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Art Is Disturbing – Communicative Paradoxes Today
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“While watching an artist one becomes acquainted with his ability to observe. He is an expert viewer. He looks at a living object, a head that is alive and has lived… He is a very skilled observer, he is a master of perception. There is a sense that this ability to observe might be instructive. The artist demonstrates the art of observing things. This is a very important skill for everybody.”  

Bertolt Brecht, Betrachtung der Kunst und Kunst der Betrachtung (the observation of art and the art of observation) (1940)
How does reality change when seen through the eyes of those observing art? Initially this sentence may sound tautological, however, it implies more than it expresses. Or in other, exaggerated words: art today no longer distinguishes between art and reality. This observation can only be made by those viewers who see art as a double reality which indirectly interferes with one or several truths in spite of (or perhaps because of) its autonomy.
Art alludes to reality by overcoming distinctions between itself and reality. Today art appears to function as a sort of paradoxical magnet: the fewer differences there are between art and reality, the more compelled we feel to think about the results of this relationship. While our functionally operating society is increasingly defined by senselessness our specific abilities to differentiate by means of self-observation are growing. Art in particular is becoming an activity which enables a change of perspective. Marcel Duchamp’s upside-down urinal was only recognised as a work of art several decades after he presented it. The reality of art develops through the ability to recombine the distinctions between old perceptions and new insights. A difference between undefined art and undefined reality is a specific form of highly paradoxical communication: the perception of distinctions between two aspects, which are made to correlate with one another, as is the case here, leads to considerable contradictions with regard to their apparently logical self-descriptions.
Function and Fiction

Messages in artworks have a double meaning from a structural point of view. They are both functional and fictional – although we know that artworks are realised fictions we believe that we are dealing with (under-) determined truths. Modern artworks that seem to revolve around themselves (tautologically) clearly require a kind of perception that interferes with and interrupts these self-references. A paradox is an aesthetic device that functions because, in a certain sense, it does not function; the functional aspect not only interferes with but also destroys the illusion that art only seems to work as fiction. Evidently art can do far more: it communicates by interfering. This even applies to reality which only becomes aware of itself in the face of disturbance and irritation etc. Changes are opportunities to break with habits – this artistic formulation coincides with our perception of reality.
The Communicative Paradox
Modern art can be summed up as an equation with three variables. Today a third factor, namely communication, is developing between artists and viewers, and artworks and perception. This factor often takes on the form of a paradox when apparently incompatible components are brought into connection with one another. Peter Sloterdijk defined design as the “the ability of inability”
 – a paradoxical half-truth which is both unspecific and provocative. In any case, Sloterdijk turned a real hunch into a paradoxical argument by resorting to his typical tendency to exaggerate. 
Paradoxes are more than pretty mind games within the realm of possible impossibilities. They enable and activate capacities of experience that juxtapose real functions with metaphorical dimensions. In this way paradoxes change our perception (of art). They awaken the contradictions connected to this approach instead of excluding them. Reality changes when art fails to function without making these changes tangible. When in doubt, the deciding factor today is not reality but the kind of paradox which foils decisions. Paradoxes focus on the stimulation of insights: each form of paradox always creates the possibility of self-contradiction. Or in terms of logic: the option is no longer yes or no but saying yes without excluding no.
“We are better acquainted with the opposite”, wrote Martin Walser
 thus showing himself to be an expert on paradoxes. Art is a medium which is incapable of formulating, “of saying the opposite of what it means” (Gregory Bateson); as a result it forces contemporary viewers to reach their own conclusions, “to say the opposite of what they mean in order to get across the proposition that they mean the opposite of what they say.”
. A suitable image for this communicative paradox could be the unknown aspect of a differentiation, that is to say, the area beyond the next horizon. The pending, still largely undefined distinction between paradoxes and metaphors is as yet undeveloped. Both the paradox and the metaphor simulate. They seek and find unlikely possibilities for references in worlds which have not, as yet, been explored. As we know today, simulation is one of the basic activities of human intelligence.

Previously it was believed that children acted out stories, that they were “pretending”; today we know that pretence is more than just a game, it is a kind of conjunctive thought process, an oscillating way of describing transformable differences between a current expression and an insight.

Emptiness and Abundance

Texts, pictures, associations, artworks and other concepts and ideas, that do not avoid their own paradoxes but instead confront their transgressions, could be described with the image of an empty abundance or full emptiness. What matters today is the undefined emptiness of differentiations which refers to the white noise of (possibly new) information. Subsequently, this information may become a surprising abundance of (de facto formulated) novelties. It is up to the individual to decide whether this development should be classed as art, experience, an imposition, a burden, a stylistic disruption, mediation or simply aesthetic perception. Clearly art is a social medium which can be reproduced in various ways. Furthermore, it is a unique aesthetic experience which exists solely in the name of art. This highly contradictory experience describes the process in question. Artworks include viewers by involving them in their own stories. On the other hand, the specific forms of these works enhance mysteries and paradoxes. Consequently, many works seem like echoes or amplifiers of themselves.
By way of trial the act of communicating could be characterised as “metaphorical recycling”
. At the same time the rituals of self-aggrandisement and the rhetorical display of competence, which Peter Sloterdijk identified as symptomatic of present times, could be defined as “idle behaviour”
, to use the author’s words. Stand-by – today many devices draw electricity even when they are switched off. As a metaphor, this condition implies that at any moment the system can be switched on again. Whether they are systems with an urge to learn, paradoxically inclined thought patterns, or media oriented individuals – a void needs to be filled, and from time to time the specifically acquired contents need to be replaced – that is until the next presentation. 
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