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ABSTRACT 
 

What sort of viewer does a work of art want…discuss. 
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A “viewer” is essentially someone who looks at something. When discussing the “sort” of viewers an art 

object wants, it is inextricably linked to the characteristics of that art object and changes in audience 

participation as the object ‘is incomplete without him’ (Fried, 1998 p.163). Conversely, I want to question 

what characteristics must an art object possess, in order to engage the ideal viewer.  

To do this I will discuss the recent exhibition Mirrorcity: London Artists on Fiction and Reality at the Hayward 

Gallery and will demonstrate the transformed role of the audience when encountering the works within this 

exhibition. From the perspective that ‘it’s the beholder who makes [the] pictures (Bourriaud, 2002 p.26), I 

will make specific reference to Lindsay Seers Nowhere Less Now (2012), John Stezaker’s Ventriloquist IX 

(2014) and Tabula Rasa XLVII (2010-14) whose works are antagonistic in eliciting viewer participation.  

Similarly, to present the argument of audiences being active contributors to the work I will reference John 

Dewey’s Art as Experience (1934), Jacques Rancière’s The Emancipated Spectator (2009) and Michael Fried’s 

Art and Objecthood (1998).  The dualism of the question requires that an art object must be immersive for 

two reasons: Firstly, immersion provides the best opportunity to engage the viewer. Secondly, it secures 

open-minded audiences who are more likely to become engaged with the object. This, if the object requires 

it, allows audiences to participate, transforming them into active contributors. The idea of immersion is the 

appearance of a concept that surrounds the user, allowing the viewer to involve oneself deeply within the 

object or activity. 

 

[FIG 1] Nowhere Less Now, 2012, by Lindsay Seers 
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Lindsay Seers video installation encases its audience within a gargantuan upturned ship, segregating them 

into her world of her narrative as ‘it sets the tone for an experiential, sometimes disorientating journey’ 

(Barnes, 2014 Time Out). Dewey alluded to the idea that immersion in the subject is key to positive 

participation and the open-mindedness of the viewer, achieved by only those who are fully absorbed in 

observing experience. Clearly there is value to immersion in that it accounts for the individual’s potential 

role. Fried argues that ‘the success, even the survival, of the arts has come increasingly to depend on their 

ability to [...] establish a drastically different relation to its audience’ (Fried, 1998 p.163). Interestingly, Freid 

makes reference the responsibility of the art genre as a whole in making work that establishes a relationship 

with the audience, transforming them into what Bourriaud calls the ‘beholder-manipulator’ (Bourriaud, 

2002 p.20). Immersion produces an internal dialog with the beholder that acts as a guide towards further 

invention. In recent years, participation has become central to contemporary art. Essentially, it is the desire 

of the artist to activate the viewer, emancipating them from their previous role of passive spectator. 

Rancière, in The Emancipated Spectator, makes it clear that passivity is a dirty unwanted role and argues for 

the abdication of this position to which immersion is key in transforming modes of attention. Immersion 

moves interaction to participation, reducing the distance between the object and its audience. In the case 

of Seers, reviews have equalled immersion to confusion perceiving Nowhere Less Now as ‘a relentless rush 

of nonsense’ (Jones, 2014 The Guardian). However this is often the misconception of objects that fail to 

immerse an entire audience.  

Returning to the question, an art object must also be expressive. The idea of expression, either in terms of 

medium and/or concept, bears relation to aesthetic discourse and describes objects that successfully convey 

the thoughts or feelings of the artist.  

Art objects must be expressive for two reasons: Firstly, it allows the object to establish an (internal) emotive 

relationship with the audience. Secondly, in being expressive, the audience is more likely to be responsive 

to the to the object as they are privy to the information that fuels the work.  

Art is expressive because it pictorializes symbolic meaning. Although expression varies considerably, it is 

always the end-point, exceeding the artists’ or viewer’s private experience. In fact, art is expressive when 
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there is a union of present and past experiences that is projected outwardly. Very simply, expression clarifies 

prior confused meaning. Therefore, a lack of conceptual clarity poses real risks and specificity is necessary 

in any object that anticipates participation.  

 

[FIG 2] John Stezaker, Tabula Rasa XXXIX, 2014 

John Stezaker’s readymades interplay between collage and photomontage to manipulate photographic 

elements. Through his elegant juxtapositions, Stezaker asks the audience to fill in the missing pieces, 

transforming them into a quasi observer-participant as they must reference their past experiences of film in 

order to translate Stezaker’s images.  

 

[FIG 3] Ventriloquist IX, 2014, by John Stezaker 
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Dewey’s Art as Experiences is useful in the discussion of artistic expression. In the chapter, The Expressive 

Object (pp.208-211), Dewey argues that ‘expression, like construction signifies both action and result, [...] 

organically connected with each other’ (Dewey, 1934 pp.208). This then lends itself to the concept of 

representation ‘since it [the object] must be representative in some sense if it is expressive’ (Dewey, 1934 

pp.208-9).  

However, Dewey quickly contrasts his earlier assertions in suggesting that whilst expression is useful it is by 

no means essential. Instead, he points to the importance of the artist’s sensitivity to the medium as it 

mediates between the artist and perceiver. From this view, expression has an individualizing quality that 

turns the ‘beholder into a neighbour, a direct interlocutor’ (Bourriaud, 2002 p.9).  

Essentially, expression creates an ‘extended situation, because physical participation becomes necessary [...] 

mak[ing] the beholder a subject and the piece in question...an object’ (Fried, 1998 p.154). Stezaker’s work 

allows the audience to ‘oscillate between these two poles of distanced investigation and vital participation’ 

(Rancière, 2009 p.4), signalling the paradox of the spectator.  

Finally, an object must also be aesthetic, and/or result in an aesthetic experience. This is useful for a number 

of reasons: Firstly, an aesthetic experience produces a qualitatively different experience from the everyday, 

aiding the allocation of meaning, making the object more attractive. Secondly, an aesthetic object is valuable 

in capturing the audience’s attention through their appreciation for the object because of the aesthetic 

pleasure they feel. This enables an active engagement with the object.  

Aesthetic objects are concerned with the production of beauty. Aesthetic pleasure is central to art and 

therefore making an aesthetic piece is always the endpoint as it is most visually engaging for the viewer.  

Mohammad Qasim Ashfaq’s Black Hole III is deceptively simple. A large graphite circle that is created in 

unbelievable detail and design - the lines coalesce towards a central vanishing point at the circles centre.  
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[FIG 4] Mohammed Qasim Ashfaq Black Hole III, 2012-13 

Black Hole III points not only to the importance of aesthetics, but the aesthetic experience in which the 

viewer becomes a collaborator. In his artist statement, Ashfaq explains that ‘as the viewer your presence 

alters the colour of the drawing. As you walk in front of it, you change the drawing completely’ (Ashfaq, 2014 

Hayward Gallery). Black Hole III takes account of the viewer, bolstering aesthetic experience by incorporating 

audiences into the piece. He recognizes the gallery to be a ‘photogenic space [influencing behaviour], joint ly 

managed by the viewer, in accordance with the very precise rules of play’ (Bourriaud, 2002 p.38), leading to 



8 
 

a redefinition of authorship. Essentially, aesthetic experience blurs the lines between reality and perception, 

as art objects become experiential, permitting audiences to ‘decide what they want to believe, what they 

want to see, what the want to get. The viewer is boss.’ (Provost, 2014 Hayward Gallery) .  

Primarily, an aesthetic object is sensitive to the medium that it is made from. Greenberg discussion on this 

subject is contradictory. On the one hand he argues for the purification of medium of anything other than 

the expression of its own uniqueness as a form, ‘so that the work of art or literature cannot be reduced in 

whole or in part to anything not itself ’ (Greenberg, 2005 pp.2-3). He continues to say that ‘there should be 

the pure preoccupation with the invention and arrangement of spaces, surfaces, shapes, colors, etc.’ 

(Greenberg, 2005 p.3). From this view, the dissolution of content creates an object that is aesthetically valid. 

However, Greenberg acknowledges that ‘the medium became, privately, professionally, the content of his 

art’ (Greenberg, 2005 p.10), and therefore what is required now is ‘more than an investigation in aesthetics. 

It appears to me that it is necessary to examine more closely [...] the social and historical contexts in which 

that [aesthetic] experience takes place’ (Greenberg, 2005 p.1).  

In Art and Objecthood, Fried argues that ‘actual space is intrinsically more powerful and specific than paint 

on a flat surface’ (Fried, 1998 pp.149-50) as shape accounts for impression. However ‘conflict has gradually 

emerged between shape as a fundamental property of objects and shape as a medium’ (Fried, 1998 p.151) 

as many fail to compel conviction as shape.  

On the other hand, Dewey saw aesthetics as a cementing force. In Art as Experience, he argues that aesthetic 

experiences appeal to the sensuous imagination, occurring as the result of the energy of the artist and the 

object’s material. However, he is equally cautious that aesthetic theory unjustly elevates art too far above 

the pragmatic experiential roots that is drawn from, because to distinguish between aesthetic values of 

ordinary experience (connected with subject matter) and aesthetic values of art, is impossible.  

Aesthetic judgement is difficult because of the extent that to which opinion varies. Although it is understood 

that some things are universally beautiful, modern interpretations suggest that ‘like the shape of the object, 

the materials do not represent, signify, or allude to anything; they are what they are and nothing more’ 
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(Fried, 1998 p.165). Essentially, aesthetics denotes the consumers’ perspective as materials become the 

medium of expression, creating a contract with the viewer. Whatever your opinion, aesthetics is a form of 

‘emotional blackmail’ (Bourriaud, 2002 p.42) that allocates the beholder. In the case of Black Hole III, Ashfaq 

places the audience in an authorial position.  

The truth is, art has a dysfunctional symbiotic relationship with the viewer as one necessitates the other. 

Asking what type of viewer does a work of art want, is exactly the same as asking what characteristics must 

a object possess to engage an ideal viewer, to which the list is endless. With the changing nature of viewer 

participation in art, coupled with the diversity of works that are being produced, it is unrealistic and 

reductive to attempt to define the sorts of viewer an art object anticipates, as art appeals to a number of 

sensibilities and types of people. It would be very easy to reel of a number of adjectives that label certain 

characteristics of those who appreciate art, but the truth is art is there for all, not any sort, or type.  

From this view, my answer to the original question is “all of the above and so much more...”  

 



 10 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 
BOOKS 

Berger, J (2008), Ways of Seeing, London: Penguin Books  

Bishop, C. (2012), Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship, London: Verso  

Bourriaud, N. (2002), Relational Aesthetics, Paris: Les presses du réel Dewey, J. (1934), Art as Experience, 

New York: Putnam  

Dinkla. S, (1996), From Participation to Interaction: Towards the Origins of Interactive Art, Seattle: Seattle 

Bay Press  

Foster, H. (2001), The Return of the Real: The Avant-Garde at the End of the Century, Massachusetts: The 

MIT Press 4th Ed.  

Fried, M. (1998), Art and Objecthood: Essays and Reviews, Chicago: University of Chicago Press  

Goodwin. C, (1986), Audience Diversity, Participation and Interpretation, Amsterdam: Mouton de Gruyter  

Greenberg, C. (2005), Avant Garde ad Kitsch, New York: Partisan Review Papastegiadis, N (2010) Spatial 

Aesthetics: Art, Place, and the Everyday, Amsterdam: Institute of Network Cultures  

Rancière. J (2009), The Emancipated Spectator, London: Verso  

EXHIBITION CATALOHUES 

Laure Prouvost (2014) The Artist (2010-14), London, Hayward Gallery  

Mohammed Qasim Ashfaq (2014) Black Hole III (2012-13), London, Hayward Gallery  

IMAGES 

Huffington Post (2014), Mohammed Qasim Ashfaq Black Hole III, 2012-13 © the artist Photographer Damian 

Griffiths [Online] [5.1.15], Available from the World Wide Web: < http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/victoria-

sadler/mirrorcity-hayward- gallery_b_6106446.html >  

Spindle Magazine (2014), John Stezaker, Tabula Rasa XXXIX, 2014. Image courtesy the artist and The 

Approach, London, [Online] [5.1.15], Available from the World Wide Web: < 

http://spindlemagazine.com/2014/10/review-mirrorcity-hayward- gallery/ >  



11 
 

The Guardian (2014), Nowhere Less Now, 2012 by Lindsay Seers, [Online] [5.1.15], Available from the World 

Wide Web: < http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2014/oct/14/mirrorcity-exhibition-review-

hayward-gallery-digital-age >  

The Guardian, (2014), Ventriloquist IX, 2014 by John Stezaker [Online] [5.1.15], Available from the World 

Wide Web: < http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2014/oct/14/mirrorcity-exhibition-review-

hayward-gallery-digital-age >  

JOURNAL 

Berleant. A, (2013), What is Aesthetic Engagement? Contemporary Aesthetics, [Online]. [Accessed 19 

December 2014]. Available from the World Wide Web: < 

http://www.contempaesthetics.org/newvolume/pages/article.php?articleID=684 >  

Bishop, C. (2004), Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics, October Magazine, Ltd. and Massachusetts 

Institute of Technology [Online]. [Accessed 3 January 2015]. Available from the World Wide Web: < 

http://www.teamgal.com/production/1701/SS04October.pdf >  

Lachapelle. R, Murray. D, Neim. S, (2001), Aesthetic Understanding as Informed Experience: The Role of 

Knowledge in our Art Viewing Experiences, The Journal of Aesthetic Education (Volume 37, Number 3, Fall 

2003) [Online]. [Accessed 28 December 2014]. Available from the World Wide Web: < 

http://spectrum.library.concordia.ca/976871/1/RL_aesthetic_understanding_infor med_2003.pdf >  

Moya, G (2014), Dewey and Nietzsche: Aesthetics of Life, University of Málaga [Online]. [Accessed 3 January 

2015]. Available from the World Wide Web: < 

http://riuma.uma.es/xmlui/bitstream/handle/10630/7514/John%20Dewey%20and%20Friedrich%20Nietzs

che.pdf?sequence=1 >  

WEBSITE  

The Guardian (2015) [Online]. [Accessed 28 December 2014]. Available from the World Wide Web: < 

http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2014/oct/14/mirrorcity-exhibition-review-hayward-gallery-

digital-age >  

Time Out London (2014) [Online]. [Accessed 26 December 2014] Available from the World Wide Web: 

<http://www.timeout.com/london/art/mirrorcity >  

WEBSITE w. AUTHOR 

Bitter Gertrude, (2014), Why Forced “Audience Participation” Doesn’t Work [Online] [Accessed 28 December 



12 
 

2014] Available from the World Wide Web: <http://bittergertrude.com/2014/07/09/why-audience-

participation-doesnt-work/ >  

Mike, V. (2010) Immanent Terrain: 12 Steps and Bourriaud. [Online] [Acessed 19 December 2014] Available 

from the World Wide Web: <http://immanentterrain.blogspot.co.uk/2010/02/12-steps-and-bourriaud.html 

>  

 

 


	ABSTRACT
	BIBLIOGRAPHY

