15). This too does not help
much. Characterizing a work of art as "an ontologically peculiar entity" is
not illuminating. It is not much communicative either, it falls short of
literally saying that we really do not know how to characterize a work of art -
significantly.

On Biswas's view, the epistemological significance of a work of art
lies in its dialogic character, a transcendence of subject-object dichotomy."
(p-22). This is so because a work of art has an experiential as distinguished
from discursive dimension such that when one is face to face with a work of
art there is in an I-Thou, and not an I-It relationship with it, and further in
creating, enjoying, or evaluating a work of art, one is in dialogue with it, a
sort of interaction in which there is an openness, reciprocity, and a deep
sense of personal involvement between the individual and the artwork. So far
so good. But a dialogical relationship has to be reciprocal. This condition,
however, appears to be unsatisfiable by the relation of an individual with a
work of art. Biswas seems to suggest that this relation satisfies the condition.
(p-35). He writes: "The mode of intentionality in aesthetic experience can be
characterized as dialogic only, because the intentional acts of consciousness
with regard to our aesthetic expreience do not emerge from consciousness as
a centre or ego, or from the art object alone. These acts flow from the
interplay itself- from the dialogue. The concept of dialogue is, therefore
methodologically significant for us". (pp.33-34). He adds: I-Thou relation in
virtue of its dialogic nature "is relation in its true sense” (p.35). "It is its own
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ontology". (p.35.). "Knowledge is generated not from any of the units of
relation, but from and in the phenomenon of relation itself-from and in the
sphere of I-Thou." (p.35). Thus, it is dialogue itself which as a method
makes possible a "holistic view of man in terms of the unification of
divergent aspects of him "envisioned through an integration of his states of
becoming both in I-thou and I-It forms of relationship." (pp. 35-36). Further.
"In a dialogical method I know the other as a Thou, and hence grasp directly
his capacity for both I-It and I-Thou forms of relationships and knowledge,"
(p. 36). Saying this is not enough. It does not show the possibility of
dialogue between the individual as a creator, enjoyer, or critic, and a work of
art, which obviously lacks sentience, speech, and the capacity to reciprocate.
Biswas's argument, at best, is persuasive.

A key concept in his theory of art as dialogue is the idea of I-Thou
relationship between the individual and a work of art. He insists that this is
the idea of an open, reciprocal relationship infused with a deep sense of
personal involvement. Thus he speaks of "Thou orientation' of the individual
in relation to a work of act. Can this be a two-way relation? I am afraid it
can be had one way only, not two ways, from an individual to a work of art
but not conversely. Biswas therefore need not insist that in understanding,
enjoying, or creating a work of art the individual's relation to it is dialogical
in the sense in which it must be a two way relation. That would be
mistaking a metaphorical use of the expression "dialogue” and "dialogical" as
literal. Literally, one can be said to have a dialogue with an artist but not
with a work of art. A work of art is not characterized by openness,
reciprocity and a deep sense of involvement which essentially are personal
attributes and which a work of art cannot be said to have.

Following Martin Buber Biswas's locution "Thou orientation" towards
a work of art broadly suggests that when we speak of a work of art, if we are
operating the framework of I-Thou relationship we take the work of art
seriously as if if were of an intrinsic interest to us, we treat is as if it were an
act of God which commands devotion akin to religious attitude to it, or we
look at it as if it had what Biswas calls a "quasi conscious existence” (p. 37),
as if it were a "being for itself" (p. 37). Given these so many as-if’s the



27))
BOOK REVIEW

concept of "Thou orientation” makes sense but then it is a metaphorical way
of describing our relation/approach to a work of art. The same is true of
Biswas's description, which uses the expression “dialogical relation”. We
need not overstretch the meaning of "having a dialogue with a work of art” as
if it were literally true. Literally, it is patently false; metaphorically, it
underscores the need to approach a work of art with an open mind, seriously,
with a sense of personal involvement in understanding it. In his work,
Biswas gives one the feeling as if he takes the locution "having a dialogue
with a work of art" literally. Thus he speaks of what he calls "dialogic mode
of intentionality" (p. 39), as if intentionality could be ascribed to a work of
art gqua a work of art.

All said, Goutam Biswas's ART AS DIALOGUE is informative and
illuminating. It enriches our understanding of what our approach to a work
of art should be. His work is a serious study of aesthetic experience and it
equally commands the attention of all serious scholars in the field.

V.K.BHARADWAJA
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