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CRITERIA OF ARTISTRY 

 

Abstract 

Even though works of art (including fiction) created in different eras and in different cultural 

conditions generally correspond to the category of beauty (as a certain value), they are based on 

different criteria of artistry. According to the concept proposed in the article, these criteria evolve, 

and the nature of their evolution is determined by the structure of the sign, in which Charles Morris 

(1938) identified three dimensions: semantics, syntactics and pragmatics. In accordance with this, 

the author distinguishes three criteria of artistry: semantic, syntactic and pragmatic, dominating in 

the paradigms of art (realistic, modernist and postmodernist). The article describes the most 

characteristic features of each of these paradigms. 
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КӨРКЕМДІК КРИТЕРИЙЛЕРІ 

 

Аңдатпа 

Әр түрлі дәуірлерде және әртүрлі мәдени жағдайларда жасалған өнер туындылары (көркем 

әдебиетті қоса алғанда) жалпы сұлулық санатына (белгілі бір құндылық ретінде) сәйкес келсе 

де, олар әр түрлі көркемдік критерийлерге негізделген. Мақалада ұсынылған тұжырымдамаға 

сәйкес, бұл критерийлер дамиды және олардың эволюциясының сипаты Чарльз Моррис (1938) 

үш өлшемді бөлген белгі құрылымымен анықталады: семантика, синтаксис және прагматика. 

Осыған сәйкес автор көркемдіктің үш критерийін анықтайды: семантикалық, синтаксистік 

және прагматикалық, өнер парадигмаларында басым (реалистік, модернистік және 

постмодерндік). Мақалада осы парадигмалардың әрқайсысына тән белгілер сипатталған. 

Түйін сөздер: өнер, көркем әдебиет, семантика, прагматика, синтаксис, модернизм, 

постмодернизм 
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КРИТЕРИИ ХУДОЖЕСТВЕННОСТИ 

 

Аннотация 
Несмотря на то, что произведения искусства (включая художественную литературу), 

созданные в разные эпохи и в разных культурных условиях, в целом соответствуют 
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категории красоты (как определенной ценности), они основаны на разных критериях 
художественности. Согласно концепции, предложенной в статье, эти критерии 
эволюционируют, и характер их эволюции определяется структурой знака, в которой Чарльз 
Моррис (1938) выделил три измерения: семантику, синтаксис и прагматику. В соответствии с 
этим автор выделяет три критерия художественности: семантический, синтаксический и 
прагматический, доминирующие в парадигмах искусства (реалистической, модернистской и 
постмодернистской). В статье описываются наиболее характерные черты каждой из этих 
парадигм. 

Ключевые слова: искусство, художественная литература, семантика, прагматика, 
синтаксис, модернизм, постмодернизм 

 

Introduction. The category of beauty is based on the evaluative perception of objects, and 
evaluation, as is known, is an interpretation of objects relative to a certain segment of a certain scale 
of characteristics. There is also the concept of aesthetic convention, according to which some 
objects are prototypical examples of what is considered beautiful, charming, attractive, or, 
conversely, ugly, unattractive, repulsive. In addition to prototypes, aesthetic convention includes 
criteria according to which works of art (as well as any other objects) are interpreted and evaluated. 

The formal-constructive foundations of the interpretation of works of art (including artistic 
style) have been studied in detail within the formalist and structuralist traditions. Nevertheless, it is 
obvious that the essence of art is not limited to a set of tropes or stylistic figures. The aesthetic 
determinants of linguistic communication are variable in nature and continuously evolve from 
naturalistic symbolism in archaic forms of art to interactionism in postmodern artistic practice. 

The criteria of artistry (as well as the criteria of beauty) directly influence artistic paradigms, 
which, in turn, are classified and described on various grounds. For example, Valery Tyupa 
identifies three types of paradigms: 1) reflexive traditionalism; 2) aesthetic creativity; 3) 
modernism. Each of these paradigms is based on different criteria for determining what perfect art 
is [1, 155-158]. 

Thus, the paradigm of reflexive traditionalism, covering the historical period from syncretic 
(folklore) poetics to the end of the 18th century and most vividly embodied in the literature of 
classicism, relied on normative aesthetic consciousness. Art was considered a craft activity carried 
out according to certain rules (“techne” in the philosophy of Plato and Aristotle), subject to 
assessment from the point of view of mastery, i.e. the level of practical mastery of artistic 
techniques. The criterion of aesthetics was the canonical correctness of the text, identified with the 
professional level of its author. 

Works of art from the second half of the 20th and first decades of the 21st century are assessed 
in a completely different way. According to Tyupe, the modern paradigm of art is activist in nature 
– it is based on the principle of the interactivity of art. Artistic activity today is understood as an 
activity aimed at the consciousness of another person – the interlocutor. The emphasis on the 
perception of the text (or discourse) is associated with a greater or lesser uncertainty of content: by 
analogy with the concept of social constructivism, equal participation of the sender and the recipient 
in the construction of meanings is assumed. 

Although the paradigms of art are described in detail, the criteria underlying them are often 
presented rather intuitively. Moreover, it should be noted that such criteria are used not only to 
characterize paradigms as epochal formations of artistic culture but also for individual movements, 
associations, styles, idiostyles, and even individual texts. For example, Ryszard Solik lists the 
criteria according to which such movements as Romanticism, Realism, and Impressionism are 
distinguished: the illusion and form of the image, the correspondence between the theme and the 
plot, the hierarchy of artistic genres, iconographic economy, the power of convention, etc. [2, 16]. 

The purpose of this article is to examine the concept of artistic criteria on which major 
historical stages of artistic culture development are based. These criteria are not intuitive or 
inductive in nature but have the status of axioms: their identification is based on the semiotic model 
of the sign proposed by Charles Morris in the first half of the 20th century. 
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Even though artistic activity (including literary creativity) is often initiated by difficult to 

formalize, sublimated impulses, as Ivor A. Richards wrote, the principles by which works of art are 

understood and evaluated are based on the status characteristics of signs as basic categories of 

interpersonal communication [3, 24]. 

Methods and materials. To analyse the criteria of artistry in this article, methods of semiotic 

analysis and comparative literary studies were used. The research was based on Charles Morris's 

concept, which distinguishes three dimensions of a sign: semantics, syntax and pragmatics [4]. The 

research material comprises works of art from various eras and cultural contexts, selected based on 

their correspondence to the concept of beauty. Both classical works and contemporary texts are 

used as examples, which allows us to trace the evolution of artistic criteria.  

Semantic analysis was conducted based on the definition of aesthetically marked signs and 

their relationship to referents that are considered beautiful. The study also examines examples such 

as the noun ‘bouquet’, which contains elements of aesthetic evaluation.  

Syntactic analysis involved the examination of compositional forms of speech and the ways of 

configuring signs that create an aesthetic impression, regardless of the discourse topic. Various 

stylistic figures, such as rhyme and rhythm, which determine the aesthetic value of a text, were used 

as examples.  

Pragmatic analysis aimed at studying the author's communicative intention and its influence on 

the perception of a work of art. The study also took into account the cultural codes of the sender and 

receiver of information, which is especially important in intercultural communication.  

Thus, the research methods include semantic, syntactic, and pragmatic analysis, which allows 

for a comprehensive examination of the criteria of artistry and their evolution in various art 

paradigms. 

Results and discussion 

1. Semantic criterion 

The origins of art are linked to its semantic nature: beauty is contained in the reality around us – 

works of art express or reflect it. Aesthetically marked signs are related to referents (artifacts or 

natural objects) that are considered beautiful, i.e. according to the principle: “(if) the referent is 

beautiful – (then) the sign is beautiful” [5, 146]. The nature of art thus lies in the imitation of the 

beauty of perceived objects of reality, as, for example, Adam wrote in the 18th century Smith [6, 86]. 

Aesthetic information is contained in the definitions of some lexical names of visually 

perceived objects. As an example, we can consider the noun “bouquet”, which in the article by 

Alexey D. Košelev is defined as follows [7, 299]: 

PROTOTYPE (mental image): “A bunch of flowers (image of a typical referent) + Flowers are 

placed in a vase with water, tied with a ribbon, given to family and friends (typical actions with a 

referent)” <= 

CORE (causal characteristic): “Flowers are selected in a bunch in such a way that they form a 

beautiful ensemble and their appearance and smell evoke aesthetic pleasure”. 
 

As we can see, the second part of the definition contains elements of aesthetic evaluation, 

namely the expressions beautiful ensemble and aesthetic pleasure. 

Visual art is ideally suited to fulfill this imitative function, especially iconic signs based on 

similarity to beautiful referents [8]. It is no coincidence that children's drawings usually contain 

beautiful objects, most often flowers. 

This type of imitation corresponds to the principle of natural symbolism: signs inherit the 

functional properties of their referents, which are used in various magical practices [9; 10]. The 

same principle lies in the nature of art. 
Art is based on signs of an analogous, imitative nature, which owe their aesthetic value to 

denotates. Initially, the rule was: “A beautiful story is a beautiful text.” It is no coincidence that 
traditional (including folk) genres of art are thematically connected with the mimetic function: they 
describe beautiful landscapes, attractive characters (for example, young women and young men), 
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love scenes, etc. In real life, such beautiful scenes are said to be “asking to be drawn”. We 
encounter a similar leitmotif in Akutagawa's story Du Zichun: 

In the rays of the setting sun, which flooded the city gates with liquid oil, caps of the finest silk 
gauze on the heads of old men, golden Turkish earrings in the ears of women, multi-colored reins 
on white horses rushed past... As if you were looking at a beautiful painting. 

Thanks to the mimetic principle, a subsystem of sign means was formed over time, intended to 
express aesthetically colored content: semantic poeticisms as names of beautiful objects (they can 
be defined as bellonyms), as well as semantically marked stylistic figures, tropes, phraseological 
units. This was the first stage in the formation of the art system [11, 278]. 

2. Syntactic (constructive) criterion 

Over time, this subsystem begins to separate from the mimetic function – situations arise when 
the aesthetic effect no longer depends on the topic of discourse. A new stage in the history of 
artistic practices is based on syntax: the aesthetic function is related to the way signs are configured. 
The source of beauty in speech communication lies in the compositional forms of speech – it is not 
at all necessary for individual semantic elements to indicate beautiful objects. 

This is how an artistic style begins to form. The units and typified constructions that comprise 
it are not limited in terms of semantics – aesthetic impact is possible due to the elements belonging 
to a given style. The poetic form has aesthetic value due to a certain arrangement of words and 
phrases – especially due to such elements of the verse structure as rhyme and rhythm, while the 
theme of the poem can be a blooming meadow or an old, worn jacket, as, for example, in the poem 
(and song) of Bulat Okudzhava. Stanislav Lem writes about this criterion of artistry in his 
“Philosophy of Chance”: 

Everyone recognizes that there is a difference between the sentences: “Anthony, taking Maria 
by the hand, led her into the rustling hazel grove” and “Antek dragged Manka into the bushes. The 
difference is that in the case of the first sentence, it would not occur to us that something indecent 
could happen between these people. In the case of the second sentence, on the contrary, such a 
possibility becomes more likely” [12, 35]. 

Lem points out that these two phrases evoke different associations, which relate to the nature of 
their lexical components, although both phrases describe the same fragment of reality with the same 
participants. Thus, in the first phrase, Antony took Maria by the hand and led her in the direction of 
the rustling hazel - these expressions have a stable association with artistic style and create an 
aesthetic impression, while the expressions Antek, Manya, drag into the bushes in the second 
phrase, on the contrary, indicate the negative nature of the situation due to their inconsistency with 
high style. 

The beauty of contemporary literature relates to the interpretation of the linguistic form of 
texts, especially their most recognizable elements, such as rhythm or rhyme. They determine what 
Roland Barthes called “the pleasure of the text” [13, 462]. Serbian linguist Milosav Čarkić sees 
“hedonistic information” in various stylistic figures based on the phonetic relationships of words in 
the text – such as alliteration, assonance, dissonance, echolalia, etc. [14] Since phonemes are not 
signs, it is clear that their aesthetic value has nothing to do with mimesis. 

Thanks to the formation of artistic style, it became possible to apply the aesthetic criterion to 
any discourse, regardless of its content. We consider any texts and phrases to be beautiful, refined, 
elegant, or, conversely, unattractive, ugly, deformed, if they comply or do not comply with a certain 
stylistic canon. Thus, the scope of application of the category of aesthetic value goes beyond verbal 
art and can concern texts (and discourses) of different types: scientific, journalistic, religious, 
official-business, everyday, etc. 

The formation of an artistic style also significantly changes the aesthetic interpretation of a 
work: now what is important is the construction of signs that correspond to the aesthetic intention of 
the author. In this regard, Umberto Eco, defining an artistic text, writes that it presupposes a 
“stimulating manipulation of expression” [11, 276]. Since behind each construction of signs there is 
a specific (known or unknown) author, the beauty of a work of art indicates the artist’s skill and, in 
particular, the efforts he has made to ensure that the work corresponds to the aesthetic canon: 
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Our sense of beauty has evolved to enable us to distinguish between the difficult and the 

simple, the rare and the common, the expensive and the cheap, the talented and the untalented, and 

the fit and the unfit [15, 400]. 

An example is traditional oriental painting, which has a monochrome character: a wide range of 

forms and compositions are achieved by diluting the ink and through filigree brushwork. One Ming 

Dynasty author listed twenty-six different ways of painting rocks and twenty-seven ways of 

representing leaves on trees (Hockney & Gayford, 2019). 

This is why, as Jeffrey Miller writes, 

Almost any thing can be made aesthetically pleasing: no product that has been made with 

special care can be counterfeited by a less diligent person. [...] Wanting to emphasize his superiority 

in the professional sphere, any specialist will call himself an artist of his craft (2000, 400, etc.). 

This applies to almost all areas of human activity, from mathematics to the “art of war” – 

everywhere beauty is associated with intellectual perfection. 

On the contrary, the lack of skill, and especially mastery, for example in the case of a speaker 

who is unable to construct a meaningful linguistic construction, evokes an anti-aesthetic reaction 

[16, 66]. Although a work of art requires an original form, the author’s artistic mastery is assumed 

to be formed in accordance with aesthetic norms and rules of language [17, 95]. 

3. Pragmatic criterion 

The syntactic paradigm was eventually replaced by a pragmatic one: in the new model of 

aesthetic communication, the emphasis was shifted from the artist’s skill to his personality. In a 

work of art, as Hanna Konicka writes, there is a special kind of pragmatic directive – a reference to 

the “specific intention” of the author as the first condition for the success of any act of 

communication [18, 170]. John Searle (1999) writes in this regard that each genre (novel, comedy, 

poem, etc.) encodes a certain pragmatic intention of the author. The pragmatic criterion of art comes 

to the fore in the era of postmodernism. 

When interpreting a work of art (as artistic) and determining its aesthetic value, the attitude and 

intention of the recipient also play an important role: aesthetic value is a phenomenon of a partly 

conventional, partly phenomenal series, when what is considered beautiful is beautiful [19, 108; 20, 162]. 

The pragmatic criterion in interpreting works of art is especially noticeable in situations where 

the cultural codes of the sender and the recipient of information differ and what is beautiful for the 

sender is not beautiful for the recipient [17, 92]. This is particularly observed in the relations 

between locals and newcomers. Thus, the traveler and photographer Sergei Karpushin describes his 

stay in the Eastern Sayan Mountains: 

The village [...] is very well located for photographic tasks. [...] Morning fogs are a special 

decoration, forcing me to pay special attention to this moment. Local residents are in a hurry on 

business, passing by, they are interested in my occupation, ask permission to look through the 

viewfinder, say: - “Well, what's so beautiful here, fog and sun, we have this here every day” [21]. 

The evaluative statement “What is beautiful here?” is quite typical for different situations of 

intercultural communication. 

The role of the sender's communicative intention is also important in situations where the genre 

characteristic of the text is not defined. Stanislav Lem wrote on this subject: “If we are unable to 

relate a text to a certain subject area or a certain single image, we are dealing with the text of a 

madman or a poet” [12, 122]. Lem believed that in both cases there is an abuse of language and a 

certain deconstruction of it, while, however, the poet's work is interpreted as a product of his 

intentional action, and it is this pragmatic criterion that is decisive. 

This aspect of fiction was noted by the eminent Czech philologist Jan Mukařovský [22]. In his 

opinion, the main factor in the perception of a text as a holistic sign created to implement an 

aesthetic function is the intentionality of the author [23, 136]. Mukařovský believed that 

intentionality in art is equivalent to “semantic energy”, thanks to which the work is interpreted as a 

sign. This does not contradict the situations that Tomasz writes about Kunz: artistic discourses, in 
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his opinion, are characterized by deliberate ambiguity, which in extreme cases can border on 

complete incomprehensibility [24, 186]. However, this does not mean that, like noise in classical 

information theory, such ambiguity does not play any role - on the contrary, a message that creates 

the impression of deliberate disorder has a special value: it encourages the recipient to reflect. 

According to Kunz, noise in a work of art becomes a significant element precisely due to the 

author's intention (the recipient's awareness of such intention): an artistic sign is not so much a 

linguistic form as a material representation of the sender's point of view. Kuntz believes that each 

participant in artistic discourse is guided by the idea of a mandatory “mode of order” (the equivalent 

of “semantic energy” in Mukařovský) – a general criterion that gives the reader grounds to make 

efforts to seek some global meaning in every artistic message, regardless of its construction, as the 

semantic intention of the author. 

Conclusion. In conclusion, it should be noted that the criteria of artistic quality (semantic, 

syntactic and pragmatic) operate differently in the activities of the sender and the receiver. The 

sender (the creator of the text) usually belongs to a certain artistic group and operates within the 

framework of a certain convention: classicism, romanticism, realism, modernism or postmodernism. 

Of course, there are eclectic works, including intentionally eclectic ones, but they are usually 

marginal. 

The recipient finds himself in a different situation. On the one hand, he lives in a certain time 

and encounters texts and works that belong to the canon or standard of a given era. On the other 

hand, the recipient inevitably encounters texts and works from earlier eras, and therefore other 

artistic criteria. There are many such situations: these are required school works, museums, 

specialized painting exhibitions, retro festivals, folk art festivals, documentaries, etc. This second 

channel of art perception explains the phenomenon when the recipient rethinks the work 

considering his own artistic experience in a broader cultural (so-called “vertical”) context. 
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Аңдатпа 

Кез-келген тілдегі белгілі бір лексикалық категорияны сипаттайтын жалқы есімдердің 

барлық түрін ғылыми зерттеу қазіргі таңда жалпыға бірдей танылды. Әлемдік тіл білімінің 

заманауи даму кезеңі ономастикалық ізденістердің жедел өсуімен сипатталады. Себебі 

ономастика бойынша зерттеулер археология, әлеуметтану, тарихи география сияқты 

ғылымдардың сұрақтарына жауап береді. Соңғы жылдары антропонимлер лингвистикалық 

нысан ретінде лингвист мамандардың назарын көп аударуда. Сондықтан қазақтардың 

антропонимиясына үңілу ұлттық әлеуметтік-лингвистикалық ортаның бір саласын 

зерттеумен парапар. Зерттеу жұмысының негізгі мақсаты қазақтардың заманауи 

антропонимикалық жүйесінің күйі жауап бере алатын сұрақтар тізбегіне жауап іздеу 

қажеттілігінен туады. Қазақ есімдерінің тарихи-лингвистикалық, статистикалық, әлеуметтік 

түрде талдануының міндеттері келесідей нақтыланады: қолда бар антропонимикалық 

материалды жинау, өңдеу; заманауи қазақ есімдерінің қалыптасуының тарихын, 

ерекшеліктерін көрсету, антропонимикалықжүйенің соңғы бес жылдықтағы даму 
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