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Concentricity

It was a hot, sunny, muggy afternoon, and I was crossing Whitestone Bridge, which connects the boroughs of the Bronx and Queens in New York City, on my way to John F. Kennedy Airport to catch a flight. Whitestone is a long, massive bridge that spans the entire East River, suspended midair by hundreds of strong cable lines, so that when you’re driving on it, you feel like you’re in a flying car, looking out over the city and beyond. When it opened to traffic on April 29, 1939, two years after the start of construction, it was intended as a gateway to the World’s Fair being held in Flushing Meadow Park in Queens that spring. Today, the bridge looks as modern and elegant as it did on that day.

As I drove, I looked toward the horizon, and it seemed like I was looking at a huge dome with a painted line circling it that appeared to demarcate the boundary of the earth and the sky. Above that line was a grayish-red area signaling a heat wave. On the other side of the bridge, the interstate highway 678 takes you around Citi Field, with its roof hovering above the nearby buildings. Next to the stadium is a spherical steel sculpture orbited by three rings called The Unisphere. The globe, measuring 140 feet high and 120 feet wide, was designed by the artist Gilmore D. Clarke as part of his plan for the 1964 World’s Fair, and it became an instant draw for tourists. Representing the earth, it was meant to remind viewers of the importance of global relationships. What is common in all these things—my perception of the natural world around me, the stadium, and the sculpture—is the appearance of concentric circles.

A circle is a near-perfect geometric shape that does not betray the start and end of a line, merging both extremities of circularity and offering a repetitive, even monotonic sense of life. But it should always be remembered that its concentricity dwells in the spirit of space, as a geometric body does in a human figure. A memory can bring to life the circular nature of existence and allows us to travel back through history to revisit moments and events that have left an indelible imprint on the human psyche. Literature, plastic arts, and architecture often enliven the cultural imagination by imbuing bygone eras with the freshness of the present moment. When we say that these acts of imagination—the arts—give life to events and make us relive eras, what exactly do we mean?

One answer would be epistemic. If we align knowledge with experience, as in the case of living through an era or being immersed in a situation, we can understand, viscerally, what would otherwise be an abstract idea. We can talk of that immersion as a phenomenon; aesthetically it is a condition that defines our experience, so that we can talk of an air of, or sense of, or a vibe, or an environment, or an atmosphere, or an ambiance, or an aura, and many other linguistic terms that denote affective states. Inquiry into these affective states, like ambiance, is meant as an exploration not only of the first order of human experience but also of the wonder of the natural world. In that sense, the phenomenology of space—which is tied to visual culture and, especially in Africa, to the expanded field of sculpture—centers spiritual immanence and the overall sacredness of nature and the universe in our feelings about physical space.

Concentricity, here, refers to a common center around which everything pulses and into which everything is drawn, much like a stage in a theater, or a park in the center of a city or the central nervous system, where there is a convergence of energy, vitality, and intensity, where there is life-giving sacredness and abundance, in other words, a setting, or mis en scene. From the medieval period onward, concentric circles, spherical shapes, and globes have been used in portraits of rulers and saints to represent Heaven and our contemplation of it. In the Renaissance, the globe came to represent worldliness and universality. The Italian poet and natural philosopher Tommaso Campanella, in his utopian book The City of the Sun, written in 1602, describes a temple altar as containing nothing but a gigantic globe, on which all heavenly bodies are painted, and another that shows every part of the Earth (Wade 60). The sublime quality of concentric circles, spheres, and globes is comparable to the proportionality of the human body in ancient Egypt, which was used to express ideality of form.

I talk about concentricity because it can help to explain how our responses to cultural and social events like art exhibitions, sporting events, political rallies, and climate change are inseparable from the environments in which they take place; they are, in fact, concentrated in the atmosphere, ambiance, aura, Stimmung, or mood of those places and are projected1 into our experience of them to the point where we are immersed in and enveloped by them. Humans are not only sensitive to the weather in groups, however, argues German philosopher Peter Sloterdijk, adding that in all that they do, in the shared field, they themselves act as micro-spherically climate-active creatures through the division of their immediate surroundings (Globes: Spheres II 139).



Aura

Contemporary scholarship on the phenomenology of atmosphere, which is one source of aesthetic emotions, tends to equate it with ambiance, mood, and aura. My aim is to challenge that equivalence and to seek alternatives by building on the work of Gernot Böhme and Tonino Griffero on aura, atmosphere, and ambiance as synonymous affective states. This project differentiates ambiance and explores its production. As part of that process, I provide a general history of ambiance and demonstrate through a series of episodic inquiries how it manifests in different artistic situations and social settings.

Discussing aura in his 1934 essay The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, Walter Benjamin made a spatial argument, saying that even the most perfect reproduction of a work of art lacks one element: its presence in time and space (1). Every work of art, he argues, has a unique existence at the place where it happens to be—that is, within its specific cultural context. It is an argument echoed by Martin Heidegger, who does not explicitly mention space in his earlier work, but recent scholarship has examined space as constitutive of his preoccupation with time. Sloderdijk argues that his Spheres project can be understood as an attempt to recover—in one substantial aspect, at least—the project wedged sub-thematically into Heidegger’s early work, namely Being and Space, from its state of entombment (Bubbles 342). He adds, Under the spell of Heidegger’s existential analytics of time, it has mostly been overlooked that this is rooted in a corresponding analytic of space, just as the two in turn rest on an existential analytic of movement (333). Andrew J. Mitchell echoes these sentiments, arguing that Heidegger’s essay The Origin of the Work of Art provides a framework for considering spatial mediation and that Heidegger’s engagement with the art of sculpture in the 1960s emerged from a rethinking of body and space that departs from their earlier conceptions of Being and Time (Mitchell 14). Working with sculptors Ernst Barlach, Bernhard Heiliger, and Eduardo Chillida, Heidegger realized that sculpture is the embodiment of space and is a co-determinative for spatial planning (36). To understand a sculpture, one must understand spatial aesthetics.

If a sculpture is key to staging a spatial condition, what is this condition? Affective states, and my argument is that a fresh reading of Heidegger shows that this unique condition consists not only of Stimmung, the German equivalent of the English word mood, which holds beings in the balance, toward itself as the center (Poetry, Language, Thought 101), but also of Umwelt, which is German equivalent of the environment. According to Inga Pollmann, Stimmung is an eighteenth-century concept that occupies the subject-object interspace or is about man’s relationship with the world and carries a musical sense that links it to tune, tone, and harmony.2 In other words, Stimmung captures not only mood but also attunement (Cinematic Vitalism, 168). That means a physical and spiritual experience of how we relate to the natural world and things around us, including our feeling and viewing of plastic art.

Immanuel Kant talks of art showing the harmony of nature and the self being manifest in the self through intuition, in which the self is conscious of the presence of art by way of an objectified intelligence. Kant’s Stimmung, as constituted in the Critique of Judgement, suggests how taste or sensory feelings are connected to cognitive awareness, resulting in an affect or a condition of experience that allures, appeals, and attracts someone to a particular art. And as David Wellbery suggests in his history of Stimmung, it provides color to a state of mind, and a sensation resulting from mediated tonalities.3 Wellbery cites twentieth-century philosopher Rudolf Hermann Lotze, who, along with Theodor Lipps and Moritz Geiger, characterizes Stimmung as projection of empathy, whereby our emotions are attuned to our milieu, a feeling landscape. This characterization of the affect as a spatial tonal attunement aligns Stimmung with ambient, but only in so far as the concept of ambiance, in the manner of my constitution, also captures Umwelt, which is referencing not only the environment or the natural world around us but also the environment’s communicative relations to the human body—that is, our perception of the world around us, our neighborhoods, including our feeling toward art in our vicinity and with which we sensuously engage.

By early twentieth century, ambiance and atmosphere have come out of the Franco-German phenomenological traditions. German philosopher Georg Simmel was conceptualized Stimmung in terms of perception with spatial resonance.4 This resonance is a mediating condition, an alchemical sensation produced as an attracting and alluring force, a vitality in the milieu that, arguably, found support in biologist Jakob von Uexküll’s theory of Umwelt, which was reconstituted as mutual relationship between living organisms and their environments. Expanding on the mediating role of Umwelt as the environment, Pollmann writes, Over the course of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the term milieu thus lost its denotation of a concrete place and instead described the force field, the interrelations between an individual and her surroundings (the medium) (201). Thus, Stimmung, as mood, is diffused in landscape, nature, and even art. Giuliana Bruno suggests that once vitalized by nineteenth-century writers like Friedrich Nietzsche, mood was characterized as atmosphere during the twentieth century, the center in which being can stay in place, in a milieu, or what Heidegger calls a dwelling.5 I would simply characterize mood as the emotional feeling created in the spectator, viewer, and audience, which results from the atmosphere.

For human beings, Heidegger says, this is the earth—where, on the one hand, people build, fortify, and preserve, and, on the other, they till, cultivate, and nurture. This is the everyday experience of being (Poetry, Language, Thought 145), an experience that occurs among any number of spaces, such as temples, houses, and open-air locations. It is an ambient experience that is, sometimes, imaginary, or, as Gaston Bachelard suggests, is like a daydream. Thus, ambiance is a more expansive affect constituting a staged, localized mood—a landscape scene, to paraphrase Simmel, or mise-en-scène located in nature, in a sculpture garden, or floated in water, or raised the sky or draped in color.

Whereas Benjamin talks of aura as a natural expression of mood and a relationship characterized by the distance between a work of art and the viewer, Heidegger argues that the capacity to experience mood is constitutive of human existence. Mood, Heidegger suggests, concerns the mediation of differences, like a sound synthesis that creates a unified tonal montage. Both Benjamin and Heidegger think of humans as worldly beings, as beings of nature and art emotionally affected by social situations. In the traditional understanding of Benjamin’s aesthetic, aura is a phenomenal authority of authenticity, a quality often associated with modern art, but one that is not anthropomorphic à la Béla Balázs, that is, not tied to the spectator.

According to Benjamin, authenticity is rare and is associated with a unique gaze. Its singular presence—that is, appearance—must project a distant past or tradition. That distance is temporal, and it is projected backward, restricted to history. Benjamin also offers another understanding of aura, suggesting that it is socially constructed and is associated with the bourgeois habit of reflecting on the position of privilege enjoyed by certain classes and peoples in the nineteenth century. In this context, aura is a medium of perception, but it emphasizes gaze and visual experience (Hansen 342).

Meanwhile, Stimmung’s mediating role is central to philosophy, starting with the Kantian connection between reason and imagination, and extending to sensation and thought, the thing-in-itself and its representation, self and other, object and subject, and, finally, humans and nature. Aura’s mediating role is limited since its character is not humanistic. Stimmung designates a whole that encompasses human beings and the environment of which they are a part, and its history has been a topic of interest in German aesthetics since the Age of Romanticism (Pollmann 170). When people develop a connection to their environment through mediation and communion, Heidegger calls that attunement and it reflects spatiotemporal situatedness of the spectator and a sense of staging or mise-en-scéne, with its elements of framing, setting, choreography, lighting, and coloring—that is, ambient emotion. Heidegger’s philosophy of art, as espoused in The Origin of the Work of Art essay, is overlaid with concerns about technology. He views artwork as a useful object setting up a world of relations.6 And so, mood is the way a specific moment makes us feel and how we receive or interact with an artwork.



Atmosphere

For Goethe, Stimmung is quite simply a vibration of nature and a medium in nineteenth-century art theory and practice where it was increasingly understood to encompass inner life and life outside oneself (Pollmann 171). But ambiance in this case should be more than mere mood, as suggested by Stimmung; rather, it should consist of that mood plus Umwelt, which then leads to a small but important difference between ambiance and atmosphere. Ambiance, spatially, is the middle or a resolution of two extremes, a synthesis that, in its modern incarnation, is positive or humorous. As Sloterdijk argues,


The nineteenth century did attempt to grasp this subtle third element when it spoke of milieu and ambiente, while the twentieth provided its own version by translating it into Umwelt and environment … but none of these concepts succeeded in capturing the atmospheric component.

(Globes 137)



It is also important to note that, as argued by French urban sociologist Jean-Paul Thibaud, ambiance suggests a relatively tranquil, and to some extent benign, affective spacetime (McCormack 223).7

Atmospheres, by contrast, are emotional feeling affecting or being experienced by the audience, spectator, and viewer, and caused by the setting, the way a specific setting makes us feel, which makes it connected to setting, staging, and place—that is, a funeral home generates sadness to anyone who attends a wake. Atmospheres are collective in nature and, sometimes, are produced or staged conditions of aerial existence. They are topological and created around an object, or a work of art, at a specific location to produce a particular experience—for instance, with lighting, wall coloring, signage, furniture, and other elements of scenography. According to McCormack, atmosphere speaks more directly to gaseous senses of spacetime in ways that foreground the relation forms of life and atmospheric conditions in which they are immersed (223). He adds that in contrast to ambiance, atmospheres can be threatening, turbulent, and volatile in ways that are simply not suggested by ambiance (Ibid.). Ambiance is emotional feeling the artist evokes in a spectator, audience, and viewer.

Quite often, atmospheres exist and flow within an encirclement or an architectural enclosure, which can be as big as a city or a museum or as small as a gallery or an individual room. In other words, they are concentricities that engage the senses and elicit sensory responses, even in those cases when they lack tactility. Because of that, they form the experiential apparatus through which we view, interpret, and confer meaning to works of art. As Henry Urbach argues,


Only the most myopic of viewers can credibly assert that he or she only sees a painting or photograph with no relation to its surroundings. An exhibition, after all, is not a slide show; it takes place in space. And that space, which will soon acquire some characteristics, is something I would like to call atmosphere.

(13)



Urbach goes on to suggest that that atmospheric condition is an air or a vibe that is charged and vital; he goes so far as to say that it could even be an idea that fills the air (14). Thus, atmosphere has a spatial, sensing characteristic that is distinct and memorable and requires there to be a relationship between an art object and the space it occupies that is external to the human body.

Cultural spaces have traditionally been conceived with ambiance delineated from aura, mood, and atmosphere. In fact, going back to its initial Old French origin, ambiance is not only distinct in meaning but also, like atmosphere, the basis for a viable, separate methodology within phenomenology—particularly Hermann Schmitz’s New Phenomenology—for capturing the zeitgeist and the gestalt. In light of this reconceptualization, it is my view that ambiance allows us to recast received narratives about eras and topologies in such a way that they may, first, begin to reflect more directly the nuances of aesthetic feeling in the body and, second, may elevate the visual historian to the position of prominence Heidegger reserved for the poet. This is needed so much at a time when ours has become a predominantly visual culture.8 Böhme aligns himself with Schmitz, who conceives of atmospheres as an overcoming of subject/object dichotomy and a projection of mood, which is paradoxical since projection of feeling or mood is anthropomorphic.

For ambiance to fully capture the poetic imagination and recast the narrative, its production in social and natural conditions and its relations to space and other affective emotions, such as aura and atmosphere, need to be explored and well understood. Ambiance is characteristically different from aura, which, as Benjamin argues, is a sensation associated with the authenticity of a work of art, history, and intersubjectivity—historical because of its link to a moment of presence. Aesthetically, atmosphere is more than a climatic environing of experience; rather, it is characterized by a quasi-objective feeling that is external and collective and that manifests during an encounter with the world, comparable in some respects to Timothy Morton’s hyper-objects, an object without appearance. The use of the expression quasi-objective here is to suggest a lack of pure relation between subject and object. As Böhme observes, Contrary to Bohme’s observation, the aesthetics of atmospheres shift attention away from what something represents to how something is present. In other words, it is sensory perception as opposed to a judgment inherent in the term ‘aesthetic’ (27). Although both ambiance and atmosphere are ecological and ethereal, as per Aristotle, or their airiness—as in there’s something in the air—ambiance is distinguishable by its epistemic mode. Ambiance is the feeling an audience gets from a combination of mood, tone, and atmosphere.



Ambiance

In terms of delineation, then, ambiance is an individual mode of relational aesthetics that creates a mood, especially when it emerges from an experience one is having with a work of art, although it is not necessarily tied to the art object and is, in a unique way, able to move us beyond the subject-object binary. It is occasionally and partially manifest as atmosphere, though, as Thibaud suggests, it is much narrower than atmosphere. But the airy element remains crucial in this experience, as had already been noted by the poets of ancient Greece, who were fascinated by cosmology and the subtle sky-filling substance they referred to as the ether (Globes: Sphere II 379). Plato was one of the first to sacralize the ether, referring to it as a celestial form, a clear space above air inhabited by divine beings, far removed from the human touch. Accordingly, direct observation was forbidden, as mortal deficiencies restricted experience to the four earthly elements (379).

In framing this inquiry, a plausible argument can be made that all the affective ecologies deriving from ambiance act to moderate mood, which Heidegger conflates with atmosphere. But that disregards two key factors: the etymology of the word ambiance, which sets the Latin prefix amb-, meaning about or around, in conversation with the suffix -ance, meaning state or appearance, and the fact that ambiance and medium are culturally and etymologically related and are rich with layers of meaning. In fact, medium is derived from the Latin word medias, which indicates in-betweenness and intermediary states (Bruno 23). Yet, we might more accurately define ambiance as a moment of recognition within the individual of a historical materialism, à la Benjamin, that is able to arrest more than an image of the past and then present it anew to the historical subject. More simply, we might define it as a process through which the work of art absorbs and is absorbed into its specific time and place in history. This means that, from a conceptual standpoint, ambiance forms a viable basis for a new methodology for historicism, separate and apart from New Historicism, which uses literature to reimagine and reconstruct history.

The ambiance generated when we view a sculpture is different from aura. Aura’s communicative function is external to the human body, while ambiance is experienced internally. Ambiance is, thus, experiential and subjective. It arises from within us, even when we view art in collective or public spaces like galleries and museums. In its unique individual effect, ambiance also differs from atmosphere, which, in contrast, is constituted by a set of external conditions in which viewers of a work of art are together enveloped in an art space or environment, the conditions or characteristics of which help shape the viewers’ experience. Writing about atmospheres, the philosopher Giovanni Piana argues that they create a feeling around us rather than within us. Such a feeling is spatial and can even be geometric (qtd. in Scassilo 161).

Here, then, is another consideration: the concentric character of the encounter between the body and the external world is different in each of the affective emotions. An atmosphere tends to envelop the body because it is strictly speaking the sphere of vapor hovering around the body or is, to quote Carsten Friberg further, more directly in the air (672). On the other hand, ambiance is not external to the body, and, thus, the envelopment we experience is more freely harmonic, creating an even deeper, more individualized feeling of immanence and engagement. Ambiance’s elements are proportional and centered in the space of betweenness.

One of the main arguments in favor of ambiance as the basis for a new aesthetic methodology is that, unlike atmosphere, ambient aesthetics are always confined to a finite space, emerging out of, or around, the work of art. Aside from performance art, the art of sculpture is the most vital and versatile art form that lends itself to the emergence of an ambient aesthetic since sculpture is intimately linked to the expressive aesthetic of the people of Africa and the African diaspora.

The aesthetics of atmospheres and ambiances are mediated by time and space; that is, we experience these emotions as human beings existing in a specific place at a specific time, and being aware of these experiences is important because it is evidence of our own existence. Thus, the experience of viewing a sculpture is ambient to the extent that it focuses awareness on one’s own subject position and on one’s own immersion in the moment and place of viewing. Being attentive to such a degree arouses the senses and invites in the viewer a self-reflexivity in which self, art object, and the experience of viewing become oddly conflated. This is not always a comfortable experience, and the shock of watching yourself watch yourself viewing a work of art can be disorienting, even frightening, especially if the viewer is not accustomed to such deep engagement with art objects. Still, understanding that ambiance arises from within the body in response to the energies and resonances adhering to the work of art is paramount to establishing the ecological context for sculpture central to these inquiries.

As I see it, in this wider context, ambiance reveals a novel and persuasive way to link the sensual, emotive, and historical sides of the exchange between the oeuvre d’art and the viewing subject. A sculpture, for instance, is a work of art that is at work again and again in the moment of its viewing, which means that it has the distinct capacity to enable the revelation of—or a re-engagement with—a historical event that is, because of this fact, cross-spatial, cross-cultural, and cross-temporal. But enabling and appreciating this possibility may require a more precise understanding of ambiance. By establishing that understanding, we can avail ourselves of the new trans-historical conditions opened up by sculpture, such as taking care of the environment (Engelland 178).

Which brings us to another point. We have posited that ambiance is that moment of imagination—that is, a recognition of historical materialism (materiality of ambiance manifests in the human body through feeling and traces of historical experience)—that brings subjectivity into communication with the art object while carrying all the signatures of that object’s past into the viewer’s present. For our purposes, that moment should be understood within the framework of Alfred North Whitehead’s process philosophy as explored and reconceptualized by Brian Massumi. According to Massumi, process is linked to im-mediation, or immediacy, activity, event, and affect. In other words, understanding is the result of an event occurring, which itself is the result, or an integral part, of a process involving a series of activities, including back-and-forth communications, within the body (Massumi, The Autonomy of Affect 87). Conceptually, therefore, moment is mediated by time and space through which visual art is embedded in a specific lifeworld.



Space

The next step is to take the existing scholarship on phenomenological hermeneutics in a new direction—toward an examination of sculpture as a source of ambiance. As we have already seen, ambiance is often equated with atmosphere. However, as I hope is becoming clear, they are not synonymous. Ambiance is distinct by virtue of its being immanent to the viewer and connected to the viewer’s sensory apparatus. As Carsten Friberg recognizes, a key distinction between ambiance and atmosphere lies in the quality of the viewer’s emotional experience of viewing and interpreting a particular art object when he or she sees it in a new or unfamiliar setting, outside of its natural environment. In his essay The Hermeneutics of Ambiance, Friberg argues that atmosphere is not merely psychological but is also based on physical or quasi-objective things in the world that we humans respond to as [they are] felt, particularly in the case of feelings we become aware of based on the difference between our own sentiment and the environment we are in at the time (672). That means that the presence of something—a mood, an object, a location, or a climatic condition—is key to determining whether there is a site-specific atmosphere and of what kind.

Not so for ambiance, which has been confused by most of the scholarship on the phenomenology of atmosphere. While my argument is based largely on primary research, both German and French, some scholars may be critical of some secondary sources that I engage with. That is fine, I believe, because the field of atmosphere is maturing, and the debate has moved on to another level where scholarship is expanding to new areas like African and other non-Western visual art. The originality of and paradigmatic shift in this monograph is to delineate ambiance and extend it to African-themed sculptures and installations is clear. However, I expect a pushback from those who find it controversial probably because of an investment in continuing with the current ambiguity and contain atmospheric debate within its traditional bounds of Western literature and human geography. To that end, I am more interested in an aesthetic debate that focuses on a new methodology rather than an art historical one, as some of my interlocutors have suggested. Nonetheless, aside from this introduction, where I lay out my argument and its parameters, I have adopted a new phenomenological approach, which is very much descriptive, as will be evident in due course. Using episodic format, the chapters that follow identify in detail formal and material elements of nearly twenty contemporary sculptural works.

Ambiance is not just a matter of physical space or environment since two people can have different interactions or experiences with the same space or place. Ambiance is an experience, first and foremost, and, to an extent, it is an experience that involves a desire for background or cultural knowledge, which, thus, sets the stage or décor for ambiance. In its manifestation as a feeling, we often assign a value or quality to ambiance. For instance, one might say that place had ambiance, or the music just added some ambiance that I felt good being there. Assignment of quality or value is judgment. Thus, ambiance is an aesthetic involving both consciousness and what Friberg calls a theater in which one can demonstrate an idea—a controlled setting in a way [that] public spaces are not (675).

To summon that experience in the body is what I call production of ambiance as an affective state. One might question, what body? It is important to bear in mind that the connection between the physical and the psychological, since, as per Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of perception, the visible world and the world of my motor objects are both total parts of the same Being (Dufrene Eye and Mind 121–149). In Eye and Mind essay, his final one before he passed, Merleau-Ponty shows growth in his views to accepting the mind-body link, and he argues that,


A Cartesian believes … that the only light is of the mind, and that all visions take place in God. A painter cannot agree that our openness to the world is illusory … or that the mind has to do only with its thoughts or another mind.

(146)



Moreover, he adds, a
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