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Michał Ostrowicki

Ingarden^ Concept of the Construction of the 
Work of Art on the Grounds of System Analysis

In Roman Ingarden's philosophical system we find the application of 
some elements of system analysis which is used especially for the descrip- 
tion of human naturę, which, in the light of his conception, is considered a 
system of partly isolated Systems1. In his considerations Ingarden distin- 
guishes three types of systems2:1) open, 2) closed and 3) partly closed. The 
first two types are in effect only hypothetical constructs. This is because 
open systems, for lack of borders, of delimitations from other systems or 
their environment would in fact become processes. On the other hand, 
even if we agree that these systems, closed in their very essence "to every- 
thing", really exist, they would equally or even first of all be closed to our 
intentional cognitive acts, and they would thereby be outside our cogni- 
tion3. Hence only partly isolated systems become a proper object of study 
(partly open or partly closed; these terms can be used interchangeably 
because on the side of the analyzed reality they have one designation). 
Those systems, thanks to their borders may hołd the identity of their 
essence; but at the same time, due to the fact that they are not fully closed 
(isolated), they can be influenced by other systems. This is because they 
have entrances and exits, in other words such border elements of their 
structure which, with respect to two systems, mutually identify themsel- 
ves as entrances and exits, and which make it possible for feedback to 
occur between them.

1R. Ingarden, Man and Value, Miinchen: Philosophia Verlag, 1983, p. 85.
2 Ibid., p. 86.
3 R. Ingarden, Spór o istnienie świata, t. II, Warszawa: PWN, 1987, p. 112.

The question which should now claim our attention is whether we can 
extend Ingarden's system analysis to questions of the ontology of the work 
of art? We can presume that Ingarden himself initiated and projected such 
considerations. Let us quote here a passage in which he writes ab out the 
work of art in such a context.
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"For the moment, however, we should notę that this object, taken as an 
element of the State of affairs, opens itself to us in a remarkable way even 
though it still remains a delimited whole. From the beginning, it appears 
to us as something accessible 'from within', as something that is open to 
us. And as we develop the given State of affairs, we simply make use of its 
'openness' and intentionally penetrate its interior. This 'openness' is, in ge­
nerał, not an ontic moment; it is not an ontic modę of behavior of the onti- 
cally autonomous object itself. In generał, this object is insensitive to the 
differences between 'openness' and 'self-enclosedness', even though these 
differences have their basis in its ontic structure. In our case, it is only a 
question of the fact that we 'open' the object, so to speak, as soon as we 
apprehend the State of affairs. The sentence-forming operation - in all its 
various modifications, but primarily in the one which leads to a categorial 
assertive proposition - is precisely one way of 'opening' an object (and in 
particular a thing) which for the moment is given externally in its totality. 
When it appears to us as already 'opened', however, we are sufficiently 
prepared to develop or apprehend a State of affairs and thus deal with it as 
with an object that is 'opened'. At that moment it also ceases to be given to 
us in a purely 'objective' manner. For the self-enclosedness of the object 
belongs to a simply objective (nominał) manner of being given, notmerely 
in the sense of demarcation, but also in the sense that the conscious subject 
to whom the object is given apprehends it or intends it only 'from the ou- 
tside', in one grasp"4.

4 R. Ingarden, The Literary Work of Art, Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 
1973, pp. 135-136. '

5 E. Laszlo, The Systems View ofthe World, New York: George Braziller, 1972, pp. 10-15; L. 
von Bertalanffy, General System Theory, New York: George Braziller, 1973, pp. 102-103.

6 R. Ingarden, The Literary Work ofArt, op.cit., pp. 29 ff.

Naturally, Ingarden has not written anywhere that an object of cogni- 
tion such as a work of art can be apprehended as a partly isolated system. 
Nevertheless, let us point out that the following two elements allow for the 
interpretation of the work of art as a partly isolated system: 1) system ana- 
lysis, in which one of the most important assumptions is the hierarchical 
construction of reality, where the analyzed objects can be described as Sy­
stems5, and 2) Ingarden's formalization of the elements of structure as well 
as his description of their relations in the case of the literary work of art6. 
The conception of a literary work of art presented by Ingarden has a highly 
structural character. The literary work of art is (in a sense) a closed whole 
which has a specific construction. It is composed of several strata built up 
out of many interrelated elements which constitute a definite State of affa­
irs. There also exist definite interdependencies between the strata. The
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work as a whole is, so to say, functioning in a given "environment". These 
facts point to a possibility of analyzing theoretically the literary work - 
and because it is a work of art - any work of art, as if it were a system. It 
should be mentioned that, according to the conception of the work of art 
presented above, we have the possibility of its model presentation, which 
makes us even morę inclined to employ the methodology of the theory of 
systems.

Thus we can presume that the above cited passage is concerned with 
something prior to concretization, with something primary even in rela- 
tion to the subject himself and the perception of the work (something ou- 
tside consciousness) - something, that we may consider important with 
respect to the object itself. The (system's) openness discussed by Ingarden 
is in this sense a process which temporally would be primary with respect 
to concretization and interpretation. (1) It is the object which opens itself to 
the subject and which is opened by the subject. (2) The opening and clo- 
sing of the system of the work of art has its basis in its structure.

Here we should draw a distinction between the subjective and the ob- 
jective aspects of the analysis. As Ingarden writes "something happens 
from within"; the object opens itself, and this, in effect, is the condition for 
its cognition. In other words, the system of the work of art and the system 
of the perceiver define some border elements of their structures which ma­
ke it possible for entrances and exits to appear in those systems. If a system 
"opens itself", we can conclude that some changes are taking place within 
its structure, that it undergoes modification, or, as we can put it, some bor­
der points are being "adapted" as the entrance and the exit to the other 
system. Such a modification has the character of real changes within the 
structure of a given system. On the ground of Ingarden's research, we can 
describe this process for a system such as a human being7. This problem 
becomes interesting when we discuss it with respect to the other afore - 
mentioned system - the work of art.

7 This kind of explanation can be found in Man and Value by R. Ingarden. Ludvig von 
Bertallanffy was also working in this field, constructing a conception of the organism as an 
open system.

We think that from the quotation given above we can conclude that 
Ingarden initiates what we would like to describe as the modification of 
structure, or simply a change which occurs within the structure of the 
work of art.

Let us agree that the modification of the structure of the work of art is a 
process which allows us*to describe the work of art as "open" or "closed". 
In this respect, I think, we can describe the work of art as a dynamie sy-
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stem8, that is one whose structure possesses the ability to change its rela- 
tions and to adapt itself to other systems. In our context by "another sy­
stem" we shall understand the perceiver.

8 Discussing aesthetic qualities M. Mitias writes: "Aesthetic quality is the outcome of 
the dynamical interrelatedness of the formal properties which constitute the art work as a 
significant form; and it would not emerge unless one creates, i.e., enlivens, this dynamical 
aspect of the work in the activity of aesthetic perception. [...] What is given in it [aesthetic 
quality] as a potentiality is only a plan - a schema - that can guide the direction and sub- 
stance of this realization. This plan, which is its fundamental structure, is relatively stable, 
mainly because it is, as I stated earlier, a function of a relatively stable form. But although 
relatively stable, i.e., structured in principle, the depth, richness, and extent of its actuali- 
zation depend upon the aesthetic sophistication of the percipient, upon his knowledge, 
experience, and cultural refinement", M. Mitias, "Locus of Aesthetic Quality", in: Aesthe­
tic Quality and Aesthetic Experience, Rodopi: Elementa, 1988, pp. 31-32.

9 R. Ingarden, Studia z estetyki, t. II, Warszawa: PWN, 1966, pp. 72-73.
10 W. Stróżewski, "O prawdziwości dzieła sztuki. Prawdziwościowa interpretacja 

dzieła sztuki literackiej", in: Studia Estetyczne, t. XV, Warszawa 1978, p. 154.

We would like to State that the opening process of the work of art, a real 
change of its structure, can be called the dynamization of the structure of 
the work of art.

It must be emphasized that the dynamization process is essentially 
related to the sphere of the object. Dynamization takes place in the object, 
even though it is initiated by the subject. This is because the definitional 
description of the dynamization process should, in the first place, be di- 
stinguished from Ingarden's notions of concretization and interpretation.

1. The most important question to be determined here is whether it is 
possible to interpret the concretization process as the one which de facto is 
achieved in the subject, that is in the perceiver's consciousness, only refer- 
ring to the object as a schema? What does it mean for a work of art to be 
concretized? What Ingarden calls a picture "has its own defining ontologi- 
cal basis on the one hand in a painted canvas as well as indirectly in the 
painter's creative acts, and, on the other hand, in the perceiver, that is in 
his perception process" . In the concretization of the literary work of art 
the perceiver has at his disposal only quasi-judgements about which we 
can say that: (1) they are constitutive elements of the work of art, (2) they 
cannot fali under the categories of truth or falsity. Concretization relates 
here to filling out various places of indeterminacy in the work of art, to 
reading those things which lead to interpretation, to reading, as W. Stróż- 
ewski writes, "that which the work is able 'to say', what can be understood 
in it and by it, whether directly catching all the senses contained in it 
('thoughts'), or 'making guesses' or even conjecturing them, reading - so 
to say - between the lines" .

9

10
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The problem of concretization leads us to the issue of representations 
that are constantly at work during the perception of the work of art, fulfil- 
ling the schema.

"On his own initiative and with his own imagination he 'fills out' 
various places of indeterminacy..."11, and the choice of these places of in- 
determinacy and the way in which they are filled out is madę unconscio- 
usly, in an act of fantasy. The perceiver himself can generate different con- 
cretizations of the same work of art, which may result in considerable dif- 
ferences among its successive concretizations.

11 R. Ingarden, The Cognition of the Literary Work ofArt, Evanston: Northwestern Uni- 
versity Press, 1973, p. 53. *

12 Ibid., p. 56.
13 Ibid., p. 57.
14 Ibid.
15 Ibid., p. 58.
16 Ibid.
17 Ibid., pp. 188 ff.

Concretization refers to perception in the sense that the work of art 
demands three things from the perceiver (reader): (1) abstinence with 
regard to filling out places of indeterminacy (2) agreement with the sem- 
antic stratum to which the perceiver must pay attention, agreement to 
create new connections between aesthetically valent qualities and agree­
ment with the creator's intentions; here one writes about adequate percep­
tion and in consequence about right evaluation, (3) concretization may 
also be dependent upon a given historical epoch, its generał cultural at- 
mosphere, or its social environment.

Let us quote Ingarden here: "If the aspects are to be actual for the 
reader during reading and thus to belong to the stock of the work, then the 
reader must perform a function analogous to perception, sińce the objects 
portrayed in the work by means of the States of affairs are not in effect 
perceptible"12. And next: "And this means simply that the reader must 
productively experience intuitive aspects in the materiał of vivid repre- 
sentation and thereby bring the portrayed objects to intuitive presence, to 
representational appearance"13.

The perceiver (reader) sees the work of art "in his imagination"14, he 
can construct fictitious aspects15, and, if he is unabłe to concretize, he per- 
ceives only "in a purely signitive fashion"16. The reader can imagine, rep- 
resent and finally take advantage of being subjectively conditioned, for 
example by the degree of his concentration or emotional involvement.

2. Now let us take a closer look at the phases of the aesthetic experience 
pointed out by Ingarden, because they are of importance for the description of 
dynamization as a process which is primary in relation to concretization.

The aesthetic experience has three phases here17:
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I. Original emotions, aroused by the qualitative endowment of the 
object of perception - the assumption of the aesthetic attitude.

II. The process of perception of the qualitative structure of the work 
together with the completion of its schematization, that is a concretization 
which does or does not lead to the construction of the aesthetic object.

III. Experience of aesthetic values of the produced object in the form of 
emotional response to those values.

For us the most interesting phase is the first one, in which we can addi- 
tionally distinguish: (1) passive and transitory perception of qualities, (2) 
state of being interested in and stimulated by the apprehended quality, (3) 
a desire to come into closer contact with the work.

This first phase attracts our attention because, as we think, it is a result 
of previous dynamization. It is connected with the feeling of "desire" in 
the perceiver's mind and with the desire to have fuli and intuitive inter- 
course with the quality. What caused such a state? We think, it is the exist- 
ence of such a structure in the work of art, which after the opening of the 
system of the work of art, after dynamization, can be conceived as a 
schema. The successive phases refer only to contemplation of that which 
was produced in concretization, but we must stress the fact that it is prece- 
ded by the process of dynamization. We may understand this process as 
basie in relation to the remaining phases of the aesthetic experience discus- 
sed by Ingarden. As a result, dynamization would be the condition for the 
generation of the aesthetic object.

*

We think that the dynamization of the structure of the work of art leads 
to the transformation of an object such as a work of art, something strange 
in a sense, not belonging to the mind, to something comprehensible, 
having a sense, something modelled, schematic, rationalized and percepti- 
ble. In consequence, dynamization occurs when the perceiver extorts a 
comprehensible schema for concretization from the work of art.

Finally, dynamization should be understood to mean a process, which 
makes it possible for the borders of the system of the work of art to open, 
and which in effect leads to its cognition. In the latter understanding the 
process of dynamization can be considered the condition for concretiza­
tion and interpretation. What belongs to the process of concretization is 
the activity of the subject's consciousness, while filling out places of inde- 
terminacy, which leads to the generation of something that changes its es- 
sential features from "I am a work of art", to "I am the aesthetic object". 
Differentia specifica lies here in the activity of the subject, and the object 
always remains the same.
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We can speak about essential changes of a work of art as a partly isola- 
ted system in relation to the work of art before dynamization, when it has 
potentialities for the opening of the structure, and after dynamization, 
when the perceiver has at his disposal a recognizable structure, that is a 
schema, which in turn can be concretized.

We must not identify the process of dynamization with concretization 
because the former can be called, according to the ontological order, the 
cause, and the latter-its effect. In this light, dynamization is a process 
which has its foundation in the structure of the work of art. Concretization 
refers to places of indeterminacy, but it has its source in the acts of the 
perceiver's consciousness (intentional acts). For the subject dynamization 
would be a non-temporal process, whereas concretization takes place in 
time. Concretization describes the hypothetical filling out of the places of 
indeterminacy, and dynamization makes such fulfillment possible. Dyna­
mization enables the system of a work of art to open itself (and this is most 
important to us), and concretization is the filling out of a schema, realized 
in a particular aesthetic experience; dynamization therefore refers to essen­
tial, real changes of features of the work of art as a system, whereas concre­
tization does not refer to them. Dynamization in its essence is neither re­
cognizable, nor identifiable, while concretization is to a certain degree a 
rational process.

Finally, dynamization would be the condition for a comprehensible re- 
ception of the work of art, which is the preparation for concretization, and, 
in effect, the generation of the aesthetic object.

We should add that the recognition of some works of art, for example 
those of the avantgarde, becomes an object of controversy, in the light of R. 
Ingarden's system of aesthetics. Ready-mades, object trouves or objects of con- 
ceptual art do not possess traditionally accepted artistic values, such as 
craftsmanship, one will not find in them aesthetic values such as beauty or 
sadness, one cannot seek deep sense in them or try to concretize them - to 
do so in the case of conceptual art would even be false. Admittedly, they are 
true works of art, although it would be difficult to justify this claim in the 
light of Ingarden's aesthetics. On the other hand these works enter the aes­
thetic situation, they are "chosen" by the artist - just they and not others.

The structure of all works of art comes through dynamization. 
However, the opening of "traditional" works of art by the perceiver is 
much easier because this process is connected with the history of culture 
and the development of art; this gives them their own place in social per- 
ception. The perception of avantgarde works of art often encounters obsta- 
cles because they frequently do not fit into the above mentioned catego- 
ries. Nevertheless, they achieve the status of the work of art, have their 
own critics, enter the aesthetic situation. We must presume that it happens 
because of the dynamization of their structure (they are opened by the per- 
ceiver) not demanding anything else from the perceiver.


