
THE FUNCTION OF AMBIGUITY IN MY PAINTING

by

John S tuart Ingle.

An E ssay  Subm itted in  Lieu of T hesis  
To the F acu lty  of the

DEPARTMENT OF ART

In P artia l Fulfillm ent of the  Requirem ents 
For the D egree of

MASTER OF FINE ARTS

In the G raduate C ollege

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA

1 9  6 6



STATEMENT BY AUTHOR

This e s s a y  h as  been  subm itted  in  p a rtia l fu lfillm en t of 
requ irem ents for an advanced  degree  a t The U n iv ersity  of Arizona 
and is  d ep o s ited  in  the  U n iv ersity  L ibrary to  be made av a ilab le  to 
borrow ers under ru le s  of th e  L ibrary.

Brief q u o ta tio n s  from th is  e s s a y  are allow ab le  w ithout 
sp e c ia l p e rm issio n , provided th a t accu ra te  acknow ledgm ent of 
source i s  m ade. R equests for perm ission  for ex tended  quo ta tio n  
from or reproduction  of th is  m anuscrip t in  w hole or in part may 
be g ran ted  by the  head  of the  major departm ent ,or the  D ean of 
the G raduate C o llege when in  h is  judgm ent the  proposed u se  of 
the  m ateria l is  in  the in te re s ts  of s c h o la rsh ip . In a ll o ther 
in s ta n c e s ,  includ ing  reproduction  of the  work of a r t , perm ission  
m ust be ob ta ined  from th e  au th o r .

APPROVAL BY PROJECT SUPERVISOR 

This e s s a y  h as  been  approved on the  d a te  shown below:

CHARLES LITTLER 
A ss is ta n t P ro fesso r of Art

D ate



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The author is  g ra tefu l to M r. M ark V oris, M r. Lynn Schroeder, 

and e sp e c ia lly  M r. C harles  L ittle r for th e ir  v a lu ab le  a s s is ta n c e  in  

preparing th is  e s s a y .

i i i



W hile working on my th e s is  I have becom e in c re a s in g ly  aware of 

c e rta in  re la tio n sh ip s  betw een  my p a in tin g s . From my effo rts  to understand  

the p o ss ib le  s ig n ifican ce  of th e se  re la tio n sh ip s  I fee l th a t I have gained  

a ce rta in  in s ig h t in to  m yself, and in to  the nature  of a co n flic t which has 

ch a rac te rized  an im portant body of my re c e n t w ork . This e s s a y  is  an 

attem pt to co n sid e r c e rta in  pa in tings from my th e s is  in the ligh t of th a t 

in s ig h t.

B ecause I u su a lly  need the re s is ta n c e  of a v isu a l su b jec t in  

order to becom e s a tis fa c to r ily  involved  w ith a p a in tin g , my work has 

g en era lly  been  f ig u ra tiv e . I have n o t, how ever, been  s a tis f ie d  w ith 

sim ply fa ith fu lly  rendering w hat I saw . My commitment to  o ther a r t is t ic  

concerns h as  alw ays led  me to  lim it the amount of my a tten tio n  to a com ­

p le te  and d e ta iled  d esc rip tio n  of the m otif. The degree to  w hich I have 

lim ited  my a tten tio n  to  d esc rip tio n  h a s , I f e l t ,  alw ays been  b ased  lipon 

the  nature of my re sp o n se  to the m otif.

I have n o tic e d , how ever, th a t, as  the body of my work has 

dev e lo p ed , I have ten d ed  to  make more and more use  of a re la tiv e ly  

am biguous mode of d e sc rip tio n . T h is , I f e l t ,  w as ex p la in ed  by the fac t 

th a t my re a l su b jec t m atter w as not so much the th ings I d esc rib ed  as 

ce rta in  re la tio n sh ip s  w hich e x is te d  betw een  them . These re la tio n sh ip s  

are m ost apparen t when the ey es are not perm itted  to  focus sharp ly  on any



one o b je c t, when o n e 's  aw aren ess  is  d iffu sed  over a much la rger area  th an  

th e  area  of p re c ise  focus a t the  cen te r  of th e  v isu a l f ie ld . No s ing le  e le ­

ment v iew ed in  th is  d iffused  m anner is  c le a r ly  seen  in  d e ta il b ecau se  noth ing  

is  c le a rly  fo c u se d , th e re fo re , such  p e rcep tio n s  y ie ld  am biguous inform ation 

about th e  ex a c t appearance  of any p a rtic u la r  e lem en t. Only th e  re la tio n ­

sh ip  betw een  the  e lem ents is  c le a r ly  se e n . I ,  th e re fo re , fe lt  th a t the am bi­

gu ity  of d esc rip tio n  in  my p a in tings re f le c te d  a sim ilar am biguity  in c e r ta in  

of my p e rcep tio n s .

For exam ple, in  the  second  ac ry lic  pain ting  in  my foo tba ll se rie s  

(F ig . 1) my concern  w as for the  fee lin g  of im pact betw een  th e  two p la y e rs , 

a so rt of dynam ic equation  of opposing  fo rc e s . In w atching  such c o llis io n s  

in  ac tu a l foo tba ll gam es I have never been  aw are of much d e ta il  about the  

figu res of the p la y e rs . I know th ey  are foo tba ll p layers  b ec au se  I saw  them  

a t r e s t  before the  ac tio n  b eg an , but w hile  th ey  are moving my percep tion  

provides me w ith very  l i t t le  iraJormation about th e ir  p rec ise  ap p earan ce . I 

may no t be aw are of th is  w hile w atch ing  a game b e c a u s e , s in ce  I know 

th ey  are fo o tb a ll p la y e rs , and ! know w hat a foo tba ll p layer looks l ik e , I 

am never led  to  w onder about the natu re  of the in a rtic u la te  figu res I a c tu a lly  

perce ive  w hile the  p layers  are m oving. I t seem ed n a tu ra l , th e n , to pa in t 

my fo o tb a ll p layers  in  an am biguous m anner. They a re , in  fa c t ,  so am bigu­

ous th a t ,  even  in  the  con tex t of the o ther foo tba ll p ic tu re s , m ost people 

do not reco g n ize  them  as  figu ra tive  a t a l l .  I th in k , h o w ev er, th a t the 

dynam ic fee lin g  of im pact is  f e l t ,  and th a t the  am biguity  does no harm . On
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the co n tra ry , I have come to re a liz e  how i t  d e fin ite ly  en h an ces  the  

p ic tu re .

Anton Ehrenzw eig offers a fa sc in a tin g  exp lan a tio n  for th is  e ffe c t. 

He su g g e s ts  th a t

Up to  a ce rta in  lim it the  a r t i s t 's  work rem ains a 'p rim ary ' 
p ro cess  w hich m erely su p p lie s  the in a r tic u la te  form m ateria l 
c h a ra c te r is tic  of the  dep th  mind; i t  is  le f t  to  the pub lic  to 
p ro jec t a more a r tic u la te  and a t the  sam e tim e more e s th e tic  
s tru c tu re  in to  i t .  The a r t is t  canno t r ig id ly  determ ine the  future 
'p a s s iv e ' enjoym ent of h is  work by th e  public; he m erely stim u­
la te s  w ith in  lim its  secondary  a r tic u la tio n  p ro c e sse s  by p resen tin g  
th e  p u b lic 's  percep tion  w ith in a r tic u la te  m ateria l i t s e l f  u n su itab le  
for a r tic u la te  su rface  percep tion ; hence  the public is  a t lib e rty  
to p ro jec t a new  a r tic u la te  s tru c tu re  and ra tio n a l m eaning in to  
th e  work of a r t .  . . . H ence we sh a ll d esc rib e  i t  a s  the  a r t is ts  
prim ary ta sk  to  d is in te g ra te  the a r tic u la te  and ra tio n a l su rface  
percep tion  and to  c a ll up seco n d ary  p ro c e sse s  in  th e  public 
w hich w ill re s to re  the  a r tic u la te  s tru c tu re  and ra tio n a l m eaning 
of su rface  p ercep tio n . ^

I t  w ould seem  c le a r  then  th a t beyond a c e r ta in  point any effort to c le a r ly

reproduce the a r tic u la te  im age p resen ted  by su rface  percep tion  would a c t

to  r e s tr ic t  the seco n d ary  p ro c e sse s  of the  v iew er and co n seq u en tly  reduce

h is  involvem ent w ith th e  p a in tin g . This is  perhaps borne out by the

frequency  w ith w hich a sk e tch  seem s more v ita l  and e x p re ss iv e  than  the

fin ish ed  p a in tin g .

I have a lso  n o ticed  th a t ,  a s  my pa in tin g s tended  to  become more 

and more vague in  th e ir  d esc rip tio n  of sp e c ific  form s, th e y  a lso  tended  to 

have a g rea te r m easure of c e rta in  q u a lit ie s  of p la s t ic i ty  and v i ta l i ty . Before

1. Anton Ehrenzw eig , The P sy ch o an a ly sis  of A rtis tic  Vision and 
H earing (New York: Ju lian  P ress  In c . , 1953), p . 13.



I began co n sc io u s ly  to  co n sid e r the ro le  of the in a r tic u la te  s ta tem en t in  a 

work of art I a ttrib u ted  th is  w holly  to  an in c rea s in g  ta u tn e ss  in  th e  re la tio n ­

sh ip s  betw een  the  e lem en ts  of my p a in tin g s . The fa c t th a t my d escrip tio n  

w as re la tiv e ly  vague I s t i l l  a ttrib u ted  to  my a ttitu d e  tow ards th e  su b jec t 

m a tte r . In the s e r ie s  of s tu d ie s  of a figure and a s in g le  lig h t source 

(F ig s . 2 and 3), for ex am p le , I w as concerned  w ith th e  powerful unifying 

e ffe c t of l ig h t. The s e rie s  w as in sp ired  by a p a rticu la rly  in te n se  percep tion  

of co lor harm ony, a percep tion  w hich w a s , b e ca u se  of th e  in te n s ity  of my 

co lor a w a re n e ss , n e c e s s a r i ly  vague in  o ther r e s p e c ts .  It w as n a tu ra l , 

th e n , to  lim it the am ount of my a tten tio n  to  an e x ac t d e sc rip tio n  of the  

figure and i ts  su rro u n d in g s.

The lig h t s e r ie s  is  a sp ec ia l c a se  of a more gen era l in te re s t I 

have had in  th e  re la tio n sh ip  betw een  a figure and i ts  environm ent (F ig s . 4 

and 5). I have been  concerned  w ith ach iev ing  the p la s t ic i ty  and v ita li ty  

of w hich I sp o k e , and w ith cap turing  a so rt of mood in h eren t in  every  per­

cep tion  of a p a rticu la r person  in  a p a rticu la r  s itu a tio n . These concerns 

have led  me to  ignore m ost d e ta il and to  g rea tly  sim plify  w hat I saw . The 

re su ltin g  p ic tu re s  are fu ll of re la tiv e ly  am biguous e lem en ts  w hich can be 

con sid e red  d e sc rip tio n s  of sp e c ific  o b jec ts  only in  the proper co n tex t. If 

I did not co n sc io u s ly  ap p rec ia te  the  p o s itiv e  im portance of th e ir  lack  of 

c le a r ly  a r tic u la te  d e ta i l ,  I w a s , a t l e a s t ,  no t troub led  by th e ir  am biguity  

b e ca u se  the p ic tu res  did ach iev e  som ething of the  mood and p la s tic  v i ta l i ty  

I w an ted .



B ecause the  fa c e s  in  th e se  figure -environm ent p a in tin g s  were 

e ith e r u n c le a r , or e n tire ly  a b se n t, th ey  could  not be co n sid e red  p o rtra its .

I though t, how ever, th a t th ey  might becom e p o rtra its  w ith a l i t t le  more 

a tten tio n  to  the  f a c e s .  A p ic tu re  co u ld , I f e l t ,  be both a p o rtra it and a 

s tudy  of th e  so rt w ith w hich I w as in v o lv ed . , W ith th is  in  m ind, I a ccep ted  

a po rtra it com m ission and p rec ip ita ted  a c o n flic t in  my work w hich I have 

y e t to re so lv e .

I have alw ays been  in te re s te d  in  portraitu re  and have u su a lly  

found i t  e a s y  to get a re a so n ab le  l ik e n e s s .  During th e  y ears  betw een  my 

undergraduate  s tu d ie s  a t the  U n iv ersity  of Arizona and my re tu rn  to do 

graduate  work I had some su c c e ss  a s  a com m ercial po rtra it p a in te r. How­

e v e r, ap art from the  f in a n c ia l s id e ,  I found i t  to  be a fru s tra tin g  ex p e rie n c e . 

The p a in tings I did w ere , for th e  m ost p a rt, em pty d e sc r ip tio n s . I fe lt  

m yself to be a m ach ine , a so rt of organ ic  photographic en la rg er turning 

out a sp e c ia l v a rie ty  of m echan ical im age . For th is  re a so n  I gave up 

com m ercial p o r tra itu re .

S til l ,  I fe l t  th a t the  dem ands o f an en lig h ten ed  s itte r  might not be 

incom patib le  w ith my commitment to  my o ther concerns in  p a in tin g . I th e re ­

fore s e t  out to  pain t a com m issioned  p o rtra it th a t would a lso  s a tis fy  me as  

a work of a r t. . Every e ffo rt proved m ost fru s tra tin g . In my attem pts to  

re so lv e  th e  co n flic ts  th a t appeared  I worked on four p o rtra its : two of my 

c lie n t ,  and two of my w ife . They a ll fo llow ed a sim ilar pa tte rn  in  th e ir  

developm ent. I w ould e s ta b lis h  the  im age in  a sp ac io u s  sk e tch y  way th a t



held  prom ise of the p la s tic i ty  and v i ta l i ty  I w an te d , and then  I would 

concern  m yself w ith the  fa c e . As a minimal so rt of p o rtra it l ik e n e ss  

em erged I began to fe e l an in to le rab le  sp lit  betw een  the figure and the  r e s t  

of the p a in tin g . In an effort to reun ify  th e  p ictu re  I began more c lea rly  to  

a r tic u la te  the  v ario u s e lem en ts  of the environm ent; and w ith th is ,  I n o tic e d , 

a ll  the  sp a c io u sn e ss  w as drained  aw ay. . The p ictu re had lo s t  a ll prom ise 

of p la s t ic i ty  and becam e rig id  and d ea d . No amount of sh ifting  about of : - 

s h a p e s , or ad ju stin g  of co lor in te rv a ls  seem ed to  he lp  in .m y efforts to ; 

re v ita liz e  the  im age. vj

, A longside th e se  u n su c c e ss fu l p ic tu re s , perhaps a s  a so rt of re lie f  • 

from the  p sy ch o lo g ica l p ressu re  of my u n su c c e ss fu l e f fo r ts , I did a few  

figure s tu d ie s  (F ig s . 6 and 7) in  w hich I held  the  dem ands of d esc rip tio n  

to  a minimum. '  These p a in tings h av e , p e rh a p s , the  le a s t  c lea rly  a r tic u la te d  

rendering  of any I have ever done and y e t th ey  seem  to  have the  m ost p la s ­

t i c i ty  and v i ta l i ty . .At f i r s t  I w as baffled  by them . I could  not understand  

why I could not ach iev e  th e ir  p la s t ic i ty  and v ita lity  in  th e  p o r tra its . I w as 

probably  too involved  to be im m ediately  open to the  s ig n ifican ce  of th e se  

re la tiv e ly  am biguous f ig u re s . As I S tudied them , h o w ev er, i t  began to dawn 

on me th a t the p la s tic i ty  and v ita l i ty  I found in  them depended  to a very- 

g rea t ex ten t upon th e ir  am biguity . I t occurred  to me th a t i t  w as into th e  

am biguous rendering  of th e  figure th a t I p ro jec ted  the v i ta l i ty  and fee lin g  of 

p re se n c e . It w as in to  th e ir  lo o se ly  a r tic u la te d  struc tu re  th a t I p ro jected  

the  p la s t ic i ty  of my ta c t i le  understand ing  of sp a c e . W hy should  th is
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in c reas in g  am biguity , alm ost to the point of lo sin g  the im age, have the

effec t of heigh ten ing  my e s th e tic  re sp o n se  to the p ic tu re ? Again, E hrenz-

w eig provides an an sw er.

It might be the se c re t unco n sc io u s  struggle  betw een  surface  and 
depth  percep tion  w hich an im ates the  su rface  g e s ta l t ,  a s  though 
the  th rea ten ed  su rface  v is io n  had to  endow i ts e lf  w ith sp e c ia l 
g ifts  of g race and power to keep  a tten tio n  fixed  upon, i t s e l f .  The 
g rea te r the  danger to  be overpow ered by depth  percep tion  the more 
liv e ly  and p la s tic  appears  the su rface  g e s t a l t . ^

If, th e n , the he igh tened  v ita li ty  and p la s tic i ty  of th e se  im ages is  d ire c tly  

re la te d  to  th e ir  re la tiv e  am biguity , it  is  c le a r  why the p o rtra its  did not work 

o u t. Beyond a ce rta in  po in t, my effo rts  to  reun ify  the figure w ith i ts  e n ­

vironm ent by an in c re a s in g ly  c le a r  a rticu la tio n  of e lem en ts robbed the 

pain ting  of i ts  v i ta l i ty .

It may be th a t the sy n th e s is  I sought in th o se  p o rtra its  re a lly  is  

im p o ss ib le , b u t, s t i l l ,  I th ink  n o t. The sm all s t i l l  life  of a bean  can  fu ll 

of b ru sh es  seem s to me to  hold out hope for the fu tu re . In i t  is  com bined 

som ething of the p la s tic  v ita l i ty  I sought w ith enough p rec ise  d esc rip tio n  

to s a tis fy  the dem ands of p o rtra itu re . It occurs to me th a t the reaso n  why 

the  s t i l l  life  su cceed ed  may sim ply be th a t in  i ts  developm ent no co n flic t 

arose  b ecau se  my co n sc io u s  and my su b co n sc io u s  minds w ere in harm ony.

In the p o rtra its , on the  o ther hand , my su b co n sc io u s  form contro l m echanism , 

w hich seem s re sp o n s ib le  for w hatever p la s t ic i ty  and v i ta l i ty  I get in to  my 

pain tin g s w a s , p e rh a p s , fru s tra ted  by my co n sc io u s  effo rts  to make a

2. Ib id . , p . 37.



p o r tra it . If th a t is  the c a s e ,  then  the  co n flic t apparen t in  the  p o rtra its  

might re f le c t the c o n flic t betw een  two le v e ls  of my mind ra th e r than  any 

re a l in co m p atib ility  be tw een  the dem ands of a l ik e n e s s  and the  dem ands of 

p la s tic  v i ta l i ty . The seem ing im p o ss ib ility  of a so lu tion  would r e s u l t ,  th e n , 

no t from th e  natu re  of th e  problem but ra th e r  from the n atu re  of my approach  

to  i t .  If I had devoted  my a tten tio n  to  finding  a le s s  c le a r ly  a r tic u la te  w ay 

of ach iev ing  the l ik e n e ss  the  re s u l ts  of my effo rts  might have been more 

s u c c e s s fu l .

. T h is ,. th e n , is  th e  burden of the  in s ig h t I m entioned in  the  f ir s t  

parag raph , th a t the  re la tiv e ly  am biguous d esc rip tio n s  in  my pain tings 

function  in  a p o s itiv e  and enorm ously  im portant w ay. I fe e l th a t I have long 

understood  th is  a t a su b co n sc io u s  le v e l ,  and th a t my work h a s ,  more and 

m ore, been  con tro lled  by th a t su b co n sc io u s  u n d erstan d in g . To re a liz e  th is  

c o n sc io u s ly , to  reco g n ize  the im portance of the ra tio  be tw een  the a r tic u la te  

and the  in a r tic u la te  e lem en ts  of art h as  b e e n , for me, som ething of a re v e ­

la tio n . I t not only sh ed s  new  lig h t on old problem s, bu t i t  a lso  re v ea ls  

new  horizons for fu ture exp lo ra tio n .
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F ig . 1. — Football, acry lic , 3 2 /3 6 .



Fig. 2.  — Oil ,  16 /20 .
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F ig . 3 . -  -F ig u re , o il ,  16 /2 0 .
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F i g . 4 . — F igure , Watercolor ,  12/16.
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F ig . 5 . —Figure , W a te rco lo r, 18 /2 4 .
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Fig. 6 . —F igure , a c r y l i c , 26 /32 .



Fig . 7 . —F ig u re , o il ,  30/32



Fig . 8 . — Still l i fe ,  a c ry lic , 16 /2 0 .
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